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 John Redlantern


 Thud, thud, thud. Old Roger was banging a stick on our group log to get us up and out of our shelters.


 ‘Wake up, you lazy newhairs. If you don’t hurry up, the dip will be over before we even get there, and all the bucks will have gone back up Dark!’


 Hmmph, hmmph, hmmph, went the trees all around us, pumping and pumping hot sap from under ground. Hmmmmmmm, went forest. And from over Peckhamway came the sound of axes from
 Batwing group. They were starting their wakings a couple of hours ahead of us, and they were already busy cutting down a tree.


 ‘What?’ grumbled my cousin Gerry, who slept in the same shelter as me. ‘I’ve only just got to sleep!’


 His little brother Jeff propped himself up on one elbow. He didn’t say anything, but watched with his big interested eyes as Gerry and I threw off our sleep skins, tied on our waistwraps,
 and grabbed our shoulder wraps and our spears.


 ‘Get your arses out here, you lazy lot!’ came David’s angry spluttery voice. ‘Get your arses out fast fast before I come in and get you.’


 Gerry and me crawled out of our shelter. Sky was glass-black, Starry Swirl was above us, clear as a whitelantern in front of your face, and the air was cool cool as it is in a dip when
 there’s no cloud between us and stars. Most of the grownups in the hunting party were gathered together already with spears and arrows and bows: David, Met, Old Roger, Lucy Lu . . . A bitter
 smell was wafting all around our clearing, and the smoke was lit up by the fire and the shining lanterntrees. Our group leader Bella and Gerry’s mum, my kind ugly aunt Sue, were roasting bats
 for breakfast. They weren’t coming with us, but they’d got up early to make sure we had everything we needed.


 ‘Here you are, my dears,’ said Sue, giving me and Gerry half a bat each: one wing, one leg, one tiny little wizened hand.


 Ugh! Bat! Gerry and me pulled faces as we chewed the gristly meat. It was bitter bitter, even though Sue had sweetened it with toasted stumpcandy. But that was what the hunting party was all
 about. We were having bat for breakfast because our group hadn’t managed to find better meat in forest round Family, so now we were going to try our luck further away, over in Peckham Hills,
 where woollybucks came down during dips from up on Snowy Dark.


 ‘We won’t walk up Cold Path to meet them,’ said Roger, ‘we’ll go up round the side of it, up Monkey Path, and then meet Cold Path at the top of the
 trees.’


 Whack! David hit me across the bum with the butt of his big heavy spear and laughed.


 ‘Wakey, wakey, Johnny boy!’


 I looked into his ugly batface – it was one of the worst batfaces in Family: it looked like he had a whole extra jagged mouth where his nose should be – but I couldn’t think of
 anything to say. There was no fun in the man. He’d hit you hard for no reason, and then laugh like he’d made a joke.


 But just then a bunch of Spiketree newhairs arrived in our clearing with their spears and bows, walking along the trampled path that linked our group to theirs on its way to Greatpool.


 ‘Hey there, Redlanterns!’ they called out. ‘Aren’t you ready yet?’


 Bella had agreed with their group leader Liz that some of them could come along with us and take a share of the kill. They were the group next to us Redlanterns in Family and, for the present,
 they were keeping the same wakings and sleepings as us, which made it easy for us to do things together with them (easier than with, say, London group, who were having their dinner when we were
 just waking up).


 I noticed Tina was among them: Tina Spiketree, who cut her hair with an oyster shell to make it stick up in little spikes.


 ‘Everyone ready then?’ Bella called. ‘Everyone got spears? Everyone got a warm shoulder wrap? Good. Off you go then. Go and get us some bucks, and leave us in peace to get on
 with things back here.’
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 We went out by a path that led through a big clump of flickering starflowers and then into Batwing. A whole bunch of Batwing grownups and newhairs were in their clearing banging
 away at a giant redlantern tree with their blackglass axes, working in the pink light of its flowers. We walked round the edge of their clearing to Family Fence, dragged away the branches at the
 opening, and went out into open forest. No more shelters and campfires ahead of us now: nothing but shining trees.


 Hmmmph, hmmmph, hmmmph, went the trees. Hmmmmmm, went forest.


 We walked for a waking under the light of the treelanterns, slashing down whatever birds and bats and fruit we could get as we went along, and finally stopped to rest at the big lump of rock
 called Lava Blob. Old Roger handed us out a gritty little seedcake each, made of ground-up starflower seeds, so we could have something in our bellies, and then we settled down with our backs
 against the rock, so we didn’t have to worry about leopards sneaking up behind us. There were lots of yellowlantern trees round there, which we didn’t get so much back in Family, and
 also yellow animals called hoppers that came bouncing out of forest on their back legs and wrung their four hands together while they looked at us with their big flat eyes and went Peep peep
 peep. But hoppers were no good to eat and their skins were no use either, so we just chucked stones at them to make them go away and let us sleep in peace.


 When we woke up, Starry Swirl was still bright bright in sky. We ate a bit of dry cake and off we went again, under redlanterns and whitelanterns and spiketrees, with flutterbyes darting
 and glittering all round us and bats chasing the flutterbyes and trees going hmmph, hmmph, hmmph like always, until it all blurred together into that hmmmmmmmmm that was the
 background of our lives.


 After a few miles we came to a small pool full of shiny wavyweed and all us newhairs took off our wraps and dived into the warm water for crabfish and oysters to eat. All the boys watched Tina
 Spiketree diving in, and they all thought how graceful she was with her long legs, and how smooth her skin was, and how much they wanted to slip with her. But when she came up she swam straight to
 me, and gave me a dying oyster with the bright pink light still shining out of it.


 ‘You know what they say about oysters, don’t you, John?’ she said.


 Tom’s neck, she was pretty pretty, the prettiest in whole of Family. And she knew it well well.


 In another couple of hours we reached the place where Peckham Hills began to rise up out of forest of Circle Valley, and started to climb up through them by Monkey Path, which isn’t really
 a path, but just a way we know through the trees. The trees carried on up the slopes – redlanterns and whitelanterns and scalding hot spiketrees – and there were flickering starflowers
 growing beneath them, just like in the rest of forest. Streams ran through them down from darkness and ice, heading towards Greatpool, still cold cold but already bright and glittering with life.
 And small creatures called monkeys jumped from tree to tree. They had little thin bodies, and six long arms with a hand on the end of each. Handsome Fox shot one with an arrow, and was pleased
 pleased with himself, even though they were all bones and sinews and only give a mouthful of meat, because they move fast and are hard to aim at with those big blotches on their skin that flash on
 and off as they swing among the lanternflowers.


 As we climbed up it got colder. The starflowers disappeared, the trees became smaller, and there weren’t any monkeys any more, only the occasional smallbuck darting away through the trees.
 And then the trees stopped and we came out from the top edge of forest onto bare ground. Pretty soon, when we’d climbed above the height of those last few little trees, we could see whole of
 Circle Valley spread out below us – whole of Eden that we knew, with thousands and thousands of lanterns shining all the way from where we stood on Peckham Hills to Dark shadow of Blue
 Mountains away in the distance, and from Rockies over the left, with the red glow of Mount Snellins smouldering in middle, to the deep darkness over to our right that was Alps. And above all of it
 the huge spiral of Starry Swirl was still shining down.


 Of course, with no trees to give off light with their lanternflowers or to warm the air with their trunks, it was dark dark up there – you could only just barely make things out in the
 starlight and the light from the edge of forest – and it was cold cold, specially on our feet. But us newhairs dared each other to run up as far as the snow. The ice felt like it was
 burning, it was so cold, and most kids took ten twenty steps, yelled and came running down again. But I took Gerry right up to the ridge of the hill and then, ignoring Old Roger yelling at us to
 come back, went far enough down the other side so that the others couldn’t see us.


 ‘We’ve made our point now, haven’t we, John?’ Gerry said, shivering. We only had waistwraps on, and buckskins round our shoulders, and our feet were hurting like
 they’d been skinned. ‘Shall we go back down to rest of them now?’


 My cousin Gerry was about a wombtime younger than me – his dad was giving his mum a slip, in other words, about the time that I was born – and he was devoted to me, he thought I was
 wonderful, he’d do just about anything I asked.


 ‘No, wait a minute. Wait a minute. Be quiet and listen.’


 ‘Listen to what?’


 ‘To the silence, you idiot.’


 There was no hmmmmmmmm of forest, no hmmph, hmmph, hmmph of pumping trees, no starbirds going hoom, hoom, hoom in the distance, no flutterbyes flapping and flicking, no
 whoosh of diving bats. There was no sound at all except a quiet little tinkle of water all around us coming out from under the snow in hundreds of little streams. And it was dark
 dark. No tree-light up there. The only light came from Starry Swirl.


 We could barely make out each other’s faces. It made me think about that place called Earth where Tommy and Angela first came from, way back in the beginning with the Three Companions, and
 where one waking we would all return, if only we stayed in the right place and were good good good. There were no lanterntrees back there on Earth, no glittery flutterbyes or shiny flowers, but
 they had a big big light that we don’t have at all. It came from a giant star. And it was so bright that it would burn out your eyes if you stared at it.


 ‘When people talk about Earth,’ I said to Gerry, ‘they always talk about that huge bright star, don’t they, and all the lovely light it must have given? But Earth turned
 round and round, didn’t it, and half the time it wasn’t facing the star at all but was dark dark, without lanterns or anything, only the light the Earth people made for
 themselves.’


 ‘What are you talking about, John?’ Gerry said, with his teeth chattering. ‘And why can’t we go back down again if you just want to talk?’


 ‘I was thinking about that darkness. They called it Night, didn’t they? I’m just thinking that it must have been like this. What you get up here on Snowy Dark: it’s what
 they would have called Night.’


 ‘Hey John!’ Old Roger was calling from the far side of the ridge. ‘Hey Gerry!’ He was scared we’d freeze to death or get lost or something up there.


 ‘Better go back,’ Gerry said.


 ‘Let him stew a minute first.’


 ‘But I’m freezing freezing, John.’


 ‘Just one minute.’


 ‘Okay, one minute,’ said Gerry, ‘but that’s it.’


 He actually counted it out on his pulse, one to sixty, the silly boy, and then he jumped up and we both climbed back over the ridge. Gerry went running straight down to the others, but I stood
 up there for a moment, partly to show I was my own man and didn’t go scurrying back for Old Roger or anyone, and partly to take in how things looked from up there on top of the ridge: the
 shining forest, with darkness all around it, and above everything the bright bright stars. That’s our home down there, I thought, that’s our whole world. It felt weird to be looking in
 on it from outside. And though in one way the bright forest stretching away down there seemed big big, in another way it seemed small small, that little shining place with the stars above it and
 darkness looking down on it from the mountains all around.


 Back with the others, Gerry made a big thing about his freezing feet, asking some people to feel them and rub them, begging others to let him ride on their backs until he had warmed up, and
 generally hopping and skipping around like an idiot. That was how Gerry dealt with people. ‘I’m just a fool, I won’t hurt anyone,’ that was his message. But I wasn’t
 like that. ‘I’m not a fool by any means,’ was my message, ‘and don’t assume I won’t hurt you either.’ I acted as if I didn’t feel the cold in
 my feet at all, and pretty soon they were so numb anyway that I really didn’t. I noticed Tina watching me and smiling, and I smiled back.


 On we went, just below the snow and along the top edge of forest, where there was a bit of light from the trees, Old Roger grumbling and moaning about how newhairs had no respect any more and
 things were different from how they used to be.


 ‘Old fool was scared he’d have to go back to Family and tell your mums he’d lost you,’ said Tina. ‘He was thinking of the trouble he’d be in. No more slippy
 for Old Roger.’


 ‘Like he gets it anyway,’ said dark-eyed Fox, who my mum had told me once with a shrug was like as not my father. (But then another time she said it could have been Old Roger –
 he wasn’t quite such a fool once apparently – or maybe a pretty little newhair boy from London she once slipped with. I wished I knew, but lots of people didn’t know for sure who
 their dad was.)


 We came to Cold Path, which ran down beside a stream that carried meltwater from a big snowslug. Woollybucks made this path, and we crept up to it in case there were some on it now. There
 weren’t, but there were lots of fresh buck tracks coming down off the snow and onto the muddy ground beside the stream as it headed down to forest below. The bucks had come down already. The
 dip had brought them down from wherever it was up there they normally lived, and from whatever it was that they normally did up there.


 ‘I saw a big big bunch of them in this exact spot once,’ said Roger. ‘Coming down the path from the snowslug there. About ten fifteen wombs ago. There were ten twelve of them,
 plodding down in single file from up on Snowy Dark there and . . .’


 I stopped listening then. I looked up into the blackness of Snowy Dark as he talked, and wondered. No one knew anything about that place up there except that it was high high and dark dark and
 cold cold cold, and that it was the source of all the streams and the great snowslugs (‘glay seers’, as Oldest called them), and that it surrounded our whole world.


 But then I noticed a light high up there in sky: a little far-off patch of pale white light hovering up there in darkness.


 ‘Hey look! Up there!’


 Normally when you see something that you don’t know what it is, it only takes a second or two before you do know, or at least can have a good guess. But this I couldn’t make
 out at all. I really had no idea what it could possibly be. I mean, there’s one source of light in sky: Starry Swirl. And there’s another source on the ground: living things, trees and
 plants and animals, plus the fires we make ourselves. But the only light I’d ever seen in between these two sources was from volcanoes like Mount Snellins, and they were red red like fire,
 not pale and white.


 It sounds dumb but all I could think of for a moment was that it was a Landing Veekle, one of those sky-boats with lights on them that brought Tommy and Angela and the Three Companions down to
 Eden from the starship Defiant.


 Well, we were always taught that it would happen sometime. The Three Companions had gone back to Earth for help. Something must have gone wrong, we knew, or the Earth people would have come long
 ago, but they had a thing with them called a Rayed Yo that could shout across sky, and another thing called a Computer that could remember things for itself. A waking would come when they’d
 find Defiant, or hear the Rayed Yo, and build a new starship and come for us, across Starry Swirl, through Hole-in-Sky, to take us back to the bright light of that giant giant star.


 And for one sweet scary moment I thought it was finally happening now.


 Then Roger spoke.


 ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘That’s them. That’s woollybucks alright.’


 Woollybucks?


 Well, of course that’s all it was! It was obvious now. That pale light wasn’t really in sky at all, it was up in the mountains, up on Snowy Dark, and it was just woollybucks.
 Michael’s names, I was glad I hadn’t said anything out loud. Woollybucks were the one thing we were supposed to be looking for, and I’d mistaken them for sky people from bloody
 Earth!


 I felt a fool, but beyond that I felt sad sad, because for a few seconds I’d really thought that the time had finally come when we would find our way back to that place full of
 light and people, where they knew the answers to all the hard hard questions we had no idea how to solve, and could see things we can’t see any more than blind people . . .


 But no, of course not. Nothing had changed. All we still had was Eden and each other, five hundred of us in whole world, huddled up with our blackglass spears and our log boats and our bark
 shelters.


 It was disappointing. It was sad sad. But it was still amazing just to think the mountains up there were so high. I mean, you could see their shadows against the stars from back in
 Family, and you could see they must be big big, but you couldn’t see the mountains themselves, only the lower slopes where there were still trees and light, and you couldn’t really tell
 which were the mountains and which were the clouds above them. I’d only ever been to the lower hills before and I’d imagined that Snowy Dark behind them was maybe two three times higher
 than that ridge of hills that Gerry and I had run up to the top of. But I could tell now that it was ten twelve times that high.


 And right up there – so high up, so far away, in a place so different from where we were now that it was more like looking into a dream than at a real place in the world – a row of
 woollybucks were moving in single file across the slope, and the soft white lanterns on the tops of their heads were lighting up the snow around them. Just for a moment as the bucks went past, the
 snow shone white, and then it became grey, and then it went back into blackness again. And though woollybucks are big beasts, two three times the weight of a man, they looked so tiny and alone up
 there in their tiny little pool of light that they might as well have been little ants. They might as well have been those little flylets that live behind the ears of bats.


 And in the back of my mind a little thought came to me that there were other worlds we could reach that weren’t hidden away in Starry Swirl, or through Hole-in-Sky, but here on
 ground, in Eden. They were the places where the woollybucks went, the places they came from.


 ‘There were about twelve thirteen bucks that time I was telling you about,’ Old Roger said. ‘They came down here and we did for four of them before the rest ran away back up
 the hill where we couldn’t follow. You know old Jeffo London, the bloke with one leg that makes the boats? Well, he had two legs back then and he got a bit overexcited and went after the
 other seven eight bucks. He got lost up there in Dark. We waited as long as we could, but pretty soon we were freezing too, so we went down the path a bit and waited there for him. No one thought
 he’d make it back but, just before we were about to head back to Family with the bucks, he bloody did! He came stumbling down the path with these kind of white burns on his toes and his leg.
 It turned to black after a while – a black burn, though they call it gang green for some reason – and that’s why he’s only got one leg. We had to cut off the other
 one, saw it off with a blackglass knife. Harry’s dick! You should have heard him yell. But the rest of us, well, we were pretty happy to be going back with all that buckmeat. And we were
 popular when we got back, I can tell you. We were happy. Slippy all round, I reckon. I know I . . .’


 ‘Yeah alright, Roger,’ David interrupted. He didn’t like it when people laughed and joked about having a slip. ‘Alright Roger, that’s interesting I’m sure,
 but that lot’s not coming down, are they?’


 Old Roger peered up at Snowy Dark and pretended to look. He was at that age when folk start going blind: eighty wombtimes old or thereabouts. He didn’t want us to know how bad it had got
 in case we decided he shouldn’t be the head huntsman for our group any more – which he really shouldn’t have been – so no way was he going to let on that all he could
 really see was a blur. ‘No, I suppose,’ he said, ‘it’s . . . um . . . always hard to tell with woollybucks.’


 This is nuts, I thought, letting this old man lead us. Food was getting scarcer in our group and Family in general. Not really scarce, but we all went a bit hungry some wakings. And yet
 who did we send out to lead a woollybuck hunt for our group? This blind old fool!


 ‘They’re headed away from us,’ David said coldly. ‘So we’d better get down again and try and get the ones that came down earlier.’


 ‘How do you know that lot up there aren’t the same ones that came down?’ asked Met. He was a big tall boy who wasn’t all that bright, and didn’t often speak.
 ‘Maybe they’ve been down already and now they’re going up again?’


 ‘Look at the tracks, Met,’ said David, poking Met hard in the arm. ‘Look at the bloody tracks. They’re all going downhill, aren’t they? There’s none coming
 up. Look at the way the toes are pointed, Einstein. So that means a bunch of them are still down there, doesn’t it? And I’d say they’ll stay down there too while Starry Swirl is
 still out.’


 ‘Couldn’t we wait here until they come back up again?’ asked Met.


 It was a stupid suggestion. All the wraps we had to cover ourselves with were our bitswraps round the middle and a buckskin round the shoulders, and our feet were bare and cold.


 ‘Oh clever,’ said David, and he looked at Met with his smile that wasn’t really a smile, wind whistling in and out of his ugly hole of a face, with that other bit of mouth that
 went up where a nose should be and always seemed red and sore. ‘Stay up by all means, Met, but I don’t think I fancy a dose of gang green myself.’


 He was always a sarcastic bastard. But that, and hitting people, was about the nearest he got to being friendly.


 ‘Anyone want to freeze up here with Met, go ahead,’ David said. ‘Otherwise let’s get down out of the cold to where the woollybucks actually are, eh?’


 It was cold cold. Even if you put your back against a tree trunk it was cold, because they were only stumpy little trees up there and they didn’t give out heat like a big redlantern or
 whitelantern does down in the valley. But then again, I thought to myself, Met’s idea wasn’t so dumb. If we could only find a way of staying up there for a bit longer we could spear
 loads loads more bucks, because they always did come up and down these paths down from Dark around dips. So why didn’t we think about ways of keeping warm up there? Why didn’t we
 bring some more wraps with us, or make wraps that we could tie up round us? Why hadn’t we found a way of putting wraps round our feet? Why had we decided that it was too bloody cold and
 difficult up by Dark to even try and work out a way round it?


 But that was how it was. We walked down beside the stream again and pretty soon tall trees were all around us again, there were lanterns wherever we looked, white and red and blue, and that
 little crack in the hills had widened out into Cold Path Valley. It was a small place: in an hour you could walk right across it to the narrow little gap in the hills that led back into Circle
 Valley where we lived.


 ‘I wonder where the woollybucks go,’ I said. ‘I wonder if there’s another forest they go to beyond the hills.’


 ‘Another forest?’ snorted Fox. ‘Don’t be daft, John. There couldn’t be anywhere else as big as Circle Valley.’


 ‘That’s wrong! When Tommy and Angela and the Three Companions first saw Eden, they saw lights all over . . .’


 ‘Beyond the hills the Shadow People live,’ Lucy Lu interrupted me in a loud slow dreamy voice.


 She was a woman with a round pale face and watery eyes who used to go round the other groups in Family and offer to talk to the shadows of their dead in exchange for bits of blackglass and old
 skins and scraps of food.


 ‘That’s crap,’ said Tina. ‘There’s no such thing as Shadow People.’


 I agreed with her. I’d got no time for things that people saw out of the corner of their eye, or in dreams. Harry’s dick, there were enough real things to look at face on! There were
 enough things you could put your hands on and hold.


 ‘You wouldn’t say that if you saw them like I do,’ said Lucy Lu in that dreamy voice, like she was only half in our world and half in a shadow world which only she could
 see.


 ‘Some people reckon sky is a huge flat stone,’ Gerry broke in suddenly, ‘and Starry Swirl is rocklanterns growing underneath it, like you get in caves. This big flat stone, it
 sits up there with its edges on the top of Snowy Dark. Dark is really there to hold it up.’


 ‘That is really crap,’ said Tina with her throaty laugh. ‘Boy, that really is. And no one else even says it either apart from you, Gerry. You made it up just now.
 Trying to be different like your hero John.’


 ‘No I didn’t!’ Gerry laughed.


 He was happy to have headed off an argument between me and Lucy Lu and Fox.


 ‘Of course you did,’ Tina told him. ‘It’s the most half-arsed thing I ever heard.’


 ‘Yes, and make sure you don’t say that sort of thing in front of Oldest either,’ said Old Roger. ‘They wouldn’t like it. How could Tommy and Gela have come down
 from Starry Swirl with the Three Companions if it was just rocklanterns on a stone?’


 ‘So Gerry can’t have his own ideas?’ I said. ‘But Oldest can make up any fairy story they like and then force us all to accept that it’s true?’


 ‘You watch it, John,’ said David. ‘You bloody watch what you say.’


 ‘Newhairs!’ complained Old Roger. ‘When I was young we showed respect to our Oldest. We’d never say the True Story was made-up.’


 I didn’t really think it was made up. I didn’t doubt that Tommy and Angela and the Three Companions had come down from sky. We had the Mementoes after all, we had the Earth
 Models, we had old writing and pictures scratched on trees. We had all kinds of reasons for believing it was true. I just didn’t like the way that some people were allowed to take that old
 story and keep it for themselves and make it say what they wanted it to say.
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 Pretty soon Old Roger divided us up into pairs and had us spread out across Cold Path Valley, looking for woollybucks. I was in a pair with Gerry. We were sent to the narrow gap
 called Neck, which went through into Circle Valley proper.


 ‘Right up to Neck, mind,’ Old Roger said, ‘but not beyond. That way you should spot any bucks that try and run that way from the rest of us.’


 We walked over to Neck, and squatted down with our spears to wait for bucks. There was a place above us that I’d visited once twice on the spur of hill that formed the right hand side of
 Neck as you looked back towards Family, and I pointed it out to Gerry.


 ‘There are five six good dry caves up there,’ I told him, ‘with a bit of open ground in front of them so you could sit there and look out over forest. And a bit below them
 there’s a pool, ten twelve foot across, warm warm from spiketree roots.’


 Gerry glanced up where I was pointing and shrugged.


 ‘It would be a good place for Family to live,’ I told him. ‘Much better than where we live now. It’s got everything you need: a pool, caves. It’s handy for
 woollybucks. Blackglass too, I dare say, if you looked hard enough.’


 Gerry laughed.


 ‘You say weird weird things sometimes, John. What do you mean a good place for Family? Family is a place!’


 ‘It’s a place, and it’s a bunch of people,’ I said. ‘The people could move, couldn’t they? Or some of them. The people and the place don’t have
 to be the same thing. Family could move and this would be just the place to move to.’


 ‘But we’ve got to stay by Circle!’ Gerry protested. ‘Otherwise Earth won’t be able to find us when they come back for us! Come on, John, you . . .’


 Then he broke off, and laughed like he’d realized I was joking, but I’d fooled him just for a moment.


 I wasn’t sure myself if it was a joke or not.


 ‘Let’s go out into the big forest,’ I said.


 Gerry shrugged. He’d do whatever I wanted. He was one of those that need other people to tell him what to do and what to be.


 ‘We were supposed to stay in Cold Path Valley,’ he pointed out.


 ‘Yes, but we’ll just go a little way.’
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 It was pretty soon after we went through Neck and into Circle Valley forest that we met the leopard.


 We were in one of those openings you get in whitelantern forest, where an old group of trees has died and crumbled and no new ones have come up yet from Underworld. All around us were
 whitelanterns and spiketrees with flowers shining white and blue, with flutterbyes feeding on the lanterns, and starflowers growing beneath the trees. But right here, in this open space, there were
 only little tiny starflowers growing close to the ground, and Starry Swirl was plain to see high above us, with no branches and lanterns in the way.


 I was just kneeling down to get a drink from a stream when I saw it.


 ‘Look Gerry, there!’ I whispered, scrambling back up to my feet.


 ‘What?’


 A group of starflowers among the trees shone out for a moment and then faded again. And then the same thing happened among another lot of trees over to the left of the first lot, flowers
 appearing and fading. And then the same again, a bit further on.


 ‘Gela’s tits!’ Gerry says. ‘Quick! Get up a tree!’


 I didn’t move. Another lot of flowers appeared and disappeared. Meanwhile Starry Swirl shone down and flutterbyes fluttered and sparkled, and the trees went hmmph, hmmph, hmmph, and
 forest went hmmmmmmm, like always.


 More flowers lit up and disappeared, and this time we could see the dark shadow of the leopard itself, almost invisible behind those shiny, shimmery starflowers on its skin that slide back
 towards its tail as it goes forward, so they seem to stay in one place. It was circling round us, like leopards do, circling round and round: pure silent darkness, slipping behind the bright
 flowers that rippled across its skin.


 ‘We could make it to that whitelantern just there,’ Gerry whispered. ‘It couldn’t run that fast.’


 Both of us were watching that dark shadow moving through the trees, each of us slowly turning round and round so as to always be facing it. (We must have looked weird, standing there side by
 side and turning round together.) I glanced quickly at the tree Gerry was talking about and I saw he was right. We could easily make it, just so long as we didn’t trip up on something while
 we ran. Of course the leopard would stop circling as soon as it saw us make a move. It would stop circling and attack, but if we chose our moment right we could be over at the tree and pulling
 ourselves up into the safety of its branches before it reached us. And then all we’d have to do is yell and wait and pretty soon Old Roger and David and Fox and all the rest would arrive
 hollering with their spears and bows and arrows, and the leopard would disappear back into forest. Grownups would tell us off for not staying in Cold Path Valley but we’d have a good story to
 tell, so they wouldn’t really mind, specially if we spiced it up a little bit: the leopard’s jaws snapping at our feet as we swung up into the branches, its cold eyes peering up at us .
 . . all that stuff that people always put in to make things seem more exciting than they really were.


 But then again, I thought, a story like that might be fine and good but it wouldn’t reflect on us specially, would it? People would enjoy the story for a waking or two but it
 wouldn’t make them think better of Gerry and me. We’d only have done what anyone would have done: spot a leopard, look for a tree, run.


 ‘You run if you want,’ I whispered – both of us were still slowly turning and turning round on the spot so as to be facing that dark dark creature circling round us –
 ‘you run.’


 ‘What? You . . .’


 But Gerry was too scared to stand and argue and so he ran, belting as fast as he could go across the clear space to the tree.


 Well, I saw the leopard stop. I saw it turn. I saw its eyes flicker as it steadied itself to sprint towards him.


 ‘Here,’ I yelled. ‘Over here!’


 It turned its head back to look at me. Gerry scrambled into the lower branches of the tree and began to climb up to the top. The leopard crept slowly forwards in my direction and then stopped
 and watched me. Now that the beast was still, the spots down its sides stopped moving backwards and just flickered where they were like real starflowers do. Beneath them its skin was black
 black. Not black like black hair, not black like the feathers on a starbird, not black like a charred bit of wood. None of those are really black. But a leopard’s skin has no fur or
 hair or feathers or scales. It doesn’t catch the light. It doesn’t have contours. It doesn’t have different shades in it. It’s black black like sky behind Starry Swirl.
 It’s black black like a hole that goes right through to the bottom of everything, like Hole-in-Sky.


 I felt like crying, I felt like yelling out that I’d made a mistake and I wanted the game to stop. I wished I’d just run like Gerry had done, like every other kid would have done,
 and every grownup too, unless they were in a whole gang of hunters and they had strong spears with proper blackglass heads. All I had was a kid’s buck-hunting spear, with a shaft made from a
 redlantern sucker and a lousy spike off a spiketree shoved onto the end of it and glued there with boiled-down sap.


 But there was no point in crying or yelling. There wasn’t even any point in being scared. It wasn’t as if I could tell the leopard I wanted to give up and not play any more, was it,
 like a kid playing hide and seek? It wasn’t as if the leopard was going to say ‘Fair enough then, mate, game over’. I’d made my choice and now I was stuck with it.


 So I got myself in a good position and I readied my spear and I watched the leopard, waiting for its move. And I stopped having feelings. There was no point in feelings just then, so I made up
 my mind not to feel anything at all. I was quite good at that.


 ‘Help!’ Gerry began to holler from the treetop. ‘Gela’s sake, come and help us! It’s a bloody leopard here! It’s a big big leopard and it’s going to eat
 John!’


 ‘Shut up, Gerry, you idiot,’ I hissed. ‘You break my concentration and I bloody will get eaten.’


 The leopard watched me. A leopard’s eyes are round and flat and big as the palm of your hand, and they don’t move in the leopard’s head like our eyes do. They don’t turn
 from side to side. But when you’re up as close as I was, you can see that inside the eye there are things moving, little glints that shift and glitter. And it’s like you’re
 looking into the thoughts in its black head, like you can actually see them. You can see them, but you can’t understand them. You can only see they’re there.


 The leopard began to sing.


 Looking straight at my eyes with those blank glittery discs, it opened its mouth and out came that sweet sad slow song that leopards sing, in that sweet sad voice that they have, that voice that
 sounded just like a woman’s. Everyone had heard it of course: that lonely ooooo-eeeee-aaaaa from far out in forest that sounded so human that you just couldn’t help thinking it
 was human in some way. Everyone had woken up in middle of a sleep and heard it out there. And everyone had thought to themselves, Gela’s heart, I am glad glad I’m here in Family
 with people all around me. And then they’d listened out for the friendly familiar sounds of other groups in Family with different wakings: folk cooking meat and scraping skins, folk building
 shelters with branches and bark, folk hacking at trees with their stone axes, folk chatting and laughing and arguing and shouting things to one another.


 And that sweet sound of other people awake and busy, that gentle sound, it made the leopard off in forest seem far away, like another whole world, much too far away to think or worry about. It
 was just an animal after all, just an animal out there beyond the fence, hunting its prey in its own funny way, no different from a bat really, or a tree fox, or a tubeslinker. And so they sighed
 and rolled over, and got themselves comfortable among their sleeping skins and got themselves cosy and ready to go back to sleep. And it was almost cosier for them now than it was before,
 hearing that lonely leopard out there when they were safe and warm inside the fence, just like it was cosy cosy hearing rain on the bark roof of your shelter when you were dry and warm inside.


 But for me all this wasn’t happening out there beyond a fence. The leopard was here and I was here too. And it was singing not to some stonebuck or hopper it had cornered, but to
 me. It was singing me a lullaby, singing a lament for long ago, singing a song of love, a slowly fading song, slowly fading away, sinking back, peacefully fading back and back into the distance,
 fading and fading and fading until it was far away, not here at all any more, but lost and forgotten . . .


 And suddenly the beast was coming right at me, hurtling across the few yards of space that lay between us, its jaws open wide wide, its eyes glinting, its head down ready to kill, while its
 peaceful song lagged and faded behind it, just like its spots. I pulled myself out of the dream. I lifted my spear. I waited for my moment, knowing that I’d only get one shot at this, only
 one chance to get it right. I lifted my spear, and I readied it, and I told myself to hold steady and wait. Not yet . . . Not yet . . . Not yet . . .


 Now!


 Michael’s names, that next moment felt good! I got it just right. I shoved my spear into that leopard’s mouth and it went right down its big hot throat.


 Wham – the butt end of the spear caught me in the chest and sent me flying. Splat – a great big gout of the leopard’s greeny-black blood came spurting out all
 over me. That big black beast crashed to the ground and began to thresh about, bubbling and gurgling and clawing at the horrible hard thing stuck in its throat that was stopping it from breathing.
 Quickly I rolled away from its flailing feet. Aaaargh-aaargh-aaargh, went the leopard, trying to knock away the spear, aaaargh-aaargh-aaargh. It was drowning. It was drowning in its
 own blood. Pretty soon it stopped making that noise and just gurgled and twitched a bit. And then it was still.


 ‘Tom’s dick, John, you’ve bloody killed it!’


 Gerry had jumped down from the tree and was running towards me.


 I scrambled to my feet. My head had gone all weird and I didn’t know what to do or think or say.


 ‘Lucy Lu reckons leopards are dead women,’ was what I came out with, talking in a funny bright voice. ‘You know, Shadow People. She says that’s why their voices sound
 like that and their songs are so sad sad. Of course it’s crap, like everything she says. I mean . . .’


 ‘What are you on about, John, you bloody idiot? You did for it, look! All by yourself! Tom’s neck, you did for it all by yourself.’


 I was shaking all over. I couldn’t have been shaking any more, I reckon, if I’d just spent an hour wandering around naked on Snowy Dark.


 ‘I’ll tell you a funny thing,’ I said, ‘when we saw those woollybucks up there on the snow, I thought for a moment they were a Landing Veekle from Earth. Hah! That was
 pretty dumb of me, wasn’t it?’


 Gerry laughed.


 ‘Tom’s dick, John! You just killed a leopard!’


 ‘But I suppose one waking someone will come, won’t they? They say the starship was damaged when Angela and Michael chased after it in their Police Veekle and tried to stop it.
 They say it leaked. But even if the starship broke on the way back, and even if the Three Companions died, the people on Earth would find it sooner or later, wouldn’t they? I mean it had a
 Computer, didn’t it, and a Rayed Yo? Okay it’s two hundred wombtimes ago now that they left Eden. But think how long it must take to build a new starship. I mean it takes old Jeffo half
 a wombtime just to build one lousy log boat to fish with out on Greatpool.’


 Gerry took my shoulders and shook me.


 ‘Gela’s tits, John, will you stop talking about bloody sky-boats! You’ve killed a leopard! All by yourself! With a kid’s spear!’


 It was weird weird. The leopard was still twitching in front of me, I was covered with its black blood, and I was shaking shaking all over. But tears came into my eyes as I thought about the
 Three Companions, who left Tommy and Angela on Eden to try and get back to Earth: Dixon, who had the idea to steal the starship, and Mehmet, who Angela liked best because he was kind, and gentle
 Michael, who named the animals and plants. I wished I knew just what happened to them when they set off back across sky to Earth in their leaky sky-boat.


 And I wished we knew how long it would be before someone came for us from Earth.


 


 2


 
 [image: ]

 


 Tina Spiketree


 John was interesting. I mean he looked nice, and I fancied him in that way, but what fascinated me most was the way he behaved. All that hunting trip he was trying to be
 different, trying not to be the same as all the other newhair guys. He went right up that icy ridge. He annoyed Old Roger and David by questioning the True Story. He stayed still and quiet while
 Gerry was trying to get laughs with his cold feet. Yes, and I’d given him that oyster, and he’d been pleased, but he didn’t make a thing out of it like others boys would.
 He didn’t make a big thing about how he and I were going to have a slip. And now, while the rest of us were hunting bucks, he’d done for a leopard all by himself, which no one
 ever did, not unless they were cornered and had no choice. And his cousin Gerry was telling everyone that John did have a choice. He had plenty of time to run up a tree, but
 he’d decided to stay on the ground and try his luck.


 So why had he done it? I could just about imagine some silly boy doing a thing like that for a dare, or doing it because his friends said he was a wimp, but John wouldn’t go for a dare,
 and no one thought he was a wimp. He’d done it for some other reason. I hadn’t figured out what it was, but I could see that John was like a good chess player: he didn’t just do
 what seemed right at one moment, he thought ahead. He thought about where he was trying to get to, four five moves on.


 Well, I was a bit like that too. I knew when to bide my time. So I didn’t ask John why he did for the leopard, however much I wanted to know, and I didn’t make a big fuss of him like
 most of the others did, and for most of the walk I fell behind him, leaving him to talk to the ones who wanted to go over the story of the leopard, over and over and over again. But I smiled to
 myself as we walked back to Lava Blob and then to Family, because I was looking forward to figuring him out.
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 Family was in eight groups, all bunched up together among the big old rocks that stuck up out of the ground between Greatpool and Longpool and up towards Deep Pool. Each group
 had its own space with bark shelters and a fireplace where embers were always set glowing. (It could take half a waking to get a new fire going with twigs or blackglass sparks, so no one liked to
 let a fire go out.) The outer edge of Family was formed by the pools or by rocks, or, when there wasn’t any natural sort of barrier, by fences made by piling up branches and rocks to keep out
 leopards and other big animals. First group inside the fence on Peckhamside was Batwing, so that’s the bit of the fence we came to first.


 Old Roger Redlantern and big dumb Met dragged away the branches that made the Batwing gateway.


 ‘Leopard kill!’ Old Roger hollered out. ‘Jade’s boy killed a bloody leopard!’


 ‘John did for it,’ yelled Gerry excitedly, ‘my cousin John!’


 Lately the grownups in most of the groups had decided we needed more food-trees in Family to help with our problem of not enough to eat. They’d decided we’d have to get rid of trees
 whose fruits were no good as food, like redlanterns. And when we’d set out six wakings before, Batwing had been busy chopping down a big redlantern tree, and they’d been at it all the
 time we’d been away, hacking away at that tree with stone axes for four wakings. They’d finally managed to pull it down with ropes maybe two three hours before we got there, and when we
 came in through the fence, there was the big tree lying on the ground with bits of broken axes strewn around it. (Someone would need to go over to Blue Hills soon for more blackglass.) The ground
 was still warm and sticky with sap.


 Some little kid had got himself in the wrong place when the hot hot sap sprayed out. He’d been badly burnt. Burnt burnt. If he lived he’d have the scars forever. And now he
 was yelling and yelling in a shelter, and his mum sobbing by his side. Everything was spoiled for him and her, everything wrecked, by one stupid moment. But the rest of Batwing were pleased pleased
 with their work. They were walking round that great big fallen thing, and whacking at it with sticks and talking about what a bugger it’d been to get down, and how much bark they’d get
 off it, and how much wood. And the kids were looking forward to eating the stumpcandy. And everyone was trying not to notice the screaming kid in the shelter.


 ‘Boy killed a leopard!’ Old Roger boomed out again. ‘Young newhair. Jade’s boy John.’


 John and Gerry were carrying the dead thing tied onto two branches. I was walking behind them, with ugly old David and handsome shallow Fox. Four others were carrying the big woollybuck that
 four of us had cornered and done for about the same time as John got the leopard. A lot of eating that buck was going to give, and a lot of skin and bones too to make wraps and tools with, and
 normally everyone would have been impressed, but now all they were interested in was the leopard. They came running over to touch that weird black skin that was so smooth smooth that it was almost
 like touching nothing at all. They wanted to look into its dead dead eyes. They wanted to feel the ridges down its sides where the starflower spots had glittered and flowed when it was alive.


 ‘Look at the big black teeth on it,’ the Batwings said, reaching out to touch.


 ‘Careful with them,’ said Old Roger, though a leopard’s teeth aren’t exactly fragile. ‘They belong to Redlantern, don’t forget. We don’t want good
 knives damaged.’


 ‘I saw him kill it,’ Gerry kept saying over and over. ‘I was up in a tree and I saw it! John could have climbed a tree too but no, that’s not my cousin John. He faced it
 all by himself with an ordinary kid’s buck-spear. Imagine that! Just an ordinary spear with a spiketree tip.’


 And Gerry looked around at the impressed Batwings, and the people from other groups who’d started to appear: Fishcreek, Spiketree, Brooklyn. He was thrilled, because no one had ever been
 so interested in what he had to say. (He wasn’t a boy that was particularly funny or clever or interesting. He didn’t really even have opinions of his own. I’d hardly even noticed
 him until now.)


 ‘And he killed it cleanly in one go,’ Gerry told them all. ‘One single stab.’


 ‘Well, he wouldn’t be here to tell about it if he hadn’t, would he?’ said a Batwing boy about mine and John’s age. ‘It’s not like a leopard’s
 going to stand there and let you have a second go.’


 The boy was called Mehmet. He was named, like a lot of people were, for Mehmet Haribey, who was one of the Three Companions. But, though the True Story said that Mehmet Haribey was friendly and
 kind, Mehmet Batwing didn’t look all that friendly. He had a narrow clever face and a little pointy yellow beard, and he was a sarky bugger who liked to find fault with people.


 Well, I can be pretty sarky myself when I want to be, and I can deal with sarky people, no trouble, but Gerry didn’t know how to handle them at all. I saw him look at Mehmet and frown, but
 he really couldn’t work out what exactly Mehmet was getting at, so he shrugged and carried on.


 ‘A bloody great leopard,’ he yelled out again excitedly, turning away from Mehmet. ‘John says I can share the hearts. And it’s fully grown, not just a little one. It sang
 at him and everything. Sang like a woman, even when it was running towards him. You should have heard it. You should have heard. Like a lovely gentle woman it was, even when it was running at him
 with its jaws wide open. Fully grown it is. Have you ever seen such a big one? Biggest one ever, I’d say. John says I can have one of its hearts, because I was there too when the leopard
 came.’


 We passed on through the group and into Redlantern group area, which came before Spiketree. And Redlanterns got out some fruit beer and passed it round in dried whitefruit shells for all us to
 drink and celebrate the double kill.


 ‘John, you idiot,’ said John’s mother Jade, with that smile of hers that was supposed to send men crazy. ‘Why couldn’t you climb a bloody tree like any normal
 person?’


 I looked at her and wondered why men couldn’t see the emptiness inside her. It was like she was acting being a person, she was moving her pretty body around to make it seem alive, but
 inside she was lost lost.


 ‘Jade, Jade,’ said her sister Sue, laughing. ‘Your only son kills a leopard by himself and that’s all you can say?’


 Sue Redlantern was Gerry’s mum and she was a batface, like David, and like my own sister Jane. She was as ugly ugly as John’s mum was beautiful, but she was kind and giving and
 everyone knew it, not only in Redlantern but across whole of our side of Family.


 ‘He’s a bloody fool,’ said Jade.


 I looked at John. His face was still still, but Gerry was upset on his behalf.


 ‘Your son John is brilliant brilliant,’ he told Jade hotly. ‘He’s bloody brilliant. How many kids of twenty wombtimes have ever . . .?’


 ‘You should say years,’ said Old Roger. ‘You should say fifteen years, not twenty wombtimes. You know what Oldest say: the world doesn’t come from a
 woman’s belly.’


 ‘How many kids of fifteen years,’ Gerry said, ‘have ever done for a leopard on their own?’


 ‘He is a brave boy,’ said Roger, ‘even if he is rude to his elders.’


 ‘He’s a bloody lucky boy,’ said sour David, pursing his ugly batlips that split open right up into where his nose ought to be.


 Little kids were crowding round with toy spears cut from whitelantern twigs.


 ‘How did you kill it, John? What was it like?’


 There weren’t only kids from Redlantern around us now, but from my group Spiketree and from Brooklyn and even from London and Blueside, right across the other side of Family. Grownups had
 come over too.


 ‘Right down the throat, I hear,’ said an old Fishcreek guy called Tom. He was another batface and he had clawfeet too, poor bugger, so he couldn’t ever have been a hunter. But
 he was clever with making things out of wood and stone – spears, saws, axes, knives, boats – and he liked to talk about hunting. He liked to show that he knew about it.


 ‘That’s the best way, of course,’ he said. ‘A good clean kill. But it’s far from easy.’


 ‘Too damn right,’ Gerry said. ‘It’s hard hard. John only had a . . .’


 ‘It’s not that hard,’ John interrupted. ‘It just seems hard because it’s dangerous. It’s like balancing on a branch at the top of a tree. Really, when
 you think about it, that’s no harder than balancing on a branch near the ground, which anyone can do. The only difference is that you’re done for if you don’t get it right, and
 that makes it seem harder.’


 I smiled. I liked what John had said, and I liked that he didn’t say it to pretend to be modest, but because he was annoyed with the smallness of Family that got so excited about a little
 thing like someone killing one lousy animal. But Gerry looked at him in dismay. Why was John cross that people were making a fuss of him? Why didn’t he like it that everyone said he was
 great? Poor Gerry, who no one noticed much at all, he just couldn’t figure it out.


 ‘John only had a second to get it right,’ he repeated. ‘Too early or too late and he’d have been done for.’


 After they’d cut out its two big hearts, grownups tied wavyweed ropes round the leopard’s front legs and hauled it up into the meeting tree in middle of Redlantern group for everyone
 to see. They’d take its skin off later, and pull out its long black teeth and claws for knives, and then they’d dry its guts for string, and clean its bones for diggers and hooks and
 knives and spearheads (bone is better than tree spikes, though not as good as blackglass). And of course someone or other would eat its eyes: someone who was getting older and beginning to be
 scared of darkness coming, because people said a leopard’s eyes kept the blindness back, even though they tasted foul. The rest of a leopard’s meat was bitter bitter, enough to
 make you sick, so when Redlantern had taken the bones and skin and guts and everything else useful off that leopard, they’d have to take the meat itself back out of Family again and dump it a
 good distance off for the tree foxes and starbirds to eat up.


 As to the big woollybuck that we’d done for at about the same time John and Gerry met the leopard, well, like I said, any other time people would have been pretty excited about that too.
 It would be good eating for many wakings, after all. It had a good big skin that would make a lot of wraps, feet you could melt down for a glue that was as good as boiled sap, and teeth you could
 use for seedgrinders (the best kind, which didn’t leave grit in the flour like stone seedgrinders do). Most times we could all have expected a bit of praise for getting it, and a few
 questions about who had done what in the hunt, but this time no one cared. Redlantern just settled down without any fuss at all to skin it, and cut off the tasty lantern on its head, and slice up
 its body into the Redlantern group portion and the portion that we Spiketrees would take back for our share. (One leg for us, five for them: that had been the deal.) But, all the time they were
 stripping down the buck, they were talking talking about the leopard whose useless meat was hanging in the tree above them.


 ‘How did you do it, John?’


 ‘Weren’t you scared?’


 ‘What did it feel like?’


 ‘Well done, our John,’ said Bella, the Redlantern group leader, who’d just come back from a meeting right over in Starflower. ‘Well done, our John. This will do us good
 at the next Any Virsry, my hunter boy. This will be to the credit of Redlantern among all the other groups.’


 She was a clever woman, wiry and always a little bit weary-looking, who people from right across Family came to with problems and arguments. Lots of people said she was the best group leader in
 whole Family. She worked away waking after waking, not a bit like our lazy old Liz Spiketree, keeping things going, sorting things out, holding all kinds of boring stuff in her head that most
 people couldn’t be bothered to think about at all.


 And John was close close to her, so I’d heard, though I’d heard other, weirder, things as well.
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 Then Lucy Lu spoke up.


 ‘The shadow of John’s grandmother was in that leopard,’ she told everyone in her sing-song voice, as if there could be no doubt about it at all, if you only could see the world
 through her special special eyes. ‘She wanted him to kill the leopard that she was trapped inside of and release her back to Starry Swirl.’


 She never liked it when someone else was getting too much attention. She always wanted to make herself the one who knew best about whatever was going on.


 ‘I thought you said the Shadow People lived on the far side of Snowy Dark,’ John muttered.


 I don’t think Lucy Lu heard him, but it made me laugh, and John glanced round at me and smiled.


 ‘And she’s at peace now,’ cried Lucy Lu, ‘she’s at peace. And she won’t ever have to . . .’


 But then a London boy called Mike came running over from Circle Clearing.


 ‘Hey, where’s John? Oldest want to see him. Oldest have heard about the leopard.’


 Poor John. I could see he wasn’t going to get any time to himself for some while yet, so I drank down my drink, and picked up some of the meat to take back to Spiketree.


 ‘Never mind, John,’ I told him, before I headed off. ‘It’ll blow over in one two wakings, and then maybe we’ll meet up Deep Pool, yes?’
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 John Redlantern


 And so we hauled that bloody old leopard down from the tree again and off we went, virtually all forty-odd of Redlantern group, with more joining in from other groups as we
 passed through them. People who’d normally be sleeping came out of shelters to look at us. Even people in boats on Long Pool waved as we went past.


 ‘It’s my cousin!’ Gerry kept calling out. ‘Only fifteen years old and he killed a big leopard. I saw him do it.’


 He was pleased pleased about the glory I was getting. He was smiling smiling and kept looking round at me to check that I was smiling too.


 I didn’t want to disappoint him, and I did my best to look pleased, but truth was I was getting tired tired of it, and fed up with this silly little world we lived in, where one boy doing
 for one animal could be the most exciting thing that happened for wakings and wakings. I mean, okay I took a risk, but it wasn’t that big a risk really, not if you kept your nerve and
 concentrated on what you had to do. It wasn’t such a small target, after all, a leopard’s gaping mouth.


 You’re all of you hiding up in trees like Gerry did, I said in my head to all those friendly smiling people, and that’s the trouble with bloody Family. You eat and you drink and you
 slip and you quarrel and you have a laugh, but you don’t really think about where you’re trying to get to or what you want to become. And when trouble comes, you just scramble up
 trees and wait for the leopard to go away and then afterwards giggle and prattle on for wakings and wakings about how big and scary it was and how it nearly bit off your toes, and how so-and-so
 chucked a bit of bark at it and whatshisname called out a rude name. Gela’s tits! Just look at you!


 And the thing was, the meat was starting to run out in Circle Valley. It was no good just hiding up a tree and giggling. Something was going to have to happen or a waking would come in the end
 when people in Family would starve. That’s assuming that there wasn’t another rock fall down by Exit Falls, in which case we might all drown instead.


 Never mind drowning or starving from lack of food, though. I was going to starve inside my head long before that, or drown in boredom, if I couldn’t make something happen in the world,
 something different, something more than just this.


 That’s what I was thinking about; but Gerry, who loved me so dearly, he didn’t see all this going on inside me at all. He was happy happy. I put on a smile and that was enough for
 him. It was enough for everyone else too.


 Well, nearly everyone. Tina understood, and Jade could have seen I was faking it too, not because I was close to her – I wasn’t – but because I was like her. I was
 restless like she was. Restless and empty inside and hungry for something more than just ordinary things.


 And there was one other person too that saw what was really going on for me. It was Gerry’s little clawfoot brother Jeff, who shared a sleeping shelter with Jeff and me. He was only
 fourteen fifteen wombtimes old, not even a newhair, a weird little kid with a gentle face and great big eyes, like Gerry’s big gentle eyes, but with something completely different going on
 inside them. He’d been hobbling along after us ever since I got to Redlantern area, and it was only when we reached Circle Clearing and stopped by the edge of it that he finally got close
 enough to speak to me.


 ‘You’re sad, aren’t you, John?’ he said to me.


 I just shrugged, and stood there, and waited to be told when Oldest were ready to see me. And half of bloody Family stood there and waited with me.
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 They were sitting side by side on the edge of Circle Clearing like three empty skin bags: Gela, Mitch and Stoop. Their backs were propped up against a big old whitelantern trunk
 with several layers of bark and a woollybuck hide wedged in between them and it to stop them getting burnt by its heat. And, like always, women were fussing round them with food and wraps and
 scoops of water.


 Beside Oldest was the hollow log in which they kept the Mementoes, and someone had opened it up for them and taken out the Model Sky-Boats, which Tommy Schneider, the father of all of us, is
 supposed to have made himself: the big starship Defiant, the little Landing Veekle, and the Police Veekle, in which Angela and Michael chased after Defiant when Tommy, Dixon and
 Mehmet tried to take it away from Earth. The three Models now lay at their feet, dark and shiny with the buckfat that had been rubbed into them for generations to stop the old wood from shrinking
 and cracking.


 But Oldest had got bored of the Models, and now they were arguing between themselves, while Caroline Brooklyn, the tall grey woman who was Family Head, squatted beside them and tried to soothe
 things down.


 ‘Each Any Virsry was supposed to be three hundred and sixty-five days after the last one,’ old Mitch was saying.


 ‘I know that, you stupid old man,’ said old Gela. ‘We all know that. But what I’m telling you, if you’d only bloody listen, is that you count the days all
 wrong.’


 ‘I’m sure we can come to an agreement,’ purred Caroline.


 ‘I don’t get them wrong, you lazy old woman,’ Mitch told Gela. ‘You just get behind in your count because your fat heart beats so slow and you sleep too much.’


 ‘Yes, she’s behind alright,’ said bent old Stoop, ‘but you’re behind as well, Mitch. You’re days and days behind the true time.’


 ‘No I’m not,’ said Mitch, ‘your heart beats way too fast, and it always has done. And anyway I’m oldest of Oldest, and you should listen to me. I’m a hundred
 and twenty years old, you know, and I’m closest to the beginning, and that means my wakings are the true days like they had back on Earth.’


 ‘Don’t talk rot,’ spat fat old Gela, ‘you’re just a muddled-up old . . .’


 Caroline laid her hand on Gela’s arm.


 ‘Here he is,’ Caroline said in that special kind voice that people used with Oldest, half respectful, and half like they were talking to a little kid. ‘Here they all are: the
 boy John Redlantern who did for the leopard and most of Redlantern with him by the look of it, plus a whole lot of other folk besides.’


 All three Oldest peered towards us with their blind blind eyes. You don’t get much past Old Roger’s age without losing your sight, and our Roger was forty fifty wombs younger than
 any of these three.


 ‘Hello Oldest,’ I said.


 Caroline gestured to me to approach.


 ‘And the leopard too,’ she instructed. ‘Bring it forward. My, will you look at that!’


 Reluctantly I squatted down in front of the three Oldest. They reached for me with their thin and shaky hands, and I crawled closer as I knew I was supposed to do, and guided their bony old
 fingers so they could feel my face and my hair and my shoulders, prodding me and pinching me like I was some bloody thing and not a person at all.


 ‘John Redlantern, you say?’ queried Stoop. ‘Who are you, boy? Who was your grandmother?’


 ‘Yes, come on boy, spit it out. Who are you?’ complained old Mitch.


 ‘My mother’s mother is Star.’


 ‘Never heard of her,’ said Gela, who was named for the first Gela – Angela – the mother of us all. ‘Who was her mother?’


 ‘Star’s mother was Helen.’


 I looked at the Models that were still lying there. Defiant is a tube covered in long spikes. The real one was longer than Greatpool, more than a hundred fifty yards, and so wide that the
 Landing Veekle could hide inside it. When it set out from Earth those long spikes would start to burn with purple fire, until suddenly the Single Force would open up Hole-in-Sky and let
 Defiant fall through from one side of Starry Swirl to the other. It was like jumping across Greatpool without crossing the water in between.


 ‘Helen Redlantern?’ Stoop gave a wheezy little laugh. ‘That cheeky minx. Gave me a bit of a slip once or twice way back. Gave me a nice little slippy slide. She still
 alive, is she?’


 ‘No, Oldest. Cancer ate her, four five wombs . . . I mean four five years ago.’


 ‘Four or five wombtimes is not the same as four or five years,’ muttered old Mitch, giving me a weak slap across the face. It didn’t hurt, but I dare say he intended it
 to, the vicious old sod. ‘And you should count properly in years as befits all true children of the planet Earth. Don’t you forget it, young man.’


 ‘Where’s this leopard, then?’ Stoop demanded, and all three of them withdrew their hands from me and gazed greedily beyond me with their sightless eyes.


 ‘Tell the boy to pay his respects,’ they said, as if I couldn’t hear them for myself. ‘Tell him to pay his respects to Circle while we examine the beast.’


 So I walked out by myself into middle of the clearing where Circle of Stones was laid out: thirty-six round white stones, as big as baby’s heads, in a circle thirty feet across, marking
 where the Landing Veekle had rested when it came down to Eden, with five stones in middle of it representing Tommy and Angela, the parents of all of us, and their Three Companions who’d tried
 to return to Earth. You weren’t supposed to go nearer to Circle than a couple of yards. Some people even said that if anyone were to touch the stones or go inside Circle, other than Oldest
 and Council and those they chose, then that person would surely die before their next sleep. I didn’t believe that, but I knew the rules, so I stopped three yards from Circle and, as I was
 supposed to do, bowed my head slightly slightly towards the five stones in middle.


 Those stones were the centre of everything. Everyone knew that we had to remain here in Family, in our groups packed in close around Circle, because this was where the Earth people would head
 when they came back to find us.


 But as I finished paying my respects and turned away again from the stones, a thought came to me.


 ‘If they had crossed sky and found their way right across Starry Swirl,’ I said to myself, ‘they would surely look a little more widely for us than just this one
 place.’


 And then I felt a bit scared by what I’d just thought, like a little kid might feel if he had wandered too far out into forest and, just for a moment, wasn’t sure of the way
 back.
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 We ate well in Redlantern at the end of that waking, and when I finally lay down in the shelter with Gerry and Jeff, sleep didn’t come to me for a long time. The
 leopard’s heart was heavy heavy in my belly and the leopard’s life, its echo, kept prowling prowling through my mind, like a blackness slipping by behind the little steady lights of my
 thoughts, singing its tricksy song. Every couple of minutes it was there in front of me again, about to strike. Every couple of minutes I lunged out at it again with my spear.
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 Mitch London


 When that boy John had gone away with his dead leopard, Stoop and Gela went straight off to sleep, the dozy old fools. Those two were more dead than alive. But I felt out of
 sorts and I couldn’t settle. It was that Redlantern boy that had done it. He’d pretended to show us respect because we were Oldest, and because Caroline and the others made sure all our
 visitors acted polite, but he didn’t like us and he made sure sure he showed it, the little slinker.


 You’d have thought the young ones would be interested in us. You’d have thought they’d want to know the things that only Oldest had got to tell, but they didn’t, the
 little fools. They didn’t want to know anything that came out from our blind old wrinkly heads, even if it was the story of their own Family.


 Bloody Redlantern boy. But he wasn’t there for me to moan at, so I shouted at the women instead, telling them to take away the starship and the Veekles.


 ‘Leave them lying there, and someone will trip over them and do them damage. I’ve told you that before.’


 ‘Okay, Mitch dear, we’ll put them away,’ they went, as if they were talking to a little kid rather than the oldest one in whole Family. ‘Gela and Stoop are resting now.
 Aren’t you going to take a nap too?’


 ‘I don’t feel like it.’


 ‘What do you want to do then, love? What are we going to do with you?’


 ‘Get out Earth Models for me,’ I told them. ‘I want to make sure they’re being properly looked after. Last time I checked some fool had let water get to them.’


 ‘They’re dry now. We got a nice new log, remember? A nice dry log for them. And Jeffo London made a new greased lid to cover up the end.’


 ‘That one-legged fool. He probably broke the Models when he was shoving them back in with those clumsy hands of his.’


 ‘Oh dear, Mitch! We are out of sorts, aren’t we?’


 They brought House over and put it into my hands so I could feel its funny square shape and its smooth sticky surface, and the door, and the little holes that Tommy called Wind Ohs. I held it up
 to my nose to smell the grease and sweat in it, going back to the times before anyone alive was born.


 Not that I could smell anything much now. It wasn’t just my eyes that had gone. It was all my bloody senses.


 ‘Still all in one piece,’ I said, holding it out for them to take it back. ‘Don’t bloody drop it, mind, like that silly girl did a few years back. Remember that thing was
 made by Tommy himself before he went blind, and show it some respect. Angela helped him cut the bark and smooth it and glue it together. It’s older than me, that House. It was made before I
 was born.’


 ‘Older than you, Mitch,’ they chirruped, just like I was a bloody kid. ‘My, that is old old.’


 ‘Now give me Plane. Come on, get on with it.’


 I felt the long flat wings of Plane and the two hard jets underneath.


 ‘Be careful with those jets,’ I told them as I gave Plane back. ‘They’ve been broken off too many times by clumsy people that don’t know how to look after old
 things properly.’


 ‘Don’t worry, Mitch dear. We’ll be careful careful. Here’s Car for you now. Got it safe? Holding tight?’


 ‘Of course I’ve bloody got it. Michael’s names, stop fussing, woman.’


 I liked Car best. I’d liked it since I was a little kid, because of the wheels that turned. I liked to hold Car and press the wheels against my hand so I could feel them move. I liked to
 make it say brrrm brrrm brrrm.


 ‘Why don’t you tell us the story, Mitch? About what Tommy used to say when he played with Car and the sound he used to make?’


 ‘I’m too old for stupid kids’ games.’


 ‘Oh go on, Mitch. You know you like telling us. Show us how Car went along the ground, why don’t you? And then maybe you’ll be ready for your nap?’


 ‘Oh alright then, if it will stop you nagging. Give me House back.’


 I took House from them and put it down in front of me. I put Car in front of House, with its wheels on the ground. I felt the back of Car and pushed it back and forth a little bit to feel that
 special way it moved so smoothly over the wheels. The wheels are made of bits of bark, which Tommy and Angela rubbed round and smooth against a stone, and glued to the ends of two straight
 sticks.


 ‘Right . . .’ I began, but then I got a tickle in my throat that made my body double up with coughs.


 ‘Right . . .’ I began again.


 ‘Mitch,’ one of the women said, ‘the round bit’s . . .’


 I didn’t take any notice.


 ‘Like I was saying, Tommy himself told me about this Car. He was old and blind, like I am now, and he was sad sad, because Angela was dead and he blamed himself for it, and all his kids
 blamed him for it too. In the end he did for himself. But he liked talking to us littles sometimes. I suppose we were nicer to him than the grownups. And he told us . . . He told us . .
 .’


 I had to stop and cough again.


 ‘Mitch,’ that annoying woman said again. ‘I just wanted to . . .’


 ‘Gela’s tits, girl, will you stop interrupting me!’


 That shut her up.


 ‘What Tommy told me,’ I went on, ‘was that when they want to go somewhere on Earth, they don’t walk like we do.’


 I stopped to try and remember exactly what Tommy said, and then I remembered something else instead. I remembered I was the first kid in whole Family to have a batface, and the other kids used
 to tease me, but Tommy was nice about it. He said he had an auntie just like me back on Earth, and I mustn’t worry about it. He said it was just a hare lip. I thought that was a good
 word for it, but when I told the other kids, they laughed, and said they didn’t know what a ‘hare’ was, but anyone could see I looked like a bat.


 It made me sad sad, thinking about that.


 ‘Back on Earth,’ I said after a while, ‘they didn’t just have bark shelters like we do. Their shelters had sides that went straight up like a cliff, maybe for five six
 times the height of a man, or more than that even.’ I touched the greasy roof of House. ‘And there were shelters inside the shelters called rooms. And some of the rooms were on
 top of other rooms, with hard ground in between them called floors. And they had telly vision in the rooms, which let them see moving pictures of things happening far away. And when they wanted to
 cook meat they didn’t even have to light a fire. They had hard boxes made of white metal that were always hot inside because of lecky-trickity, so you could just put the food inside and it
 would be cooked.


 ‘And if you wanted to go somewhere on Earth, you didn’t walk the way we do. Once, in the old old times, Earth people used to go about on the backs of animals called Horses that let
 people ride them. They were as big as woollybucks, with sharp pointy teeth. But there weren’t enough horses, so in Tommy’s time, people mostly went in cars like this one. You got inside
 them, like a shelter, and they ran along by themselves on their wheels, as if they were alive.’


 I felt in front of me again for House, and found the door in it. And then I made two of my fingers walk from House to Car, like Tommy had done when I was a little boy.


 ‘One step, two step!’ I sang out, like Tommy had done.


 I reached for Car.


 ‘Mitch,’ that woman said again, ‘that round bit . . .’


 ‘Will you shut up when I’m telling a story!’ I shouted at her.


 I was angry angry. As I put my hand on Car, my heart was racing like it was going to burst, but straight away I could feel something was wrong. Car should roll forward smoothly, not rock from
 side to side.


 ‘What’s wrong with it?’


 ‘One of those round bits have come off, Mitch. Those wield things. I think you may have pressed down on it too hard when you coughed.’


 ‘What? The wheel’s come off?’


 ‘That’s right. But don’t worry. We can glue it back on again. We’ll get some sap boiled up now and glue it on.’


 ‘Why didn’t you tell me the wheel had come off? And why didn’t you take it out of my way when I coughed?’


 Everything breaks doesn’t it? Everything bloody breaks.


 My heart was pounding pounding so much it hurt, and tears were running down my face.
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 John Redlantern


 When I woke up Gerry and Jeff were still both fast asleep, and so were all the rest of group. I chucked off the woollybuck skin I slept under and crawled outside. Hmmph,
 hmmph, hmmph, went the old redlantern tree our shelter leaned against, as it pumped its sap down into hot hot Underworld, and pumped it up again. Hmmmmmmmmmm, went forest with
 all its thousands and thousands of shining trees that stretched all the way from Peckham Hills to Blue Mountains and from Rockies to Alps. No one else was awake in whole group, except for David who
 was on lookout, and he just grunted and walked off out of the clearing. I went to the food log in middle of our group, near the glowing embers of the fire, took the flat stone off the top of it and
 felt inside for a handful of dried starflowers and a bone to chew on. Aaaah! Aaaah!, went a starbird off in forest.


 Over on Blueside, Starflower group were just starting to wake up. Meanwhile London, which was just inside of those two groups, were coming in from forest and getting their dinner on the go. Soon
 the smoky smell of roasting stonebuck was drifting through whole of Family.


 I pulled a scrap of green fat off the woollybuck bone with my teeth and began to chew it. The air was warmer since last waking. The dip was ending. Cloud was coming back over sky like a big dark
 skin and only a little bit of Starry Swirl could still be clearly seen, way over by Alps. I looked round at our group’s little space among our redlantern and whitelantern trees, our circle of
 twenty little shelters made of bark laid over branches leaning against tree trunks. I looked at the glowing embers that we never let go out, the flutterbyes flipping and flapping around the
 lanternflowers, and at Old Roger snuffling and snoring on that skin he slept on out in the open because he didn’t believe in shelters. There were bones stacked in piles ready to be made into
 tools, and a little heap of blackglass (which Oldest called obsijan), and spears and axes and piles of logs and twigs for the fire. Over to one side was our old group boat that we sometimes
 used for fishing on Long Pool and Great Pool but we couldn’t use just now because the skins had begun to come off from one end of it and needed gluing on again. It all seemed small and boring
 after what I’d seen by the light of the woollybucks’ headlanterns. Whole Family seemed small and dreary and dull.


 Redlantern grownups had decided I could have a no-work waking as a treat for doing for the leopard. The rest of the newhairs and men would go out foraging as usual but I could have whole waking
 to do whatever I wanted. What would I do with the time? I wondered as I chewed my breakfast off that bone. I wanted to go straight out into forest again and back to the edge of Dark. Or maybe down
 towards Exit Falls, that narrow gap between Blue Mountains and Rockies where Main River poured down all the water from all the streams in Circle Valley into whatever lay below. I was sort of
 interested in looking at it, because it was the only way out of Circle Valley apart from Snowy Dark. People of Old Roger’s age could just remember when it had been wider there, so that you
 could have climbed down from Circle Valley and found out for yourself what was below it. But no one did when they had the chance, and then there was a big rockfall. A great flat slab came sliding
 down on Rockieside of it, and now tons of water poured down between two sheer cliffs, and it wasn’t an exit at all.


 But I’d only got one waking, and that wasn’t long enough to get to Exit Falls or anywhere else at the edge of the valley. And anyway I was sore sore and bruised in my chest from when
 the spear butt had hit me, so in the end I just stayed inside Family Fence.


 I walked through Spiketree and over to Batwing. Batwing group woke before Redlantern and they were already on the go out there around their newly fallen tree, whacking at branches with
 blackglass axes. Glittery flutterbyes were flitting and flapping around the opening of the stump.


 ‘Hey John,’ called that strange smart boy Mehmet Batwing, with his thin face and his pointy beard, pausing with an axe in his hand. ‘Off to do for another leopard,
 eh?’


 ‘Think I’ll take a rest from leopard-killing for one two wakings, Mehmet. Leave a couple of them for the likes of you.’


 ‘Good candy?’ I asked a little clawfoot kid that was hanging round there.


 He took a stick and banged it on the side of the stump to drive the flutterbyes away. Off they flittered, flashing their glittery wings.


 ‘Have a bit,’ he said, pleased to have a chance to give something to the big boy that did for the leopard, ‘see for yourself.’


 I peered down into the stump. Its pipes had emptied themselves of sap in one last convulsion, and the soft pipeflesh had shrivelled up like it does when the sap has gone, so now there was
 nothing inside the hollow trunk but air, hot, moist, sickly-sweet air coming up from far below. I could feel the heat of it on my face. I picked up a small stone and dropped it in, putting my ear
 to the opening to hear it rattling down and down and down into the fiery caves of Underworld, where all life began: all life except our own.


 ‘Don’t you want any stumpcandy?’ the kid asked, banging the stump again to stop the flutterbyes from settling back down on it.


 I looked back in. There were a few crystals of sugar forming inside, already smeared with flutterbye droppings and bat dung with bits of flutterbye wing in it. It wasn’t much of a
 candyfeast, not like you get with an old tree that’s fallen of its own accord. But I picked off a couple of crystals, wiped off the batcrap on my waistwrap and stuck them in my mouth to
 suck.


 A wailing started up in one of the shelters. It was that little kid who’d got burnt when the sap spouted up. He’d been quiet for a little while – I supposed a time comes when
 you’re so exhausted that even pain doesn’t keep you awake – but now he was off again and I could feel whole Batwing group wincing around me. They were all worn out by it.
 They’d had enough. The little clawfoot kid beat his stick forlornly on the stump. The grownups and newhairs lowered their axes, looked up wearily, and then began hacking away even harder at
 the tree. The more noise they made, the less they’d have to hear that kid’s screams of pain.


 Me, though, I didn’t have to be in Batwing at all, so I wandered off. But that screaming kid, it didn’t matter where in Family I was, I could still hear him. And even way over
 Blueside, as far away as you could get from Batwing and still be in Family, people were talking about it:


 ‘Boy called Paul, apparently, twelve wombs or so, burnt all down one side of his face and his chest. Sticky redlantern sap all over the place and those dumb Batwings didn’t even have
 a pot of water on hand to douse him down. You should always have cold water ready when you take down a hot tree.’


 ‘Yes, and wear skins all over, and keep kids out of harm’s way.’


 ‘Paul his name is. Nasty sap-burn. Batwings getting a bit careless lately, I reckon, a bit cocky and careless. They had something like that coming to them for a while, I’m sorry to
 say. Not that it was the kid’s fault of course. I blame the grownups.’


 ‘Tree coming down and no one keeping an eye on the kids! I ask you. But that’s Batwing for you, isn’t it? Not that the kid deserved it. Paul his name was,
 apparently.’


 That was what Family was like. You couldn’t get away from other people’s feelings and thoughts about everything that happened. Gela’s tits, every bloody little thing
 that happened, in no time everyone in Family was talking talking about it and poring over it and prodding it and poking at it and clucking their tongues over it. Everyone was deciding who to give
 credit to and who to feel sorry for and who to blame, like these three boring questions were the only ones there were. I wished I’d just gone out bloody scavenging with all the rest and not
 even taken a no-work. At least then I would have been outside Family.


 Still, I made the best of it. I got given some roasted birds stuffed with candy by the youngmums over in Blueside in exchange for telling them about the leopard. I got some dried fruits to chew
 in Brooklyn. I had a swim in Greatpool, and some little kids came and showed me their little toy boats made of dry fruit skins greased with buckfat.


 In London everyone was in their shelters in mid-sleep, except for just the lookout, a big slow boy called Pete about a womb older than me, who was leaning on a bark rest against a tree stump and
 chewing the end of a twig from a spiketree.


 ‘Alright there, John?’


 ‘Not bad.’


 ‘Heard you did for a leopard, eh?’


 ‘Yes, up Cold Path way.’


 ‘Long way off then. You can’t get much further than that.’


 ‘No.’


 ‘Only maybe Exit Falls. That’s further, isn’t it?’


 ‘No, it’s nearer, but of course there’s also whatever’s below Falls, as well. And whatever’s across Dark.’


 ‘Below Falls? I’ve never heard of that. Are you sure . . . ?’


 Then a slow smile spread over his face.


 ‘Below Falls! Michael’s names, you’re winding me up aren’t you, you slinker? There’s no such place as Below Falls, is there? You had me for a minute
 there.’


 ‘Well, of course there’s something below it, Pete. Where do you think the water goes? You could even climb down next to it once, until that big slab slid down on Rockieside, and Fall
 Pool filled up.’


 Pete shuddered.


 ‘Who’d want to climb down? There might be anything there. And we’ve got everything we need right here in Circle Valley.’


 A woman in one of the shelters heard us speaking and stuck her head out, a plump big-breasted grownup woman two three times my age with, I guessed, five six kids sleeping there in the shelter
 with her.


 ‘You’re John, aren’t you? The boy that did for the leopard out there?’


 Out she came smiling. She didn’t have her wrap on.


 ‘I’m Martha,’ she said. ‘Would you like a little slide, my dear?’


 Pete looked away politely and began to hum.


 ‘We could go over there in the starflowers,’ Martha said, pointing to a big bright clump growing over beside the stream.


 A lot of women thought if you did a slip with a young guy who was fit and healthy, it would stop you having batface babies, or clawfeet. Us young guys didn’t argue.


 ‘Yeah, okay,’ I said.


 We went over to the clump of starflowers and she knelt down so I could give it to her from behind. This wasn’t about pleasure for her. She didn’t move or moan, only gave the odd tiny
 little sigh for the sake of politeness. And we could hear that kid over in Batwing all the while we did it, wailing and crying in pain.


 ‘Kid called Paul, apparently,’ she said while I was still pushing in and out of her. ‘Nasty sap-burn when they got down that big old redlantern tree.’


 She considered this while I kept on humping away behind her.


 ‘Wouldn’t happen here in London. We keep our kids under control. No way would a London kid be let near a tree that was about to come down. And we’d always have a pot of water
 ready just in case as well.’


 ‘Keep the littles under control, eh? It’s got to be the . . .’ I muttered but then I came in her with a shudder, and she rolled over on her back among the flowers, lifting her
 knees and cupping her hand over herself to keep the juice that she hoped would make her another well-behaved London kid with straight lips and unclenched feet to live its life out in that
 particular little trampled clearing called London, among those particular bark shelters and that particular little group of people, who liked to think there was something different about them from
 everyone else in Family.


 And there were differences, I thought, kneeling above her but looking away across Family towards Batwing on the far side, and thinking about the groups between here and there. For
 example, the names. Blueside just means the group that’s furthest over Blueway, the side nearest Blue Mountains, Redlantern just means we’ve got a big bunch of Redlantern trees (which
 we’re slowly cutting down and replacing by chucking whitelantern seeds down the stumps). But London and Brooklyn were proud proud of the fact that their names came from across Starry
 Swirl, from Earth. The Earth folk had a big big Family, with many many groups in it. Angela’s group was called London and the people there had black faces like Angela did.
 Tommy’s group was called Brooklyn, though some people called them the Juice. (As for the Three Companions, who took Defiant back across Starry Swirl, leaving Tommy and Angela in Eden,
 we don’t know the group names of Dixon and Michael, but they say Mehmet’s group was called Turkish, even though his last name was Haribey. I don’t why.)


 So, yes, London were different from Blueside, Blueside were different from Batwing, Batwing were different from Redlantern. Each Family group woke at a different time, slept at a different time,
 had its own particular way of doing things and deciding things, its own little things they were proud of about themselves (like London and Brooklyn being the names of groups on Earth), its own
 particular combination of strong people and weak people, kind people and selfish people, batfaces and clawfeet. But the differences were so small, I thought, and so dull dull dull. Really we were
 all alike. In fact, we were so on top of one another, so in each others’ lives and in each others’ heads, we were hardly separate from one another at all. Like Oldest always banged on
 and on about, we were all one. It was really true: one Family, all together, all cousins, all from one single womb and one single dick.


 ‘I’ve got some milk if you want some,’ Martha said, cupping her hands under her breasts.


 ‘Yeah, okay,’ I said, and I bent down while she held one of them for me to kneel and suck the warm sweet stuff.


 ‘That’s better,’ she said after a bit. ‘They were beginning to hurt.’


 She stroked my hair briefly, without much interest.


 ‘Had a new baby die on me,’ she explained. ‘Twenty thirty sleeps ago. Little batface baby. Really bad batface, poor little thing. His little face was practically split open
 from top to bottom, and he couldn’t suck, no matter how hard I tried to help him. In the end he just . . .’


 I felt her shaking as she began to cry. That was the reason she’d been awake. She couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t think of anything else but the dead baby. That was what it was
 like for mums when a baby died. They couldn’t think of anything except the gap where the baby had been. Martha London didn’t know how to fill up the time. She didn’t know how to
 let the baby go.


 ‘Ten kids I’ve had in all,’ she said. ‘All but two of them were batfaces. And, well, you love them anyway, but . . .’


 She released the breast she was holding and scooped up the other one for me.


 ‘Only three of my kids are still alive,’ she said. ‘Three girls. All the rest died. All my boys died. Last three all died as babies.’


 I sat up.


 ‘Well, maybe your luck will turn now.’


 She nodded, lying there under the flickering starflowers, her face all smeary with tears. The flowers were so bright that their stems made little lines and shadows, always moving and changing,
 all over her body. Her hand was still cupped between her legs to hold in my lucky juice.


 ‘If I have another boy a wombtime from now,’ she said, ‘I’ll call him after you.’
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 Those slips with oldmums were funny things. When you thought about it later, you got hard all over again and you remembered your dick going in and out of her, and you wanted to
 do it some more. And when you heard other boys boasting to each other about the grownup women that had asked them for a slide, you worried that maybe they were getting more of it than you, or maybe
 that they were getting something better than you’d had. And the batface boys who oldmums never wanted to slip with, they listened to rest of us and thought to themselves, It’s not fair.
 Why can’t that happen to me? (But they didn’t say it, because they knew us smoothfaces would just laugh at them and say, ‘It’s because you’re ugly,
 Einstein. Ugly ugly. The clue’s in the name. It’s because you’ve got a face like a bloody bat.’)


 But straight afterwards, you felt sort of empty, like the spark had been taken out of you along with your juice, and nothing meant anything at all. That was what it actually felt like
 afterwards, but that feeling didn’t last long, and seeing as that part of it wasn’t fun to think about or talk about, you soon pushed it out of your mind, you forgot about it till next
 time, and no one ever spoke about it at all.


 I didn’t want to walk through Circle Clearing and maybe get tangled up with bloody Oldest, so I walked along by Dixon Stream where it flows down towards Stream’s Join and the log
 bridge. The only trouble with going that way was there was a place down along the stream where that one-legged London bloke Jeffo made boats, and he was boring boring and hard to get away from.


 ‘Hey! Who’s that? Aren’t you that John Redlantern that did for that leopard?’


 Damn. I’d hoped he’d be out on the water in one of his boats but he wasn’t. He was sitting on a bit of log below a whitelantern tree, working on a new one. He was a big man of
 about sixty wombtimes with a soft weak face, no teeth, and that one leg of his missing below the knee. He’d got a three-yard length of split trunk from a redlantern tree that he was working
 on. He’d already scraped the dried old tubes out of it, cut the ends straight with a blackglass saw and smoothed off them off with roughstone. He’d got a special fire place for boiling
 down redlantern sap into glue. There was a deep hole in middle full up with a hot sticky sludge of boiled sap, and round it a circular trench filled with redhot embers. He was scooping the sludge
 out with a bark spoon and smearing it onto the pieces of buckskin he’d stretched tight over the open ends of the log. The skins had dried hard hard from when he first glued them on, and now
 he was spreading more glue all over them, ready to stick on another layer of skins.


 ‘How long you’ve been working on that one, Jeffo?’


 ‘Oh twenty wakings at least, I’d say.’


 ‘How many boats you reckon you’ve made?’


 ‘Oh thirty, forty. They don’t last that long, you know, boats. It doesn’t matter how much glue you use, sooner or later the ends come off and then down they go and it’s,
 “Jeffo! Jeffo! Can you glue the ends back on this one?”. “No I can’t,” I tell them. “You’ll need new soft skins that can be stretched, and if the
 wood’s soaked at the ends at all, you’ll need to start again with a new log.” And then of course it’s “Jeffo! Jeffo! Can you make us a new one then?”’


 ‘Don’t you get bored?’


 ‘Well, if I do, I can go fishing in my own boat. That’s like going for a walk for me, going out on my boat. Move as fast on the water as you can with your legs on the ground, I can.
 Faster, in fact. No one beats old Jeffo in a boat. And anyway I like making boats. It’s good work. Tommy and Gela themselves taught it to us. Make boats, they said, and a waking will
 come some time when you’ll figure out how to build a boat like the one that brought us here with the Three Companions. And then you’ll get back to Earth.’


 ‘Tom’s dick and Harry’s,’ I thought, that’s the trouble with us! That’s what’s wrong with the way we are. We live as if Eden wasn’t where we
 really lived at all but just a camp like hunters make when they stay out in forest for a few wakings. We’re only waiting here to go back to where we really belong.


 ‘Don’t you think we’d need something a bit more than an old tree-trunk with skins glued onto it, Jeffo, to get to Earth?’ was what I said aloud. ‘I mean, think
 about it. Things that fly aren’t heavy like your boats, are they? Bats and flutterbyes and birds, they hardly weigh a thing. But your boats take two or three people just to carry them down to
 the water.’


 ‘Do you think the Landing Veekle was light like a flutterbye? It was as big as Circle of Stones, remember,’ Jeffo snorted. ‘And it was made of metal that’s heavy like
 stone. Nah, they found a way to make heavy things fly, like heavy things can float on water.’


 I guessed it was true. Somehow the Earth people must have found a way of making heavy things fly. But how? Well, I had no more idea than Jeffo or anyone else. I was no different from the rest.
 We knew so little, and Earth knew so so much. We might as well be blind for all we understood about things. No wonder we longed for Earth. No wonder we pined and pined for that waking when Earth
 would finally come. No wonder old Jeffo told himself he’d make a sky-boat one waking out of a bloody old log so we wouldn’t even have to wait for them. No wonder Lucy Lu with her big
 weepy eyes could get blackglass and skins from all over Family with her stories about how our own shadows would fly off to bright bright Earth when our heavy old bodies had died.


 ‘You got lost on Snowy Dark once, didn’t you?’ I said. ‘We were up the edge there two wakings back, up on Cold Path, and Old Roger told the story of it. But what I
 don’t get about it is how did you get lost?’


 He looked away and I thought at first he was going to refuse to answer me.


 ‘Bloody woollybucks led me on, didn’t they?’ he said after a bit. ‘I kept following their headlanterns and then when I lost them, there was nothing left to see at all. I
 mean nothing. Couldn’t even see my own hand if I held it up in front of my face. Tom’s neck, it was cold cold. There was nothing to see, nothing to touch, nothing at all
 but coldness. It’s an evil place up there, boy. They say all Eden was like that until life came up from Underworld and we came down from sky. Just darkness and ice and rock everywhere. All I
 can say is if that really is so then it doesn’t bear thinking about. It’s bad bad.’


 He shook his head.


 ‘Anyway I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know why I couldn’t hear the others yelling for me. Of course I yelled myself, but all I could hear was the echoes coming back
 from high up there above me. Echoes, and echoes of echoes, and echoes of echoes of echoes, so I could tell there was more and more of it up there, more ice and rock, colder and higher, and . . .
 and . . .’


 Ugh. He sounded like he might start crying like a kid if he carried on like that, so I butted in quickly.


 ‘So how could we ever hope to survive in a boat that went all the way up to Starry Swirl, Jeffo, if it’s so cold and dark even just up above the edge of forest? Think how cold it
 must be right up out there among the stars.’


 He looked at me resentfully.


 ‘They had a way, didn’t they? Tommy and Angela and the Companions, they had a way. They knew stuff that we don’t know about, like metal and plastic and lecky . . .’ he
 stumbled on the word, ‘and lecky-tricktity. They knew how to fly and they knew how to keep warm. If we keep on building boats, we’ll find a way too.’


 So he said, but meanwhile he was angrily smearing glue onto an animal skin at the end of a log, exactly as he’d done with every other boat he’d ever made. He wasn’t
 trying anything new, and he never had done, not once in all those thirty forty boats he’d made.


 ‘How did they get your leg off?’ I asked.


 ‘Sawed it off with a blackglass knife, the bastards. Didn’t Roger tell you that? You ask a lot of questions, young man, I must say. A lot of rude questions. I don’t want to
 talk about it, alright? It’s not a thing I like remembering. Would you, if you were me? You get on now, John, and leave me to finish this boat off in peace.’


 Smiling a little bit to myself for my cleverness in getting away, I made my way back through Brooklyn and Spiketree and finally back to Redlantern, where the hunters and scavengers were just
 coming back from forest with a chewy old starbird and a couple of bags of fruit. Not enough, nothing like enough for forty-odd people. If we hadn’t still had three legs of that woollybuck
 left over, we’d have all been hungry that sleep.
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 Tina Spiketree


 At the end of a waking, two sleeps after he did for that leopard, me and John Redlantern walked up along Dixon Stream. We climbed the rocks beyond London and Blueside fence
 until Deep Pool was there below us, shining with wavyweed and water lanterns and bright beds of oysters.


 ‘It’s like there’s another forest down there, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Another little Circle Valley, with the rocks around it like Snowy Dark. Only difference is
 that this forest is under water.’


 It even had a narrow little waterfall at its lower end, where the water poured down on its way to Greatpool, just as all the water of Circle Valley poured out down that narrow gap at Exit
 Falls.


 ‘Yeah,’ said John, with a snort. ‘And if there’s ever another big rockfall over Exit Falls, whole of Circle Valley forest could end up under water too.’


 People didn’t come up to Deep Pool much and there was no one else there. We climbed down to the edge of the water, took off our waistwraps and dived in. The water was clear like air and
 warm warm as mother-milk. The stream that fills Deep Pool comes down icy cold straight off Dixon Snowslug over in Blue Mountains, but the tree roots and water lanterns heat it up.


 ‘So that was pretty brave of you,’ I said, when we’d come up to the surface by the water’s edge, ‘killing a leopard all by yourself.’


 We grabbed hold of warm roots and faced each other, close close, with the warm warm water up to our shoulders.


 ‘Most people tell me that,’ John said, with a little laugh, ‘but you make it sound like a question.’


 I nodded. It was a question. I was trying to get the measure of him. He looked nice, no doubt about it, he looked beautiful, and it was obvious obvious why he was a favourite with oldmums
 looking for baby juice. Plus he was quick and clever, and other kids respected him. And he was a big name in Family too now, one of the names that everyone knew. It was all good good, but I still
 didn’t completely get him. No one did. There was something about himself that he held back.


 ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I think sometimes people just do one brave thing, and then that’s it. Or sometimes people are brave in just one way.’


 He shrugged.


 ‘Yeah, it’s true. One brave thing doesn’t mean much. And sometimes people do brave things when they just haven’t got time to think.’


 ‘Is that what happened with you?’


 He thought about this.


 ‘It’s true I didn’t have much time to think when the leopard was circling round us. But I knew I had a choice, and I knew no one would blame me if I ran. So, no, I didn’t
 just stand there because I couldn’t think of anything else.’


 ‘Why then? It was only a bloody leopard. It’s not even as if we can eat the things.’


 ‘I did it because . . . Well, I’d never really understood about those moments before and I reckon a lot of people never really do get to understand them, but what I realized then was
 that I wasn’t just deciding what I wanted to do, I was deciding what kind of person I wanted to be. So I made my choice on that basis. And from now on, whenever I have a decision to
 make, I’m always going to make it in that same way.’


 ‘What, you mean always doing the dangerous thing?’


 He snorted.


 ‘No, of course not. That’d be nuts. I’d be dead in no time. What I mean is I’m always going to think about where I’m trying to go and what I’m trying to be,
 not just about what I want right then at that moment.’


 I smiled and kissed him. I liked what he said. It was how I saw things too. I’d not done for any leopards, and I had no leopard-killing plans, but when I did a thing, I was always careful
 to check that I wasn’t just doing it because it was easier, or just doing it to avoid upsetting other people.


 ‘Good plan,’ I told him. ‘And I’m the same.’


 ‘Yeah? In what way?’


 ‘Well, I’m a Spiketree, and I cut my hair in spikes, and I’m spiky spiky spiky. I tell people what I think and I don’t let other people put me off doing what I think I
 should do. And if something scares me, I think, Yeah, but should I do it anyway?’


 He smiled and nodded, and I kissed him quickly again, then pulled away.


 ‘Okay, Mr Leopard Killer,’ I said, ‘let’s see how long you can hold your breath then. I bet I can get more oysters than you.’


 I plunged down into the bright blurry water, looking for the pinnacles of rock where the oysters clung onto ledges six seven feet below the surface, opening and closing their shining pink
 mouths. I grabbed handfuls from three different pinnacles and burst up to the surface again. I was flinging the oysters onto the rocky bank, when John bobbed up right next to me.


 ‘Ha ha! I’ve got more than . . .’ he gasped, but I’d already dived down again before he’d finished speaking, down through a big glittering shoal of tiny fish.


 We built up a whole pile of oysters on the bank, then lay on the soft ground under droopy yellowlantern trees and tore them open. The oysters wheezed and fizzed as they died and we pulled out
 bits of the shining flesh, sometimes feeding them to each other, sometimes playfighting over them, sometimes stealing the juices from one another’s mouths and tongues.


 ‘Do you want some slippy, Mr Leopard Killer? Do you want a slide?’ I whispered, kissing him and putting my hand down to feel his dick. ‘You’ll have to do it the back way,
 though, because I don’t want a baby on my hands. I’m really not cut out for being a youngmum, stuck in Family with the blind oldies and the clawfeet and a bunch of little
 kids.’


 I didn’t think there’d be any doubt about how he’d answer me, but I was wrong.


 ‘Let’s leave that for now,’ he said. ‘Let’s leave that for later on.’


 Well, I was surprised surprised. Yeah and offended too. What was the matter with him? What did he think we’d come here for? There weren’t many boys in Family that would turn
 down an offer of a slip from me, and not many men either, judging by the way they looked at me, though Family rules said grownup men shouldn’t do that with newhair girls.


 ‘You been going with too many old women, John,’ I told him. ‘Like that Martha London you went with on your no-work waking. Old Martha who lost her little baby not long ago.
 Looks like she and the others have worn you out.’


 John looked surprised that I knew. More fool him. You can’t do anything in Family without everyone knowing about it, and weighing it up, and picking it over, and making their bloody minds
 up about what they thought about it. I’d heard about John and Martha London from four five people and I wasn’t too pleased about it. Okay, all the boys go with oldmums when they get the
 chance, but I’d let him know he could have me, hadn’t I? And you’d have thought that would have been enough to keep him going a waking or two, wouldn’t you? You’d have
 thought he’d have saved himself for me.


 ‘It’s nothing to do with that,’ he said. ‘That’s different. That’s just a Family thing. It’s just . . .’


 He stopped to think. In fact he ended up spending so long thinking about it that he seemed to have forgotten me entirely. Certainly, when he did speak, he didn’t show much sign that he
 knew why it bothered me.


 ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Maybe it’s not such a good idea, going with oldmums whenever they suggest it. Maybe it’s one of those things that I was talking about: the things
 we do because it seems easier at the time, and we don’t . . .’


 ‘Yeah, whatever, but coming back to my question . . .?’


 ‘Well, it’s . . .’


 ‘Don’t you want me?’


 ‘Yes I do, but . . .’


 He laughed.


 ‘Come on, you know I want you. You’ve just had your hand on my dick! I could hardly keep it inside my wrap when we were walking over here. But just now I want to eat oysters and talk
 about things. Is that so weird? There’s loads of things I want to talk about and not many people who would know what I meant. We could have a slip, but that would be the easy thing, the
 obvious thing, and maybe it would be more interesting if . . .’


 ‘Talk to me then,’ I said. ‘Tell me something you think only I will know what you mean.’


 He pulled open another oyster, ripped out the fizzing pink meat and tossed the empty shell back into the water.


 ‘Well, you know what I said about why I did for the leopard. I’ve been thinking a lot about that. I’ve been thinking that that’s what we always get wrong in Family.
 It’s like whenever we get a choice like that, we always run to the tree, and we’ve been doing that so long that it’s become what Family is: a thing that hides away from anything
 scary and waits for help to come.’


 ‘So what would we do if we were different?’


 ‘Well . . .’ He hesitated here, like he himself was in two minds about what he was going to say next. ‘Well, I don’t think we’d live in a huddle round Circle of
 Stones, waiting for Earth to come and fetch us back.’


 ‘Don’t you think Earth will come, then?’


 He looked at me sharply.


 ‘No, I’m not saying that. Of course not. They’ve got to come sooner or later. I’m just saying that we shouldn’t just spend our lives waiting for them in the same
 spot, and dreaming about going back to Earth. People say we must be good good, and make sure that Earth will like us when they come, so that they’ll want to take us back. But they’d
 like us better, wouldn’t they, if we tried to live like Earth people? Finding stuff out, trying new things, making things better. What’s there to like about a Family that huddles up in
 one place wake-dreaming, and won’t budge even if that means starving or drowning?’


 I laughed at that idea.


 ‘Not much,’ I agreed.


 ‘And anyway,’ he said, ‘it’s not as if there’s any reason to think Earth will come any time soon. Okay, we know the Three Companions went back to Defiant,
 and we reckon they’d have taken Defiant back through Hole-in-Sky. But there was something wrong with Defiant, wasn’t there? It was damaged when Angela and Michael tried to
 catch it in the Police Veekle. And the True Story tells us that the Three Companions knew the chances were against Defiant getting back in one piece, or them getting back alive. I mean,
 that’s why Tommy and Angela stayed, isn’t it? So that at least some life would carry on?’


 I nodded. ‘And it’s been two hundred wombtimes, so something must have gone wrong or they could have mended Defiant and come back long ago. But even if the Three
 Companions died and Defiant was too damaged to be mended, it still might well have got back to Earth. You know, like a boat drifts back to the shore. And . . .’


 ‘And Earth would have found out what happened from the Rayed Yo and the Computer. Yes, I know all that. But it would take them a long time to build a new starship. They say that first one
 took them thousands of years.’


 ‘Years,’ I teased him. ‘Who says “years” except oldies?’


 He shrugged.


 ‘Thousands of wombtimes, then. And that’s why we shouldn’t live like waiting for Earth was the purpose of everything. And we shouldn’t just huddle up like this in one
 place and do the same things over and over and over again.’


 ‘But the True Story says that Earth will come to Circle of Stones, and if we aren’t there, they won’t find us.’


 ‘I know,’ John said. ‘I know.’


 He thought for a long time, and twice he started to speak and then stopped again.


 ‘But surely,’ he said at last in a small quiet voice, like he almost didn’t want to hear himself say it. ‘Surely, if they can get a boat all the way across Starry Swirl,
 they’ll still be able to find us if we’re a few miles away from Circle? Isn’t that a chance worth taking? I mean, there’s not much point in us all waiting here if
 we’re going to run out of food and starve, is there? Otherwise all Earth will find is a pile of bones.’


 I kissed him.


 ‘Now do you want a slip, John?’


 ‘No, not now. Another time. There’s too much in my head.’


 I wasn’t offended this second time. In fact I quite liked that he had things going on in his head that were big enough to drive out that one thought. Not many other boys in Family would
 have had anything but slippy in their heads. Not if they’d been up here beside me by Deep Pool, with no wraps on, and no one else there, and me telling them I was up for it. In fact I
 couldn’t think of one that would say no. Except for the ones that preferred other boys, of course.


 ‘It would be easier in a way,’ I said, ‘if we knew for sure they weren’t coming from Earth. We’re a bit like a mum whose kid’s been lost in forest. She
 can’t get on with anything until they find the bones.’


 John thought about this.


 ‘But it would be lonely lonely, if we knew that,’ he said. ‘It would be sad sad sad.’
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 John Redlantern


 Old Lucy Lu said that every living thing had a shadow hiding away inside its body, waiting to get out. It was crap, but in a way it was true of a lot of people. Take
 Gerry: he might laugh and shout and play the bloody fool, but there was a shadow looking out of his eyes that was different from what he showed the world, a worried worried shadow peeping out that
 was always afraid of being left alone, or being laughed at, or even just being seen. Or take Bella: she was clever and wise, but she was half shadow. More than half. So much of her was
 shadow that it was like she hardly knew her own body at all.


 But Tina had no shadow like that. Her face and her body weren’t hiding places, they were her, and she knew it, and that was why men and boys couldn’t take their eyes off her.
 They could tell that what was pretty pretty about Tina went all the way through her. It was all of her.


 I had wanted to slip with her badly badly as we walked up to Deep Pool. And at the end of that waking, when I crawled into that little shelter I shared with Gerry and Jeff, I couldn’t
 sleep for ages, thinking about how badly I wanted her again. And I wondered why I didn’t have a slide with her while I had the chance, and I knew the reason was more than what I’d told
 her, but I didn’t know what it was.


 And when I did sleep, I had that dream that everyone had in Family, that dream of Earth, coming down from Starry Swirl in a shining Veekle to take everyone home. But I was far far away when the
 Veekle came. I saw it come down from sky in the distance and I ran and ran towards it, but things kept getting in my way, and I couldn’t move forward, and I knew that pretty soon it would
 lift up again into sky, and return to Earth without me, and never come back.
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 Next waking Bella sent me out scavenging. It wasn’t a proper hunt and I had to stay just outside Family Fence because I was with big Met and Gerry and Jeff, and Jeff
 can’t walk far with his clawfeet. Of course there weren’t many pickings just outside the fence because everyone scavenged there, but we were lucky, sort of, because pretty soon Met
 spotted the tail end of a slinker disappearing down the air-tube of a whitelantern tree.


 It was the grey kind, the thickness of a man’s arm and maybe two three times as long, with thirty forty pairs of little claws and glittery eyes and an ugly mouth full of vicious little
 spiny black teeth. That was the kind you had to watch out for if you were looking for candy in stumps and air-tubes. Littles sometimes got excited about candy and forgot to check for slinkers, and
 then slinkers came up and bit them in the face – there were quite a few in Family with scarred faces or missing eyes or noses – so grownups always told us to kill any slinker we found
 near Family. And lately we’d taken to eating the creatures too. There was a fair bit of meat on one of them, when you picked it out of the shelly bits and the bones, even though it tasted of
 mud and it gave some people bellyache.


 Anyway when we saw it go down the tube, we backed off for a bit to give it time to turn itself round in there. Meantime we took out some wavyweed string that we had in our bag and made a loop in
 it. I had a club with me. It was a good one, made of a whitelantern branch with two big stones shoved into the hole at the bigger end and sealed in there with buckfoot glue. I gave it to Met, who
 was tall and clumsy and not too bright.


 ‘Don’t you want to do for it, John?’ he asked, like it was my right, since I’d done for the leopard, to kill any animal I liked.


 Met was one of those many people who look to others to tell him what to do and what to think.


 ‘No, you saw it, Met, you do for it.’


 The flutterbyes had fluttered off when the slinker appeared, but flutterbyes don’t have much memory, and, now the slinker was out of sight, they’d all started coming back again after
 the candy. And pretty soon there was a bat there too, a tar bat, leopard-black, swooping and diving like a scrap of darkness in the glittery forest, snatching up the flutterbyes as they came up
 from the tubecandy.


 Silly bat didn’t know what was coming. Snap! Out shot the head of the slinker and got it with one crunch, along with a couple of flutterbyes. Click click, went its feet as it
 backed down the tube again.


 I looked at Met. He’d have preferred me to take charge really, but he could see from my face that I was leaving it up to him.


 ‘Er . . . You two ready with that string then, Gerry and Jeff?’ he asked.


 The three of them crept forward quietly and Gerry and Jeff stood each side of the tree trunk with the loop dangling over the hole. Met stood in front of them with the club ready.


 Another bat came looping down. Whoosh, went its wings as it dived through the flutterbyes, snatching up a big fat blue one with its little hands. Then up it swooped again, up through the
 shining branches, up, up, up, gobbling down the flutterbye as it went. Up, up, up, then round and down it came again, right down, right next to the tube hole.


 ‘Now!’ yelled Met as the slinker’s head came out. Jeff and Gerry pulled tight. Met brought his club down smack. The bat swerved away with a little shriek.


 Three things could easily go wrong at this moment. One, the slinker pulls back too quick and you don’t get him. Two, you get him with the club but not the string, so he’s dead but he
 drops back down the tube to Underworld, to rot or be eaten up by whatever it is that lives down there. Three, you get him with the string but not the club, so he’s still alive and threshing
 and biting like crazy and you have to hold tight and hope the string doesn’t break or he’ll get you with those vicious spiny teeth. This time, though, they got all of it right. The
 string caught the slinker round the neck, the club mashed its head so that, if that slinker wasn’t dead straight off, it certainly near enough was, and Gerry and Jeff pulled it out of the
 hole, its body still twitching and its little claws still waving about and clicking and grabbing at the air.


 ‘Got yer!’ yelled Met delightedly, giving it another whack with the club.


 Gerry ran forward to trample on it. Met hit it again.


 But Jeff, he was a strange little boy. He had been part of all this up to that moment, but now suddenly he was standing back from what was going on, like he was looking in from outside.


 ‘We’re here,’ he said. ‘This is happening. We are really here.’


 ‘Of course we’re bloody here, you dork!’ exclaimed Met, giving the quivering slinker another whack.


 But Gerry regarded his brother with a concerned expression. He was protective of Jeff, and at the same time he looked up to him, even though Jeff was the younger of the two of them. He knew
 there was something strange and special about Jeff while he, well, he was just Gerry.


 Jeff squatted down by the slinker, touched its mangled head as gently as if it was a baby, ran his fingers along its hot scaly body.


 ‘Poor old thing. Poor old tubeslinker.’


 ‘What are you talking about?’ snorted Met, looking at me and Gerry to see if we’d have a laugh with him, but we wouldn’t.


 ‘It’s just a bloody slinker!’ Met said.


 ‘I wonder what it’s like to be a slinker?’ Jeff said.


 ‘What do you mean, what’s it like to be a slinker?’ exclaimed Met, once again looking at me and Gerry. Surely we could see that was funny?


 ‘What does a slinker think about, I mean,’ Jeff persisted.


 I think kids like him – I mean clawfeet, batfaces, the ones who are left on the outside of things – can go in different ways. Most of them are desperate to please and to get in with
 the other kids. Some turn into bullies and try and control people, like David Redlantern. But a few choose just to stay outside and think their own thoughts. Jeff was one of that kind. He was smart
 smart, much smarter than Gerry. He had much much more going on in his head. And he had his own angle, his own way of seeing things that he wasn’t going to set aside to please anyone
 else. I liked him for that. I was on the outside of things too in my own way. Not that I was a clawfoot or anything but I just felt different. Different different. So in a way I felt a
 connection with Jeff. In some ways we were alike, though in other ways gentle little Jeff wasn’t like me at all.


 Met rolled up the dead slinker and tied it up with string while Gerry and Jeff went to the air-tube and pulled out all the candy they could reach. When we got back to Family we found out that
 our old slinker was the best catch of that waking and everyone told Met what a great hunter he was. Yet time had been – not generations ago, but even just when I was a little kid – when
 people would kill a slinker and just leave it out in forest for the tree foxes and starbirds because they didn’t think the meat was good enough to be worth carrying back.
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 When we’d eaten in group, and after I’d let Old Roger beat me at a game of chess, I walked across to Spiketree again and looked for Tina.


 ‘You two are getting on well, aren’t you?’ said the Spiketree people, giving each other knowing looks, like there’s something clever about being able to spot when
 a boy and a girl fancy each other, like it doesn’t happen all the bloody time.


 Tina and me went back up past Brooklyn and London and Blueside – with people in all those bloody groups as well looking at us and looking at one another, as if to say ‘Do you
 see what I see?’ – and we went up over the rocks to Deep Pool, shining down there in its own hiding place, with rocks and bright trees all around it, like a world inside a world inside
 a world. And we scrambled back down to the place on the bank where we’d been last time. A single jewel bat was swooping low over the water in a series of long runs. A couple of small ducks
 sat in middle of a mass of lilies and cooed and rattled to one another, smoothing down their wings with their hands and flashing their little green headlights. Far off in forest out Blueside, a
 female starbird called Aaaah! Aaaah! Aaaah! . . .


 And suddenly a male starbird answered right up beside us: Hoom! Hoom! Hoom! It made us jump because we’d not even noticed it up in the tree there, hidden in a mass of bright
 whitelanterns. It rustled its golden wings and rattled its blue tail feathers so that the coloured stars glittered. It tipped its head and looked at us with one of its flat black eyes, the little
 lights glinting inside like secret thoughts, and its black hooked beak opened and closed, as if it was about to say something and then changed its mind. Then its scaly arms came out from under its
 wings and it touched the tips of its fingers together, so we could just hear the clack of its long black claws.


 Tina untied her waistwrap and dived straight down into the warm water. Whoosh! Off went the starbird over the water and away into forest with a clatter of wings and whitelantern branches,
 and a series of loud cries: Raa! Raa! Raa! I followed Tina. We didn’t bother with oysters. We’d taken the easy ones last time anyway. Instead we raced across to the far side of
 the pool and back again, pushing through the floating streamers of the water lanterns when we could, or diving under them when they were too thick. Down there under the surface it felt like we were
 flying over those pinnacles of rock that went down and down, and over shining water lanterns and wavyweed, with green and red tiger fish and tiny bluefish swimming through it in shoals. Down and
 down, shoals below shoals: Deep Pool wasn’t like Greatpool or Longpool where you could dive and touch the bottom. In Deep Pool you couldn’t make out where it ended.


 ‘So have you thought of some more things for us to talk about?’ she asked me, after we’d climbed out again.


 She threw me half a bunch of water lantern nuts.


 ‘We’re here,’ I said, after munching for a bit. ‘Have you ever heard our Jeff say that? We’re here. We’re really here.’


 Tina didn’t laugh at this like Met did. She narrowed her eyes. She thought carefully about what I might mean. Then she nodded.


 ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard him. We’re here. And . . .?’


 ‘Most people in Family never think about it. You do your chores, you have something to eat, you have a bit of a gossip and a moan, you have something else to eat, you have a slip, you go
 to sleep . . . and they never think once about where they are, or where they might be.’


 ‘I’d say they dream a lot about where they might be.’


 ‘They wish they were back on Earth, you mean? They wish they were with the Shadow People. They wish a boat would come down from sky and take them away from all their sorrows. Is that what
 you mean?’


 ‘Yes. All that.’


 ‘That’s the same thing as not thinking about where they are or where they might be,’ I said. ‘That way they don’t even have to try.’


 Tina frowned.


 ‘But wouldn’t you like to be on Earth? With the light in sky and everything?’


 How we all longed for that bright light. How we’d always longed for it.


 ‘Yeah, of course,’ I said. ‘But there’s no point in going on about it, is there? I’m not on Earth, am I? I might never get there in my lifetime. I’m in
 Eden. We’re in Eden. This is what we’ve got.’


 I waved my hand at the scene in front of us: that little jewel bat leaving a sparkly trail as it skimmed the surface of the water with the tips of its fingers; that whitelantern branch hanging
 down over its own reflection; those tiny shimmery little fish nipping in and out of the tangle of roots round the pool’s edge.


 Hoom! Hoom! went the starbird off in forest.


 Aaaah! Aaaah! came back the reply.


 ‘Yeah,’ said Tina, ‘this is what we’ve got.’


 She moved over near me, and looked right up close into my face.


 It was different now to last time. Sometimes boys and girls did a slide together just to stop themselves having to talk, and stop themselves having to notice what was happening. Sometimes it was
 like going to sleep, or stuffing your face with food. Sometimes it was like hiding from the leopard up the bloody tree. That was why I hadn’t wanted to do it before. But right now, if we did
 it, it would be different. It wouldn’t be like hiding away from the leopard. It would be like facing it. I leaned forward to kiss her sweet cruel funny mouth. I leaned forward. She moved
 towards me. I . . .


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 The sound came from Family and echoed round the rocks. Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp! An ugly sound on many different notes that didn’t fit together. Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!
 Up from Circle Clearing. Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 ‘Gela’s tits!’ hissed Tina, sitting back up.


 We’d heard it many times before. It was the signal for whole Family to come together. It was Any Virsry. Oldest must have finally agreed on their days and their years. They must have
 decided that this was the moment – this was three hundred and sixty-five days after the last Any Virsry – and called for Caroline and the rest of Council to get out the hollowbranch
 horns and get hold of all the newhairs and young men they could find to blow them.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 It was an ugly noise but it carried well. It carried all over the valley, querulous like Oldest themselves. If there were woollybuck hunters up by the snows at Cold Path they’d hear it. If
 there were people digging out blackglass out by Exit Falls they’d hear it. If there were people up by Dixon Snowslug looking for stumpcandy, they’d hear it and know what it meant.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 ‘We don’t have to go straight away,’ Tina said.


 ‘We don’t have to go at all,’ I said.


 She looked at me.


 ‘That’s true. What could they do to us?’


 ‘Nothing really. Nothing much.’


 Tina smiled ruefully.


 ‘No. But if we don’t go now, that’s all we’ll be thinking about, isn’t it? The fact that we’ve been called to Any Virsry and haven’t gone.’


 I nodded. Family was inside us, not just out there in the world. If we didn’t do what Family asked, Family out there wouldn’t need to say anything, because it would be accusing us
 already from inside our own skin. Kissing would be no fun, slipping would be no fun. I felt my dick shrivel just at the thought of it.


 So we started climbing up the rocks away from Deep Pool and back to Family.
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 London was at the beginning of their waking. Blueside had been right in middle of their sleep. In Brooklyn, only the youngmums and oldies and clawfeet and little kids had been
 there in group, because everyone else was out on a big groundbuck hunt up Alps way. But it didn’t matter whether it was your waking time or your sleeping time or whether you were inside or
 outside of Family Fence. Everyone was now moving towards Circle Clearing.


 As we came back through Family, we saw oldies, youngmums, little kids, newhairs, people who’d been sleeping, people who’d been eating, people who’d just been starting a new
 waking, all already on their way. And, though we couldn’t see them, we knew that, across forest, hunters and scavengers would be abandoning whatever it was they were doing too and turning
 back, though some would have a couple of wakings’ walk ahead of them. All the people in Eden, all the people in the world, were heading for Circle Clearing. That was how it was: you could be
 out in forest, or up on the edges of the hills, or over by Exit Falls where the water goes roaring down into darkness, but wherever you were, and whoever you were, you were still in
 Family.


 By Dixon Stream, passing through old Jeffo’s place, with his logs and his gluepit and his skins, we caught up with Gerry and little Jeff.


 Gerry looked at me like he always did, checking out my mood, getting ready to adjust his own.


 ‘Bloody Any Virsry!’ he said, as soon as he was sure that I was annoyed, and he slashed at a low-flying bat with a stick.


 It was a lucky shot. He broke its wing. It fell to the ground, twitching and squealing and holding out its tiny naked little hands as it if was appealing to us for pity.


 ‘Gotcher!’ Gerry muttered, stamping out its life.


 Jeff looked down at the little corpse for a moment – it was a silvertip, no good to eat – and he looked at his brother and at me and at Tina, then back at Gerry again.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp! went the hollowbranch horns, demanding our presence and our obedience.
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 Tina Spiketree


 Soon everyone who’d been in or near Family when the horns began to blow was in Circle Clearing. Hunters and scavengers who’d been a bit further out were still
 coming in. Others might not be there for a waking or two.


 In middle of Circle stood Caroline Brooklyn, the Family Head, and Oldest, and Oldest’s helpers. The rest of us stood in the space between Circle and the edge of clearing, each group in its
 own little clump with its leader at the front. And one by one these leaders – fat old Liz Spiketree, thin weary Bella Redlantern, blind Tom Brooklyn – went up to Caroline to say how
 many in their group were here already, and how many were out hunting or scavenging and not back yet. A woman called Jane London, who was known as Secret Ree, sat just outside Circle with a bit of
 white bark, listening to all this and scratching the numbers down. Then we all had to wait while they added up the group counts and worked out the count for whole Family. This went on and on, like
 it did every Any Virsry.


 ‘Harry’s dick,’ I said to my sister (who was also called Jane), ‘how hard can it be to add up the numbers from eight groups?’


 There was a lot of muttering and a lot of going back and forth from the edge of Circle to the groups waiting around. Some babies cried. That Batwing kid with the burn was groaning and moaning.
 Newhairs were giving each other looks and chucking things.


 Then at last all the group leaders gathered together with Caroline and Oldest in Circle, and Caroline shouted and raised up her hands to get our attention.


 ‘There are two hundred and twenty-six women in Family,’ she announced, ‘one hundred and fifty-six men . . .’


 Same number of boys and girls are born, they say, but loads more boys than girls die when they’re still small. That’s why there are always more women, even though women sometimes die
 having babies.


 ‘ . . . and a hundred and fifty children under fifteen years,’ Caroline said. ‘That makes five hundred and thirty-two people in Family, with sixteen of them still on the way
 here.’


 ‘Five hundred and thirty-two,’ wavered old Mitch, leaning on Caroline’s arm in middle of Circle, like a skeleton covered in dry yellow skin, with wispy white hair and a thin
 straggly beard. Little wizened Stoop and fat Gela stood beside him. All three were held upright by a couple of those women that were always fussing round them.


 ‘Family has never been this big,’ Mitch said. ‘When I was a child there were barely even thirty.’


 ‘Imagine that,’ I whispered to Jane. ‘Imagine just thirty people in whole world. How could they bear it? Even five hundred and thirty-two is way too few.’


 Now the count was done, we didn’t have to stay in our separate groups, so I whispered ‘See you later’ to my sister and started to make my way through Family towards John.


 ‘One hundred and sixty-three years it’s been,’ says fat Gela in her heavy wheezy voice, ‘one hundred and sixty-three years since Tommy and Angela came to Eden.’


 ‘In a boat they came,’ went on little Stoop, when Mitch had poked him irritably with his bony fingers. ‘First in the starship Defiant, a wonderful sky-boat that could
 travel across the stars, and then in the Landing Veekle that came down from Defiant to the ground.’


 ‘Remember!’ Mitch called out in his thin wavery voice. He had a batface, not the full batface split right up into his nose, but a little split in his upper lip, and
 ‘Remember’ came out more like ‘Rememfer’. He was about to say something else, but then began to cough, and his eyes went even more red and watery, and he couldn’t
 speak.


 I had reached John meantime. He was standing with his cousin Gerry. I squeezed his hand. I could feel the grownups’ eyes watching us. I could feel them thinking, That’s no way to
 carry on in an Any Virsry.


 ‘In the round Landing Veekle boat they came,’ said old Gela, her blind eyes bulging as if she’d just swallowed a big fat flutterbye by mistake, ‘and this Circle marks the
 place where they came to land.’


 Their helpers led the three of them slowly round Circle of thirty-six white stones, which were supposed to mark the outline of the Landing Veekle, and guided Oldest’s blind hands so they
 could brush each stone with a bundle of twigs.


 Michael’s names, it took a long, long time! There were whispers and murmurs. A little child began to wail and was hissed at to be quiet. Another little announced he wanted a piss.
 John’s cousin Gerry farted loudly, and newhairs and children laughed. Even some of the adults had a job to stop themselves smiling. Any Virsry had only just started and everyone was already
 bored. Even our grandmothers and their men were bored, though they wore a mask of respect.


 Round and round the thirty-six stones went Oldest, slowly slowly slowly. People whispered. People wrinkled up their faces as Gerry’s fart wafted past them. People yawned. Blueside had been
 in middle of a sleep when the horns went, after all, and Redlantern and Spiketree were both right at the end of a waking.


 Finally, Oldest returned to the centre once again and Gela poked Stoop, who looked cross at first, but then remembered what he was supposed to be doing.


 ‘There were five people who came down in the Landing Veekle,’ he went on, ‘and three of them returned in it to Defiant to try to get back to Earth. They were the Three
 Companions.’


 Stoop paused and gazed at us as if his brain was stuck. We waited.


 ‘Defiant was damaged,’ he finally said in his little high voice, ‘and they knew it might break. But it had a thing inside it called the Computer, which could remember
 things, just like a person can, and another thing in it called the Rayed Yo, which could call out across space, so even if the Companions died, Earth could get news of us. And . . . and even now .
 . .’


 Again he stopped, as if thoughts had suddenly stopped happening inside his shrivelled old head.


 ‘And even now Earth may be finishing a new sky-boat like Defiant to come and find us. So . . . So . . .’


 ‘So we must stay here and be a good Family and wait patiently,’ said Gela impatiently, ‘so that they will be pleased with us and will want to take us all back home to
 Earth.’


 ‘Sky-boats take a long long time to build,’ wheezed old Stoop, holding up his hand to stop Gela. ‘Defiant was as long as Greatpool, remember. And made . . .’ He
 had to stop to cough. ‘And made . . . and made not of wood but of metal, which takes a long long time to find.’


 ‘Think how long we’ve been looking for metal in Eden,’ wheezed Gela, ‘and we still haven’t found a single bit.’


 ‘Rememfer!’ gasped Mitch, before he began another fit of coughing.


 A flock of jewel bats darted back and forth across the clearing. The trees had been pruned for generations to encourage them to grow more flowers and give off more light, and that meant there
 were lots of flutterbyes for the bats to feed on.


 John looked at me, and I gave him a little oyster smile. He seemed alive alive and new new new, next to this old tired boring Any Virsry, going slowly round the same old things.


 ‘Remember that Tommy and Angela stayed in Eden,’ Mitch said when he’d finally managed to clear his throat, ‘and they made four daughters: Suzie, Clare, Lucy, Candice
 – and one son, Harry. But Candice was bitten by a slinker when she was a little girl and she died before she had reached six years.’


 ‘And Harry slipped with his sisters,’ said Stoop, ‘and . . .’


 ‘But Tommy said we must remember that a man should not slip with his sisters,’ interrupted Gela, ‘nor his daughters, nor even his cousins, not if there are others to
 slip with.’


 ‘And Suzie gave birth to two daughters who lived: Kate and Martha. And Clare gave birth to three daughters: Tina, Candy and Jade,’ said Mitch.


 ‘And Lucy gave birth to three daughters, Little Lucy and Jane and Angela. And Harry was father to all of these, so he’s our Second Father. Just like Tommy, he’s the father of
 us all.’


 I yawned, and John yawned, and Gerry yawned in imitation of John.


 ‘And Harry had to slip with these girls too,’ said Mitch, ‘though they were his own daughters, and the children of those unions were Janny and Mary and . . . and . .
 .’


 A look of panic came over that bitter old shrivelled batface of his . . . He’d forgotten! The long string that held his precious years together was broken! He couldn’t remember the
 next name in his list.


 And then he smiled. Of course, of course.


 ‘The children of those unions were Janny and Mary and Mitch . . .’


 Silly old fool. The child he’d forgotten was himself! The older people laughed affectionately with him. A lot of the younger people didn’t laugh at all.


 But for some reason I did suddenly laugh. It came out loud and harsh. And John looked at me in surprise and then laughed too, and then of course so did Gerry, and other newhairs also took
 it up as well, all round the clearing.


 Old Mitch noticed the mocking bark of us newhairs and turned on us, his watery blind eyes wide with distress.


 ‘You mock, newhairs, you mock our memories. But think of this! I’m a great-grandfather to you, and though I’m old old, one hundred and twenty years, I’m standing before
 you now. And listen . . .’


 He coughed and spluttered and had to have his back patted by one of the helpers before he could go on.


 ‘And listen to this,’ he went on at last. ‘When I was young like you, I knew an old man too. He was my father’s father, and my mother’s grandfather, and I saw him
 standing there in front of me, just as you see me. And – listen to this! – that old man, my grandfather, was Tommy who came from Earth. I saw him, I touched him, and he
 came from another world beyond the stars!’


 Tears of frustration were running down his face. He knew that, whatever he said, whatever threats he made, the time would soon come when he was dead, and then the time when our grandparents were
 dead, and then our parents. And when that point came it would be up to us whether we kept the True Story alive or let it die.


 ‘I saw and touched Tommy,’ old Mitch almost sobbed. ‘Think of that before you laugh, newhairs! Think of that!’


 His sadness was so painful that I had to look away. Some of the younger ones around me actually wept, they felt so ashamed of laughing at him. I felt ashamed too but yet at the same time I was
 angry with myself for allowing the old bastard to touch my feelings like that. Gela’s tits, had he or the other two ever spared anyone else’s feelings? They spoke harshly to
 children. They told us we knew nothing. They prodded and poked us as if we were things.


 ‘The children of those unions were Janny and Mary and Mitch and . . .’ prompted Gela. She was bored and tired too, and when Mitch didn’t respond, she carried on herself.
 ‘And Stoop and Lu and Gela and . . .’ She named all the rest of the twenty-four brothers and sisters in her generation. ‘And Peter,’ she finished with a gasp. ‘And we
 were the ones who started the first seven groups in Family, and made the big fence. And we were the last to know Tommy who came from Earth, so you should remember us.’


 And then at last Oldest were done. Their helpers settled them down on the ground with logs and buckskin to hold them up, and then the group reports began. One group leader after another gave
 their account of all the things that had happened over the year since the one hundred and sixty-second Any Virsry: the babies born; the people who’d died; the girls who’d got pregnant;
 the big hunts. It was boring boring. Bloody Batwing alone must have spent twenty minutes talking about that redlantern tree they’d chopped down and how they were shoving whitelantern
 seeds down the tubes in the hope that a whitelantern would grow up in its place.


 ‘Well I never!’ I whispered to John. ‘How unusual! Whoever would have thought of that!’


 He smiled, and, seeing him smile, Gerry smiled too.


 Two hunters from London came in from forest, so then there were only fourteen left to come, fourteen from Brooklyn still on their way back from their buck hunt out Alpway.


 ‘Now it’s time to discuss the Genda for Council,’ said Caroline, when the last report was done.


 And now each of the group leaders came up with things they wanted to talk about: fish getting scarce in Greatpool, a leopard seen skulking half a mile from Batwing, an argument between Blueside
 and Starflower about some trees, a request from London for Blueside to move their group further up Blueway, so London could have a bit more space . . .


 ‘We’ll help you move the Blueside fence further out,’ said London leader Julie. ‘We’re not expecting you to do it all on your own. But our group is getting
 bigger.’


 ‘You’ve been helping with that, haven’t you, eh, John?’ I whispered to John. ‘You’ve been helping London get bigger. You and that woman Martha.’


 He pulled a face at me and stuck out his tongue. I laughed.


 ‘We’ll help you pull down the fence and move it, Blueway,’ Julie repeated.


 ‘No chance,’ said Blueside leader Susan, who was round and solid and stubborn, like Lava Blob. ‘We’ve worked hard to get our group all nice with shelters and everything.
 Why would we want to hand it all over to you lot?’


 ‘Yes, but we can’t help that we’re in middle of Family. We haven’t got any new forest to move into.’


 ‘Maybe you should split your group into two. Start a new group beyond Blueside, like we did when Starflower started at hundred and fortieth Any Virsry . . .’


 But Caroline stopped the discussion.


 ‘This is for Council, not for now. Right now we are just deciding on the Genda. What other things are going to be on it?’


 Some little kids near to where me and John were standing started a silly playfight, chasing round and round the grownups’ legs.


 ‘Not enough meat any more,’ said old blind Tom from Brooklyn. He was the only group leader that was a man. ‘Not enough meat, not enough fruit and seeds and
 stumpcandy.’


 ‘So what are we going to do about it?’ Caroline said. ‘What do you want us to discuss?’


 ‘Last useful thing we did was back at Any Virsry hundred forty-five,’ Tom said, ‘when we stopped School.’


 What he was talking about was that up to hundred and forty-fifth Any Virsry, there was School for kids between six years and twelve. Every waking, all the kids came together in Circle Clearing
 and a grownup called Teacher told them about writing and counting and the lost things from Earth and all that stuff. But at hundred and forty-fifth they’d decided they couldn’t spare
 kids from hunting and scavenging. So now most kids couldn’t write and Family relied on the remembering that happened at Any Virsries to pass on the old stories. There was a big argument in
 Council back then, apparently, when they finished with School, one of the biggest arguments ever.


 ‘We got more food in after that,’ Tom Brooklyn said, ‘with the kids to help, and no grownups tied up with being Teacher. Life was easier for a bit.’


 ‘So what should we give up now?’ asked Caroline.


 ‘That’s what we need to talk about.’


 And then, Harry’s dick, John joined in the discussion!


 ‘It’s not a matter of giving something else up,’ he called out.


 Well, everyone looked at him, every single person in whole Family. Even the little kids mucking around the legs of the grownups stopped and stared, because every single person in Family that was
 old enough to talk knew that, when the Genda was being agreed, the only ones who spoke out were the group leaders. Okay, maybe once twice in the past at an Any Virsry, a group leader had asked a
 grownup in their group to comment on something, but there was no way a kid or a newhair would ever have said anything, no way that they’d even have been asked. And no one, newhair or grownup,
 had ever ever just shouted something out.


 So now everyone was looking at John. But they all looked in different ways. His mum Jade was looking across at him with a funny puzzled face, like she didn’t know what to feel. Gerry was
 looking at him like he was some kind of hero. David Redlantern, that hard batface, was glaring at him like he was a piece of buck shit. Bella Redlantern, standing out there with the other leaders
 by Circle, looked embarrassed but also a little bit proud.


 And that, I suppose, is how I felt too. Embarrassed but a bit proud.


 ‘It’s not a matter of giving something up any more,’ John went on. ‘We haven’t got anything else to give up now anyway. We all scavenge and hunt every waking
 anyway, don’t we? What else are we going to do without? Sleep?’


 Caroline looked at Bella Redlantern as if to tell her: ‘He’s one of yours. You sort him out.’


 ‘I think what John’s trying to say . . .’ Bella began.


 ‘We need to find a way of getting past Snowy Dark,’ John called out, ‘find new places for people to live.’


 Tom’s dick and Harry’s, that settled it for me! John wasn’t one of those people who only do one brave thing.


 ‘Past Snowy Dark?’ exclaimed Caroline. ‘Past Snowy Dark? Oh come on, boy, everyone knows that’s impossible.’


 She looked firmly away from him.


 ‘Anyway,’ she said briskly, ‘that’s enough time wasted. Let’s move on to . . .’


 But John still hadn’t finished!


 ‘How do we know it’s impossible?’ he said. ‘How do we really know? We’ve never tried, have we? Not for a long time anyway. You should talk in your Council about
 having another go at it. Trying somehow to get across Dark. Or down Exit Falls. Or something.’


 ‘We certainly should not. For one thing you’re just a newhair boy and you can’t tell us what to talk about, and for another it’s a stupid idea. We’ve just
 talked now about how we had to give up School to have more time for hunting and scavenging, and how the hunting has got hard again. How could we possibly spare people for trips up onto Snowy Dark
 when we need all the grownups and newhairs and big kids to find food? It makes no sense at all.’


 ‘It makes no sense not to,’ John said. ‘There’s going to be more and more people and less and less for us to eat. We’ve got to find more to eat somewhere
 else.’


 Everyone was embarrassed and uncomfortable by now. Quite a few people shouted out to John to shut up.


 ‘Leave it, boy, we need to get on with the Genda.’


 ‘Shut up, newhair! It’s not your place to talk.’


 But he still kept on.


 ‘Well, if we don’t try and get past the mountains, then why don’t we at least spread ourselves out a bit across forest? Send one group over to Cold Path Valley maybe. One up by
 Dixon Snowslug.’


 Now Caroline lost her temper.


 ‘Be quiet, boy!’ she snapped. ‘Be quiet now. Whole Family is here, whole Family, and it’s not the business of one silly newhair to stand up and tell us what
 we should discuss.’


 With a mighty effort, and the assistance of two helpers, old Mitch rose up to his feet.


 ‘What’s the newhair saying?’ he demanded to know.


 ‘He says we should send groups over to different parts of the valley,’ said Bella, ‘so as to make it easier to find food.’


 ‘No!’ blind Mitch cried out into the pitch darkness around himself. ‘No, no, no, no!’


 Stoop and Gela were also getting up now, staggering to their feet with their helpers fussing round them.


 ‘We must stay here,’ Stoop cried, and then gasped for air. ‘This is where they’ll come to find us! This is where they’ll come! And we must remain one, one Family,
 that’s what Angela taught us. One Family that does things together.’


 ‘Don’t worry,’ Caroline said, putting a hand on Stoop’s shoulder. ‘No way are we going to ever break up Family. We have one mother and one father. We always have
 been one Family and we always will be. If we break up then things will turn bad, one group against another, that’s what Angela said. But it is not going to happen and that’s final. So
 no discussion. No argument. We – all – stay – here.’


 David Redlantern was pushing grimly towards John through the Redlantern people.


 ‘But Family can’t go on growing and growing,’ called out John, ‘and . . .’


 David grabbed his shoulder.


 ‘Enough!’ he hissed.


 Caroline pretended she hadn’t heard.


 ‘So what other things do we have to put on the Genda?’ she asked briskly.
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 John Redlantern


 When Genda was set, that was the end of the first waking of Any Virsry, and everyone could go back to their groups to eat and sleep. The next waking Council would meet and talk
 about the Genda and then we’d all sleep again, and then there would be the final waking when we’d all be called back in and be told what Council had decided. After that Oldest would do
 the Earth Things, and we’d have the Show.


 I was going to sneak off with Tina again, but David was still standing right behind me.


 ‘No you don’t, boy. You’re coming back to group with me. Bella needs to talk to you.’


 ‘What about?’ said Tina. ‘Is she going to tell him off for talking sense?’


 David turned his angry red batface on her.


 ‘You keep out of Redlantern business, Tina Spiketree.’


 I shrugged and pulled a face for Tina and followed David back to Redlantern, where the grownups were stirring up the embers of our fire and feeding it branches so we could cook. Everyone looked
 at me as I arrived in our clearing. People stopped halfway between the woodpile and the fire with firewood in their arms. People came out of their shelters.


 ‘I’m ashamed of you, John,’ began Old Roger. ‘People will say Redlantern can’t bring up their newhairs properly.’


 Lucy Lu said that I hadn’t just shamed the living members of our group but the ones who’d died as well.


 ‘The Shadow People are crying,’ she said, ‘they’re begging me to make sure that Family is never broken up.’


 Bella came out of her shelter.


 ‘You were rude rude there, John. Rude to Family and rude to me. What do you think other people will think if someone in my own group talks out like that without even letting me know
 that’s what they are going to do? If you had something you wanted saying, you could have raised it with me beforehand. We all knew Any Virsry was coming. As it is, you’ve made me look
 like a complete fool.’


 Everyone watched her and watched me. How would I react? How would she follow on from what she’d said?


 ‘I’m sorry,’ I said humbly. ‘I just thought it needed to be said. I hadn’t thought about it before. It just came out.’


 I liked Bella. I was close close to her. And I respected her too. She wasn’t just our group leader, she was one of the cleverest people in whole Family.


 Bella nodded. I thought I could see a tiny smile.


 ‘Alright, John. I’m tired and hungry. We all are. So we’ll eat now, and then afterwards you can come to my shelter for a proper talk about this. I want to know exactly
 what’s on your mind and I want your reassurance that you won’t show me up like that again. But we’ll talk later.’


 Presently Fox and Lucy Lu, who were organizing the cooking, handed round smoked fish and whitefruit and crushed starflowers and bits of muddy, chewy slinker, and we all began to eat together
 round our fire. And all around us, all over the camp, we could hear the sounds of other groups eating too. (People’s talking sounds different when they’re eating. It rises and falls in
 a different way. More gently, more steadily.) You never normally heard that sound coming from all over Family at the same time because one group would be sleeping, one getting up, one returning
 from a waking’s scavenging. The only time we experienced it was when an Any Virsry was on.


 Somewhere out over Peckhamway a leopard was singing to its prey.


 ‘What are you going to say to Bella in there?’ Gerry asked. ‘Are you going to tell her to stuff it, then, or what?’


 I looked at him, meaning to answer him but all the time listening to the lonely deadly sound of the leopard out there, and how it sounded alongside the friendly gentle sound of Family eating and
 talking all around. And I was thinking, thinking, thinking, about Family and about how things were. Before I’d even begun to think of an answer to Gerry’s question, I’d already
 forgotten it. In fact I’d completely forgotten he was there.
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 Bella’s shelter was bigger than everyone else’s, and taller too, so that people could sit in there with her and have meetings. She had a pile of sleeping skins in
 the far right corner opposite the entrance hole, and more skins piled all round the edges for folk to sit on when she had meetings and talks. The shelter was built up against the warm trunk of a
 big whitelantern tree, and one branch of the whitelantern had been pulled down and held in place with ropes and rocks, so the branch was inside the shelter, with two or three lanterns usually
 shining at any one time. If she didn’t want light she’d cover over the lanterns with skins.


 She was squatting over on the sleeping skins when I came in, thin bony Bella, with her narrow hips and tiny breasts and her clever weary shadowy face.


 ‘You are a silly boy, John Redlantern,’ she told me, ‘and I’m going to have to shout at you for a bit.’


 I nodded.


 ‘Never, never speak out of turn at a meeting again, alright?’ she yelled. ‘Do you understand that, John? Do you understand? You’ve shamed me,
 you’ve shamed Redlantern, you’ve shamed yourself. And you’ve achieved nothing. Nothing at all. Do you really think Council’s view will be changed by a silly little
 newhair just because he got lucky with one bloody leopard out Cold Path way? Does that make you the big man of whole Family, do you think? Does that make you more important than your group
 leader or your Family Head? I don’t bloody think so, John. And don’t think I don’t know it was you and Tina Spiketree that started up that nasty laugh when Mitch forgot himself.
 Don’t imagine I didn’t notice that too.’


 The funny thing was that she was yelling at me, but it was like she was acting in one of those story-plays that people put on. Like the story of Angela’s Ring, when Angela loses the
 ring her mum and dad gave her, and she cries and screams and tells Tommy he’s worse than shit, and how she hates him and she hates Eden and she hates the kids and she wishes she was dead. Or
 like Hitler and Jesus, where Hitler yells at Jesus he’s going to kill all his group, the Juice, kill them like they were slinkers (‘Over my dead body!’ goes Jesus, and
 Hitler says, ‘It will be over your dead body, mate, because I’m going to nail you up to a hot spiketree till your skin’s all burned off.’) Often when people act these
 things you can see they’re not really in them. They might be shouting but their eyes aren’t angry like their mouths are. And it was like that now. We were in a story-play –
 Bella and me – and we didn’t have to pretend with our faces, only with our voices, because the play wasn’t for us really at all but for the rest of group who were outside
 listening and couldn’t see us.


 ‘Don’t speak out of turn again, John, alright?’


 ‘I’m sorry I shamed you.’


 ‘And if you want something said at Any Virsry, talk to me, not to whole Family without me even knowing about it, alright?’


 ‘Yes, Bella.’


 She looked at me, staring hard hard into my eyes, then she smiled her little tight smile and relaxed a little bit (as much as she ever relaxed) and nodded, as if to say: okay, the play was over
 now.


 ‘So why did you do it, John?’ she asked me in her normal voice, low enough so that no one outside would hear the words (not unless they came right up outside the shelter and put
 their ear to the bark, and no one would dare do that with whole group there to see them). ‘If you wanted it said why didn’t you talk to me about it?’


 ‘I only thought of it then and that’s the truth. It just came into my mind when Tom said that thing about how we’d given up School already and now we’d have to give up
 something else. Gela’s tits, I thought, what’s the point of that? Why can’t we see that there just isn’t enough in this valley for us?’


 Bella studied my face carefully. Then she nodded.


 ‘Actually, I agree with you, John,’ she finally said. ‘Something needs to give and we need to start preparing people for that. But you know there’s more to it than just
 yelling things out at Any Virsry. You’ve got to work round people, win them over, meet them halfway, do things gradually. That’s what Council is all about.’


 ‘So how many people in Council apart from you agree with me?’


 She considered this.


 ‘Not one. Not yet. But I’m working on people, John. I’m working towards the idea that we may need to spread out a little.’


 ‘It’s not just a matter of spreading out a little. We’ve got to get past Snowy Dark.’


 Bella shook her head.


 ‘Right over the top of Dark? I can’t see it. I mean it’s a few wombs now since I was up by Dark, but I do know what it’s like up there. You think you’ve been there,
 John, but you haven’t. Furthest you’ve been to is up to the top of Cold Path. That’s barely the beginning of Snowy Dark. Barely the beginning. It’s so cold cold and so dark
 dark up beyond there that I don’t see any way we can ever get over it.’


 ‘Well, we’ll go down Exit Falls then.’


 ‘Oh John! Do you have any idea what that would be like? It might have been possible before the rockfall, but now the only gap is where the water drops down from Fall Pool between massive
 cliffs, down, down, down into darkness. And think of the weight of all that water. All the water from Greatpool, all the water from all the snowslugs that come down into forest from Snowy
 Dark.’


 ‘Suppose there’s another rockfall one waking that fills up the gap completely. Whole of Circle Valley could end up as one big pool. What will we do then?’


 ‘Well, we’ll just have to hope that doesn’t happen.’


 ‘Why just hope? Why not try and find a way out?’


 ‘No one could get across Dark.’


 ‘So Tommy and Angela and the Three could go up into sky from Earth and cross Starry Swirl and come down to Eden, but we can’t even hope to cross the lousy mountains?’


 Bella laughed.


 ‘Dearest John. You can’t do everything at once. At the moment Family isn’t even ready to spread itself out right here in Circle Valley, let alone try to cross Dark. Let’s
 work on spreading out a bit first, eh?’


 ‘How long will that take?’


 ‘I don’t know. Maybe in two three Any Virsries’ time we can talk about setting up a new group down the river a bit, or over by Lava Blob. Right now it isn’t even on the
 Genda. You’ve got to be patient about these things.’


 ‘That patient and we’ll all bloody starve.’


 She smiled.


 ‘There’s a little time, I think, before that happens. You need to give people time. And you need to remember that, after all, everyone is concerned that we shouldn’t go against
 what Mother Angela taught us: to wait here and care for each other, until Earth comes back.’


 I remembered the dream I’d had – the dream that everyone had – where the Veekle came down from sky and I was far away.


 ‘Yes, but she didn’t want us to starve, did she?’ I said stubbornly, driving my own fear away.


 ‘John, my dear, I do love you. And it might sound strange to say after I’ve told you off, but I’m proud of you too. Come over and sit with me.’


 I moved over to sit next to her on her sleeping skin, tense tense because I knew what was coming next. She kissed my cheek. She ran her hands over me. She took my own hand and placed it between
 her legs. Older women would ask young guys for a slide and no one thought anything about it. But Bella didn’t do it like, say, that Martha London did it. She’d never had a baby and she
 wasn’t looking for one now. That wasn’t what it was about. In fact she didn’t really go for whole slip thing much at all, just a rub with fingers.


 And the other thing that was different about what she did was that she only did it with me, a boy in her own group. That wasn’t the usual thing, not women with boys that they’d cared
 for since they were little. Women were allowed to do it with whoever they liked, of course, but that wasn’t the usual way it happened. Women did the mum thing with boys and they did
 the slip thing with boys, but they did them with different boys.


 ‘I’m tired and I’m tense, darling,’ she said, ‘and there’s such a hard waking ahead of me tomorrow in Council.’


 Well, I loved Bella. She was good to me. Of all the grownups in Family, she was the one that really knew me. And I admired her too. She was clever, one of the cleverest in whole Family. But I
 didn’t like doing this and I wanted to stop. I just didn’t know how to get out of it. So I did what she asked of me while she held my arm and pressed my hand down exactly where she
 wanted it, so hard sometimes that it hurt me, shutting her eyes and screwing up her face as if it was hard hard work she was doing and not pleasure at all.


 And I’ll tell you something: it was hard work for me, not just this time but every time. It was like her body was shut away in some tiny little place in middle of her shadow – her
 live happy body, long-lost, hidden under all her cares – and she needed me to let it out for her just for a moment, to release the tension for a moment of being squeezed away in there so she
 could relax and go to sleep. It was hard work. But at last she gave a little gasp, pressed my hand down extra hard and then released it and I knew she was done.


 ‘Thankyou, John, and now I need to sleep.’


 I wasn’t happy. I wasn’t at ease. But I gave her a kiss on the cheek and emerged out of her shelter into group. People who’d been listening outside when she was shouting at me
 had moved onto other things now, like fixing shelters, or scraping skins, or playing chess. It was like they were doing the opposite of listening, like they were trying their best to notice
 everything else but the fact that my telling-off had taken a funny turn into something else. No one said anything. Jade, my mother, busied herself with scraping a skin so hard that it was like she
 was angry with it. Only my aunt Sue and her boys Gerry and Jeff looked at me kindly. Gerry got up and came towards me with a worried worried face but I signalled to him I wanted to be on my
 own.


 And David glared over at me, his eyes like cold fire in his raw batface. He was refastening a new blackglass head onto the end of his best hunting spear, using resin glue and buck sinews. He
 thought he knew perfectly well what had happened with Bella in there and he hated me for it. He glared at me and then looked away and spat onto the ground beside him. I’d humiliated Bella and
 the entire group in front of Family but she’d still taken me into her shelter and slipped with me (or so he thought). He did whatever she asked of him and she left him outside, and
 didn’t seem to want to get close to him at all. It would be no good me telling him that I didn’t like what Bella did with me. No good at all. He was a batface, and batfaces always hated
 the way that oldmums would slip with the rest of us but not with them.
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 I went over to Spiketree but I didn’t get a welcome in Spiketree either. You wouldn’t believe that only a few wakings previously everyone was fussing over me and
 telling my how great I was for killing that leopard. Now it was ‘Here comes trouble’ and ‘Don’t think Tina’s coming out to play, John, because she’s in there
 talking to Liz.’ (Liz was the Spiketree leader: a fat, tetchy, self-important woman, not a patch on our Bella.) ‘Liz wants all our newhairs to stay in group till Any Virsry
 ends.’


 So I went round the edge of Brooklyn towards Stream’s Join, trying to keep out of the way of other people. A bat looked down at me from a branch, a little jewel bat with its trembling
 wings spread out to cool, rubbing its wrinkly face with its little black hands.


 Sometimes I hated Eden. Eden was all I knew, all my mother knew, all my grandmother knew, but sometimes I longed and longed for the bright light that shines on Earth – as bright everywhere
 as the inside of a whitelantern flower – and for the creatures that lived there, with red blood and four limbs and a single heart like us, and not the green-black blood and two hearts and six
 limbs of bats and leopards and birds and woollybucks. And sometimes I felt that if I ate another mouthful of greenish Eden meat I would vomit out my guts. And yet I’d never tried anything
 else, never would try anything else, unless I ate the meat of another human being. And no one in Eden had ever done that.


 I crossed over the log bridge by Stream’s Join – in my head I was begging the shadows of Tommy and Angela to fix it for me that boring bloody old one-legged Jeffo wouldn’t be
 there on the path by Dixon Stream – and I headed up to Deep Pool, clambering down the rocks and diving straight into its warm warm water, down among those bright canyons of wavyweed with all
 those little shining fish darting away from me.


 They said men shouldn’t slip with their sisters, or their mothers, or their daughters – they said that was bad bad slip – but then they told you that Harry did just that,
 slipping with his sisters, and then with their children, and how it was a good job he did, and that we should honour him for it, because if he hadn’t we wouldn’t be here. Yes, and
 really we were all brothers and sisters anyway. All of us, every one us, had the same mother and father, Tommy and Angela, so whenever any of us slipped together it was always bad
 slip in a way. And Bella might not be my mother, but she was my cousin, like everyone else in whole Family. And in a way she was my mother too because she looked out for me when I was
 little. She told me things. She listened to me. She was more of a mother to me than Jade, because Jade never wanted to be a mum. (She didn’t fancy staying behind in group with the littles and
 oldies and clawfeet.) So it was double bad slip me doing it with Bella, or letting her do it with me. It was bad bad, even if we didn’t do the full slip.


 That’s what I was thinking while I swam up and down Deep Pool, swimming really hard, to wear myself down and to make the water wash over me and clean my skin. ‘It’s bad,
 it’s bad, it’s bad. I’m bad, I’m bad, I’m bad.’ Then I pulled myself out of the water onto the bank where Tina and I had sat. I pulled a whitelantern flower from
 a tree and turned it round in my hand: a shining sphere of whiteness, with just a little opening in it for the flutterbyes to go in and out. I held it up close to my eye and looked inside. A tiny
 flylet was crawling in there, surrounded on all sides by beautiful bright white light. There was no darkness in there. That little flylet didn’t have to see a black sky above, or dark trunks
 of trees. All it could see was light. Just thinking about it brought tears up into my eyes.


 And then a strange feeling came over me, a feeling that this same thing had happened here before, long ago, but in this exact same place. Someone else had sat here beside Deep Pool and looked
 into a lanternflower and cried. And that someone, well, it was Gela herself. I don’t mean bloody old Gela Oldest. I mean first Gela. I mean Angela Young, my great-great-grandmother,
 the mother of us all. She’d come here and sat in this exact place all on her own, so as to be where Tommy and the children wouldn’t find her. And she’d plucked a lanternflower and
 looked inside it, remembering her far-off world full of light and all the people in it. She’d cried and cried and cried until she had no tears left, and then she’d scrumpled the
 lanternflower and tossed it into the pool.


 They say that Angela and Tommy didn’t get on so well. It’s said he got angry when he didn’t get his way. It’s said she was full of bitterness for what he’d done to
 her, because it was his fault she’d come to Eden, his fault and the fault of his friends Mehmet and Dixon. She’d never have come here at all of her own choice, and she’d never
 have been with a man like him either.


 ‘No wonder she cried,’ I said to myself.


 But then I thought, Tom’s neck, what is this crap? I’m starting to talk like bloody Lucy Lu. Muttering to shadows. Communicating with the dead. How could I know what
 Angela felt? How could I know that she came to this same place? I’m just doing what everyone else does, wake-dreaming, playing with silly stories and pretending they’re true, grieving
 over bloody Earth, feeling sorry for myself because I can’t have everything given to me that I want.’


 I scrumpled up the lanternflower and tossed it into the pool, just like she had.


 ‘Tom’s dick and Harry’s!’ I said out loud, after I’d splashed water on my face. ‘We’re in Eden. Maybe no one will ever come to take us back to
 Earth. And anyway that isn’t “back”, it wouldn’t be going back, because none of us has ever been there.’


 ‘You talking to yourself now, John?’ said Tina.


 She’d crept down the rocks, quiet quiet as a tree fox. I didn’t know how long she’d been there or what she’d seen.


 ‘Shall we see if we can find some more oysters?’


 ‘Yeah okay, but don’t think we’re going to carry on with that slide we started, because we’re not. I’m not in the mood, okay?’


 ‘Because . . .?’


 ‘I don’t feel like that now.’


 ‘I went looking for you in Redlantern, and Gerry told me that Bella had you in her shelter and that everyone reckoned that . . .’


 ‘Just leave it, alright?’


 For a moment she looked like she was going to get angry, but she saw something in my face that stopped her. She nodded and shrugged and gave me a little strained smile.
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 Gerry Redlantern


 I felt sad sad. I felt scared. I felt sorry sorry for John. I felt sort of sorry for Bella too, sorry and angry all at once.


 I liked things best when everyone was getting on with each other. I liked it when everyone thought that John was great. I liked it when I met people from other groups and they said John was
 brave brave or Bella was the best group leader in whole Family. And I hated it that John and Bella had upset people and made them angry. I think I hated it worse than I would have done if they were
 angry and upset with me. But I didn’t blame John or Bella for that. I knew that people who were stronger than me didn’t mind so much what other people thought. I knew they
 sometimes had other reasons for doing things that seemed important to them, even more important than being liked, even more important than being kind. In fact that was why I admired them:
 because they had something I didn’t have – a will of their own, I suppose. So I didn’t blame them, but I wished wished that everyone would go on liking John as much as I did, and
 go on saying what a great great group leader Bella was, and not whisper and hiss any more.


 Secrets were another thing I hated; secrets and people not saying what they meant. Gela’s heart, it was hard enough to make sense of anything without all that!


 ‘Why’s no one talking?’ I whispered to Fox when John was in Bella’s shelter and everyone around had gone quiet quiet.


 He winked and ruffled my hair like I was a little kid, then got up and moved away from me.


 I went to my mum.


 ‘Is John’s slipping in there with Bella?’ I asked her. ‘Why is everyone so quiet?’


 Sue squeezed my hand, but wouldn’t say anything.


 Even Jeff wouldn’t talk about it.


 And when at last he came out of Bella’s shelter, John didn’t want to talk to me either. He waved me away, walked off out of group, and didn’t come back until four five hours
 later when we were all sleeping or trying to sleep.


 ‘You okay, John?’ I whispered as he crawled into the shelter he shared with me and Jeff.


 But he didn’t answer me, just crawled between his sleeping skins and lay still.


 I didn’t sleep hardly at all before the next waking. It was always hard anyway when an Any Virsry put your sleeping and waking times back to front, but it was harder still when the world
 was all turned upside down. There was so much weird weird stuff going on. Everyone had thought John was great, but now whole Family was angry with him. Everyone in Family said Bella was the best
 group leader, but now even her own group were thinking thoughts about her so bad bad that they wouldn’t speak them aloud.


 Yet both John and Bella seemed to have chosen this. They’d done things on purpose that they knew would cause upset. They were like smart smart people playing chess who suddenly
 throw away a queen and you can’t see the reason, but you know they must have done it on purpose, for some reason they’ve spotted three four moves away.


 ‘Are you going to try and speak out again, John?’ I whispered. ‘When Family comes back together in Circle Clearing, are you going to do it again?’


 John didn’t answer, but Jeff whispered across to me from his side of shelter.


 ‘Let him sleep, Gerry. Let him sleep.’
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 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 I was wide awake when they blew the horns for second waking of Any Virsry.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 I hated that noise all of a sudden. It was like everything that is bad about Family, like watching eyes, like tongues telling secrets and spreading stories in that way that people have, using
 words they don’t really mean so you have to try and guess.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 John sat up and rubbed his little beard with both hands, and yawned. He looked tired tired.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 Jeff was sitting up too now, rubbing his twisty feet and watching John with his eyes slightly narrowed. My little brother was another one like John, who played his own particular game and
 didn’t care what other people thought, and I guess that meant he could understand John in a way that I couldn’t. They were like chess players, and people like me were more like pieces
 on the board.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 We didn’t have to go to Circle Clearing, because Council always spent second waking of Any Virsry going through the Genda by itself, but the horns were to tell whole Family it had to get
 up and get on with doing stuff, and not fall back into our own group waking and sleeping times until Any Virsry was over.


 We crawled outside our shelter, John first, then me, then Jeff. Old Roger and Bella and my mum Sue were toasting starflower stems and dried fish for everyone to eat.


 ‘Hello John,’ Bella called out, and I could see her trying to catch his eye so she could try and find out what was going on in his head.


 But John took the food she gave him without looking at her face.


 ‘Hello, Gerry darling,’ said my mum Sue, giving me my food. ‘You look tired, my dear. All you newhairs are to go scavenging today. Don’t go more than an hour’s
 distance from here, okay? You’re going with John and Met again, plus Candice and Janny. Jeff will need to rest his feet this waking, so we’ll find him jobs to do back here in
 group.’


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!
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 Me, John, Met, Candice and Janny headed out Lava Blob way with spears, ropes, bags and a stone-headed club, looking for stuff to eat. All the time I was watching watching John
 to try and figure out what was going on inside him, but it was no good: his face was still still like a mask.


 Of course, with everyone staying near Family for Any Virsry, and everyone awake at the same time, we ran into other people much more than normal: grownups and newhairs and little kids from
 different groups, all scavenging together and disturbing each other’s prey. That’s one reason why groups don’t usually all keep the same wakings: so as not to get under each
 other’s feet all the time. But they were all out there now, Blueside, Batwing, London, Starflower . . . all the groups together, even the ones whose sleeps and wakings were the other way
 round to ours. And, when they saw John, a lot of them had things to say.


 ‘Rude little slinker,’ said a man about forty fifty wombs called Tom Fishcreek (poor bloke had clawfeet and a batface). ‘What you think you’re doing spoiling Any
 Virsry for everyone?’


 Him and a couple of other Fishcreek men had hung up an old torn fishing net made of wavyweed string. The other two were up in a whitelantern tree and they’d tied threads to the legs of
 flutterbyes and were jerking them up and down to try and lure bats into the net.


 ‘Yeah,’ called down one of the others in the tree. ‘If you want to be rude to grownups, John Redlantern, stick to the ones in your own bloody group next time, alright? Leave
 the rest of us out of it.’


 And he leaned out right over a whitelantern flower, so that its light shone up into his face, and then he spat down from the tree. John had to step out of the way to stop it from landing on his
 head.


 I was angry angry.


 ‘Tom’s dick! You’d better . . .’


 But John put his hand on my arm at once and shook his head to tell me to leave it, he didn’t want any fuss.


 ‘I’ll give you one thing, John,’ Janny said, as we moved on through the trees. ‘You’re a bloody idiot and you pissed Caroline off something rotten, but you really
 couldn’t have made Any Virsry any worse than it already is.’


 She laughed. She was a batface like my mum and ugly as anything, but she was always cheerful cheerful.


 Up ahead of us, two Blueside oldmums were kneeling in front of a small pond, their bony bums sticking up as they picked out pondsnails.


 ‘Carry on like that, John Redlantern, and you’ll break Oldest’s hearts,’ said one of them, called Lucy.


 ‘Worry too much about breaking old Mitch’s heart, and we’ll all starve,’ John told her. ‘Which would probably break his heart too, don’t you think?’


 ‘What do you know about things like that, you silly newhair?’ Lucy Blueside said. ‘You should hear yourself. You should hear what rubbish it sounds.’


 ‘He’s not talking rubbish,’ I said hotly. ‘This is my cousin John you’re talking about, the one that did for that leopard by himself. He’s smart smart,
 way way cleverer than you.’


 The other woman, Mary, laughed angrily at that.


 ‘Harry’s dick, boy, look at him!’ she said. ‘Your precious cousin’s just a newhair kid that hasn’t even managed to grow a proper beard yet. Do you really
 think that doing for one old leopard means that he knows better than Caroline and all of Council, with all their wombs of experience?’


 Our Janny laughed.


 ‘You’re wasting your breath, girls,’ she told the Blueside women. ‘John could say up was down and black was white and Gerry’d still stand up for him.’


 ‘More fool him,’ said Mary Blueside. ‘And by the way, what’s this I hear about young John there and B . . .’


 ‘So what is your suggestion as to how we’re going to feed ourselves when there are two three times as many of us?’ John interrupted her.


 ‘Like I said,’ said Mary Blueside stubbornly, ‘that’s for Caroline and Council to sort out, not the likes of you. Now if you’ll excuse us, some of us are trying to
 find some food for our group right now.’


 ‘Yeah, I can see that,’ John sneered. ‘Pondsnails. So tell me honestly, did you ever think of eating pondsnails when you were kids?’


 ‘What I did when I was a kid is none of your business, newhair!’


 ‘Yes,’ I broke in, ‘but John means that . . .’


 ‘Leave it, Gerry, leave it,’ said John in a tired tired voice, and he walked on again, leaving the rest of us to catch up with him.


 ‘So are we actually going to do some scavenging ourselves?’ asked Candice. She was pretty pretty, but she was always finding fault with everything, and I was a bit scared of
 her sharp tongue. ‘Or are we just going to wait around while John has his own personal Any Virsry out here?’


 ‘Yeah,’ said big slow Met. ‘I don’t like having all these people moan at us. It wasn’t us that spoke out in Circle. It’s not our
 fault.’
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 I felt sorry for John, with everyone complaining about him. And I kept remembering how he’d looked when he came out from Bella’s shelter last night: lonely lonely,
 and waving me away so he could stay alone.


 But not everyone moaned at him. Once we came upon a group of newhairs from Brooklyn – Mike, Dixon, Gela and Clare – and they were full of praise for him.


 ‘Good for you, John. Why shouldn’t we newhairs have a say if we want one?’ Mike Brooklyn said. ‘We have to scavenge and hunt like grownups, we have to help look after
 littles and oldies, so why can’t we have a say as well?’


 ‘Yeah, what you said was right, John,’ Dix Brooklyn said. ‘It’s all fine fine for Oldest to say we should keep everything like it’s always been but they’ll be
 dead soon. We’ve got to think about how it’s going to be when we’re grownups and Family’s bigger.’


 ‘So how big will Family be when we’re old then, John?’ asked Gela Brooklyn, and it wasn’t in a sneering way to make fun of John, but because she really wanted him
 to explain.


 That made me pleased pleased for John.


 ‘You mean when we’ve had kids and our kids have had kids?’ John said. ‘Well, it’ll be thousands, won’t it? Think about it. There were just two people here
 once, one hundred and sixty-three years ago, and now we’re five hundred and thirty-two. That’s – what? – more than two hundred times what it was. And in another hundred and
 sixty years . . .’


 ‘What? Will it be two hundred times what it is now?’ Gela laughed nervously. ‘Tom’s neck, I don’t even know the name of that number.’


 ‘It would be,’ said John. ‘Except that most people would starve before then.’


 He was about the only newhair I knew who ever thought about anything except what was happening for them now. And that was what was good about John, and why I stuck by him, but it was also what
 was scary about him, and about people like him. He would take risks and he would do things that would make people turn against him, if he thought that would work out best in the long run. I just
 didn’t have that in me.


 But I did have it in me to follow someone no matter what.
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 John Redlantern


 After we’d spoken to those Brooklyn newhairs, we spread out a bit and started looking properly for stuff to eat. There wasn’t much to find, what with all of Family
 milling around, and all we got was a few lousy little bats and some dirty scraps of stumpcandy – but after about four five hours Candice spotted a little stonebuck grazing in a clump of
 starflowers. She knew better than to go straight in after it because, once it spotted us, it could run two three times as fast as any of us – we’ve only got two legs, it has six –
 but she crept back to rest of us and signed to us with her hands where it was so we could spread out around it. I was crawling slowly through the flickering starflowers when I put my hand on what I
 thought was a funny shaped stone. But when I glanced down at it I could see straight away that it wasn’t a stone at all. It was a ring, like the rings some people carve out of wood and polish
 up with buckfat to put on their fingers.


 But this one wasn’t made of wood, it was hard and smooth, and it reflected the light of the flowers like water does. I knew then it was made of metal, that hard smooth shiny stuff
 that comes from Earth. (It was said you could find it in Eden too, hidden in the rocks, mixed up with the rock in some way, but no one knew where to look.) And if it was made of metal, it
 must have belonged to one of the First Five, to Angela or Tommy or one of the Three Companions.


 And then I had a thought that sent a chill going right through me and made my head spin.


 Tom’s dick! This could be the ring, the Lost Ring, Angela’s ring that they sometimes do that play about! It could be that actual one.


 Anyway, whether it was that ring or another one, it was a Memento, and if I told anyone about it, they’d make me hand it over to Oldest to keep with the other Mementoes – the Boots,
 the Belt, the Backpack, the Sky-Boat Models, the Earth Models, the plastic Kee Board with its rows of squares with letters, and the blank square that once showed pictures that could move and talk .
 . .


 Bam! The stonebuck bowled straight into me, knocking all the wind out of me and sending me flying, back onto a big ant’s nest.


 All the others laughed.


 ‘He kills a bloody leopard,’ Janny teased me, ‘and then he doesn’t notice a stonebuck when it comes right at him.’


 ‘You idiot, John,’ said Candice. ‘That would have been a good waking’s kill for us. What in Harry’s name did you think you were doing?’


 I stood up, hastily brushing off angry ants with their bodies flashing red in warning that they planned to sting. I felt a fool, but I could have completely explained myself and satisfied all of
 them – even miserable Candice – if I’d only shown them the ring. It was a find that Family would value more highly than ten stonebucks, and any one of the others would have
 admitted straight away that they’d have been just as distracted from the hunt as I’d been if they’d been the one that found it.


 I would have liked to show it to them too. I didn’t want them to think of me as a wake-dreamer, or as someone that didn’t pay attention in a hunt: it wasn’t the idea of
 me I wanted people to have, and it wasn’t true either. But you’ve got to think about where you are trying to get to in the future, that was my rule, that was my leopard rule, not
 just try and make things easy and comfortable right now, and I decided in that moment that it would be better not to show the ring to anyone just now. So I closed my hand around it – it had a
 lovely smooth cool feeling – and I smiled and shrugged and said nothing. I had sewed a little pocket on the edge of my waistwrap as a place to put small useful things like bits of blackglass
 and stumpcandy and whitelantern seeds, and I slipped the ring in there when no one was watching me, and kept quiet, and we carried on hunting and scavenging.


 ‘You’ve gone all weird since that leopard, I reckon,’ Candice said. ‘I mean, speaking out in Any Virsry, talking about going across Snowy Dark, what was that really all
 about? Don’t give me all that about not enough food, and Exit Falls and all that. That’s not for us to sort out, and you know it. I reckon you just like the attention.’


 ‘He’s been weird since he’s been slipping that Tina Spiketree, you ask me,’ Janny said.


 Met looked at me. Gerry looked at me. Was I really going to let these two girls take the piss out of me like this? But I didn’t say anything. We walked on. Pretty soon we came across
 David, who was out with Fox. He had just killed a stonebuck with his long blackglass-tipped spear and was looking mighty pleased about it.


 ‘Hey, that was my buck!’ exclaimed Candice. ‘I spotted that and we would have killed it too if John had just been paying attention.’


 David gave a bark of laughter and repeated the old saying: ‘It’s not your buck unless your spear’s in it.’


 He looked at me.


 ‘Not paying attention, eh, John? Too much slip if you ask me. Slip with Martha London, slip with Tina Spiketree, slip with bloody Bella Redlantern herself. This boy must think that’s
 all he’s here for, making juice for women. Juicy John, that’s what we should call him. Juice is all he’s bloody good for.’


 There was so much hate and envy in his ugly bitter batface. I remembered how he’d looked when I crawled out of Bella’s shelter and I thought to myself that, if he could have driven
 his spear into me now as he’d just driven it into that stonebuck, if he could have done it without being blamed for it, well, he could have done. He would have done it gladly.


 On Earth that had sometimes happened, the stories said. One human being would sometimes do for another like we did for bucks and slinkers. In fact sometimes whole groups would turn on one
 another like when Hitler and the Jar Men turned on the Juice. It was said it had happened there because Family on Earth had split apart, with groups moving away from one another and acting like
 each one was a Family on its own. It was even said that the White people had once taken the London people – whose skins were black like Angela’s – and tied them up with ropes and
 traded with them like we in Family traded blackglass and buckskins and leopards’ teeth between the groups. (That was history, and it was one of the things that kids used to learn when
 we had a School.)


 And when I saw that look on David’s face and saw what it was that he would like to do to me, I had a glimpse of what would happen to us if Family was broken apart. I had an image come into
 my mind of a big old tree being pulled down, a big old tree that gave warmth and light and fruit and bark for shelters, and I saw the deadly scalding sap that comes spurting up from Underworld when
 the trunk first breaks.


 ‘Making juice for women that should know better than go with a silly boy who’s got nothing to him but a pretty face,’ David said. ‘That, and trying to break up Family,
 that’s all John here is good for. Oh, and getting big ideas just because he was lucky enough to have some leopard run right onto his spear.’


 He gave me a horrible smile.


 ‘Tell the truth, Johnny boy. You didn’t plan that at all, did you? You didn’t plan to do for the leopard. You were just so bloody scared you were frozen to the spot.’


 Gerry stood up for me at once.


 ‘That’s crap, David. He could easily have run like I did, but he . . .’


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 David broke off. We all broke off the ugly little play we were acting out to listen to the horns from over Circle Clearing. They weren’t calling us back to Circle, just telling us that the
 Council had finished the Genda and that we should finish what we were doing soon and go back to our groups and eat and sleep.


 ‘I’ll be watching you, John,’ David told me, ‘when Any Virsry starts again, so don’t try any more of your tricks.’


 His speech was always a bit spluttery, like all batfaces’ speech, but his anger and his hate made it even more so. He was spitting his words out like they were poison. I had to wipe them
 off my face.


 ‘And don’t think you can get away with whatever you want just because you’re Bella’s little darling and her little slip-buddy, because you won’t. She may be group
 leader but that doesn’t mean the rest of group will go along with whatever she wants, nor the rest of Family. And anyway a waking will come soon when she sees through you too. Slippy might
 make people go silly and lovey-dovey, but lovey-dovey doesn’t last forever, Johnny boy. It doesn’t last long at all.’


 Met had his stupid mouth wide open. Gerry had tears in his eyes. Candice looked sour. Janny looked like she was trying to see the funny side but couldn’t.


 David pulled his spear out of the dead buck and transferred it to his left hand. Then with his right he took the animal’s back feet and slung the warm carcase over his muscly shoulder in
 one single move.


 ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘if you’ll excuse me, I must be going. I’ve got some food to take back.’


 ‘Looks like you’ve met your match, Mr Leopard Killer!’ said Janny when he was out of hearing.


 I shrugged. David scared me, it’s true, and I was scared by the thought of whole Family turning against me, with Bella no longer able to protect me. But David hadn’t told me anything
 I didn’t already know.


 ‘We’ll see about that,’ I said. ‘The play’s not finished yet.’
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 We went back to Redlantern with our scraps of food, and we accepted our small share of David’s buck. He smirked at us as we laid out our sorry little haul of bats and
 grubby stumpcandy.


 Bella looked strained and distant. She wasn’t supposed to tell us what she’d been talking about in Council until we were all together again in Any Virsry, but there was more to her
 distantness than that. She avoided my eye and slipped off early to her shelter, after ordering us all to stay in group for that sleep and not go wandering.


 But I went to the group latrines that we’d dug in middle of a clump of starflowers and I took out the ring from the pocket at the edge of my wrap and I held it up close to a flower.


 It felt smooth smooth, but it wasn’t just smooth. On the outside was a little wavy line that ran right round it where the metal was a different colour, and on the inside, Gela’s
 heart, there was tiny tiny writing. Not many newhairs could read, but Bella had taught me the letter sounds and I knew how to put them together to make words. I could read a lot of the old names
 and words that were carved onto the trees round Family. And I could certainly read the name inside the ring, written in tiny tiny letters with a neatness no one in Eden, scratching on trees or
 stones or bits of bark, could ever hope to equal, and no one over about thirty forty wombs, with their fading eyes, could ever hope to read. It was just about the best-known name in all of
 Family.


 ‘To Angela,’ it said, ‘with love from Mum and Dad.’


 Well, there have been lots of Angelas – or Gelas or Angies as they usually get called – but this could only be the Angela that came here at the beginning. This was her ring.
 It really was the same one they told the story about, the ring her mother and father gave her back on Earth, the one she lost in forest when she was looking for stumpcandy and could never
 find again.


 Another shiver went through me, right through my body and my mind, almost like when you’re having a slip and you come. It was one of those moments when you wonder whether there is some
 kind of big misunderstanding and really this is all just a dream or a made-up story, and not the real world like you thought it was. It was strange strange to hold that same ring in my hand,
 and to know for certain that one part of the True Story really really was true. It was weird weird to be connected to that story myself, to be the ending of it in a way, to be the one in
 Family who finally found Angela’s ring for her. It was even stranger that it happened so soon after that weird feeling I’d had when I was by myself up by Deep Pool, and I’d felt
 that our mother Angela had been there too.


 Michael’s names! Lucy Lu would have loved this if it had happened to her. We’d never have heard the last of it! It was like Angela’s shadow really was here somehow,
 following me around. It was like she wouldn’t let me go.


 Squatting down there among the starflowers, pretending to be taking a crap, I went through the story in my head. How Gela lost the ring. How she screamed out to Tommy and the kids for help.
 There were no other people in the world then but Tommy and Gela and their kids. She screamed at them to come and help her, she screamed and screamed like she hated them all, demanding that they
 crawl round on forest floor for hours and hours, waking after waking, looking for the missing ring that her mum and her dad had given her.


 ‘It’s only a ring,’ Tommy says to her. ‘It’s just a thing, really, isn’t it? Like a stone or a bit of wood. You’ve still got us, honey.
 You’ve still got me and the kids.’


 ‘I don’t want your bloody kids,’ she says, ‘and I certainly don’t want you, you selfish shallow worthless man. I want my mum. I want my dad. I want my home
 that you stole from me.’


 And then she cried and cried and cried, it’s said for nine whole sleeps and nine whole wakings, while the kids blocked their ears and made silly noises with their mouths to shut out the
 cruel things she said, and the sad sad thoughts in their heads. Until that waking, the story says, the mother of us all had been warm and kind and a source of strength. But after it, she
 didn’t smile for a whole womb and she never again spoke to Tommy with any love in her voice: never ever again.


 I heard someone coming over to use the latrine. It was Old Roger – he’d be grunting and spluttering and stinking there for half an hour – so I slipped the ring back in its
 pocket and moved away.
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 Tina Spiketree


 So third waking of Any Virsry came, and we were all back together in Circle Clearing. Everyone in the world was squeezed into the space between Circle and trees (really
 everyone this time because all the hunters had returned by now), with jewel bats diving back and forth above us and forest humming all around. I stood with my sister Jane – bloody group
 leader Liz had made me stay with Spiketrees this time – and John stayed over with the Redlanterns, so I could only wave to him. He looked tired tired. I guess we all did, but he did more than
 most.


 Council got ready out there in middle of Circle and Oldest were propped up there on their padded logs by six seven of their helpers, and then Any Virsry started off again with the Mementoes
 being brought out to remind us yet again that we were all one Family and that we came here from Earth. Out came the Boots, the Belt, the Backpack, the Kee Board, and the helpers took them round all
 the groups so people could reach out and touch them and feel the weird stuff they’re made of that no one knows where to find or how to make (except maybe Boots, which seem to be made of some
 kind of skin). Kids were excited excited. All the littles wanted to touch Kee Board, and push down those little squares with letters on them. Oldest were allowed to take these things out of their
 hollow log whenever they wanted, but they were only shown to whole Family once every year at Any Virsries, and for little kids, seeing something from that long ago was like seeing something from a
 dream. They couldn’t quite believe that it was all really there again.


 And it wasn’t just kids that got excited either. Some grownups cried when they saw the Mementoes, and when they reached out to touch them, some had trembling hands, full of hope and
 longing, for many people thought that when you touched the things from Earth it made aches and pains go away, or brought dreams into your head of that bright bright world, bright as the inside of a
 lanternflower. And as for that horrible Redlantern woman, Lucy Lu, she went into a bloody trance.


 ‘I feel them!’ she cried out, the lying slinker. ‘I feel their presence all around us!’


 But pretty soon helpers gathered the Mementoes all together again, shoved them back into the log and closed them inside with a greased lid, and then Family Head Caroline went pacing round in
 front of Council and Oldest, going through the Genda and telling us what Council had agreed, with little Jane London, the Secret Ree, hurrying behind her with the notes she’d scratched at the
 meeting on pieces of bark.


 Behind the two of them were lined up all the group leaders: our Liz (that fat, ugly, bossy old thing), and old blind Tom Brooklyn, and silly gushing Flower Batwing, who thinks she is young and
 pretty when she’s really old and wrinkled and dried up, and Mary Starflower, who likes to draw in breath when someone else speaks, like they’ve said such a terrible, stupid thoughtless
 thing that she wonders whether it can ever ever be undone, and Julie London with her hard, sharp, pushy face, and Candy Fishcreek, who always whispers so that everyone has to be quiet quiet to hear
 her, and Susan Blueside, who doesn’t seem smart enough to be a group leader but is stubborn like a lump of rock. Susan Blueside didn’t look too happy, so I guessed she’d lost the
 battle over London group’s move. But the one that stood out from the rest was Bella Redlantern. She was right at the end of the line, next to Liz, but the space between her and Liz was fully
 twice the space that was left between any other two of them.


 ‘London is to be allowed to move ten yards Blueway,’ Caroline announced, ‘as long as they rebuild Blueside fence ten yards further out and help Blueside build new
 shelters.’


 Secret Ree winced and pointed at the writing on one of her pieces of bark. Caroline frowned for a moment, but then corrected herself.


 ‘London is to be allowed to move twelve yards, as long as they rebuild Blueside fence twelve yards further out,’ she said.


 She studied the bark writing for a moment to remind herself what was next.


 ‘Each group,’ she went on, ‘is only going to be allowed to fish on Greatpool during their normal group waking, and each group is only allowed one boat and one net out there at
 at a time. And no net used on Greatpool can be more than four yards long. This is to stop taking too many fish.’


 There were some grumbling sounds from people in Family who liked to think of themselves as fishers. (Silly buggers. Would they rather catch all the fish and then have no fishing to do at
 all?) Caroline glanced across at the notes again.


 ‘Youngmums,’ she said, ‘will have to scavenge and hunt like everyone else when their babies are three periods old. Clawfeet and oldies can look after the littles.’


 There were grumbles from youngmums and clawfeet, but on Caroline went.


 I waited. I didn’t really expect anything but I wondered if there’d be anything to suggest that they’d even considered John’s idea about Family moving out wider
 and not going on forever huddling round the old Circle of Stones. But no, nothing. And when they’d been through all the stuff that had been decided, Caroline said this:


 ‘We have only discussed the properly agreed Genda. We have not discussed things that were not properly raised. And we’ve all agreed that Family must stay together, here, side
 by side, around these stones that mark the spot where Tommy and Angela and the Three Companions came down from Starry Swirl, and from where the Companions set off on their way back to Earth. Family
 must not be broken. We must remain one, and we must remain in the place where our sisters and brothers from Earth will come to find us, as we all know one waking they will. And we must work
 together and live peacefully so as to try and be worthy to be taken back to our true home, even though we’ve forgotten so much, and fallen so far from what we once were.’


 She looked out towards where Redlanterns were standing. She searched the faces until she found John’s. She looked straight at him.


 ‘I hope that’s understood,’ she said. ‘It’s Council’s decision and it’s mine, and it must be accepted by whole Family. And that means everyone
 here.’


 I saw John look across at Bella Redlantern, but she was staring straight down at the ground, like there was something really interesting going on down there.


 I could see John was angry angry. I could see him struggling inside himself.


 Caroline looked round at us all, letting her words sink in.


 ‘And that’s the end of the . . .’ she began.


 But then John broke in. It was like sap bursting from a cut tree.


 ‘Think about it, Caroline,’ he called out. ‘Work it out. It doesn’t take an Einstein.’


 All round Clearing, people groaned. Not this again. Not this rude little newhair once more. Ugly David Redlantern was pushing towards John through Redlantern group.


 ‘If we were two once and now we’re five hundred and thirty-two,’ John went on, ‘how big will Family be in another . . .?’


 Whack! David slapped him hard across the back of his head with his big hard hand.


 ‘Leave him be!’ I yelled out.


 ‘Get off him, David!’ I heard John’s faithful Gerry shouting, and I saw him pushing and shoving at David. But David swatted Gerry away like he was an ant, grabbed John by the
 hair and stood there solid as a tree.


 Meanwhile, all round Circle people reacted, each one in their own way. Some laughed, some gasped, a few cheered, and many many called out in angry disapproval, not at what David had done, but at
 John for causing trouble.


 I could see David lean forward and hiss out a warning, and then he gripped John’s hair more tightly, lifting him up a little so he was hanging by his own hair roots.


 ‘And that’s the end of the Genda,’ Caroline went on, with that particular rock-like stubbornness that she did so well, as if nothing had happened at all and she was just
 carrying on with what she had to say, ‘and now it’s time for me to go through the Laws that Harry, our second father, and his three sisters, carved on these Circle Clearing
 trees.’


 Secret Ree passed her some pieces of bark with the Laws copied onto them, and then walked to the edge of the clearing through London group, so that while Caroline walked round inside Circle, she
 could walk round the trees and point to each carving, as Caroline read out from the bark what it said.


 ‘You mustn’t kill anything except animals to eat and animals that are dangerous,’ read Caroline. ‘You mustn’t do anything to harm the
 family.’


 She paused and looked round at us all.


 ‘That means you must not do anything to break Family up,’ she said.


 ‘You mustn’t slip with a child or with anyone that doesn’t want to do it,’ she went on, ‘and grown men mustn’t slip with young girls.


 ‘You mustn’t steal things.


 ‘You must come to Any Virsries and to Strornry Meetings.


 ‘You must respect the Old.


 ‘And that,’ said Caroline, frowning round at us, ‘means not just Oldest, but group leaders, and Family Head, and all grownups.’


 She glanced in John’s direction for a moment, and then went on reading.


 ‘You must look after clawfeet.


 ‘You mustn’t foul streams or pools.


 ‘You must wait for Earth to come, and keep the customs of Earth, so Earth will take you home.’


 John had a point, I thought, he really did. Of course we wanted to go back to Earth, but could we really wait in this one place forever, just in case they came?


 And was that really the custom of Earth, anyway, to wait in one place? They were the ones who built a boat that could travel through the stars.


 


 13


 
 [image: ]

 


 John Redlantern


 ‘I’m watching you, John, so keep your mouth shut,’ growled David, shoving me forward suddenly so I nearly fell.


 I wanted to rub the back of my head where he’d been pulling my hair, but of course I didn’t. I acted like it hadn’t hurt at all. And I ignored Gerry too, standing beside me,
 looking anxiously into my face. Gela’s tits, there was no way I was going to admit to him, or to David, or to anyone else that David had hurt or upset me. I stood up straight and watched what
 was going on in Circle, like nothing had happened. That was Caroline’s game and I could play it too.


 Helpers were lifting Mitch and Stoop and Gela to their wobbly feet. We’d got to the bit of Any Virsry called Earth Things, where we had to listen to three old blind people tell us about
 things that they’d never seen and didn’t understand.


 Scrawny old Mitch told how Earth spun round and round like a top so half of it is all lighted up by the star and half of it is dark, and saggy grey Gela told how the people there found metal in
 the ground that could be used to make knives that wouldn’t smash like blackglass does.


 ‘And they found a thing called the Single Force,’ she said, ‘that could carry them between the stars.’


 ‘They found another kind of force that was even better than that,’ broke in little Stoop excitedly, with his blind eyes rolling around in his soft fat head, ‘a force that could
 be made to run along strings for miles and miles, and could be used for light and heat and for machines called telly visions that could make pictures that could move and speak. It was called Li . .
 .’ He stumbled on the word, just like old one-legged Jeffo had done, over by Dixon Stream. ‘It was called Li . . . Leck . . . Lecky-trickity . . .’


 ‘Li . . . Leck . . . Lecky-trickity . . .’ Gerry mimicked under his breath, looking at me to see if I was pleased.


 ‘It’s important to remember the Single Force,’ Gela came back, not happy with Stoop’s interruption. Her blind eyes bulged at us. ‘That’s what got us here, and
 that’s what will take us home. And not only that,’ she carried on hastily before the others could break in, ‘but they had animals called horses too that could carry them about.
 Imagine that! Animals!’


 ‘And cars,’ Mitch said, and began to cough and cough while his helpers whacked him on the back.


 The helpers got out the Earth Models, and then, with a lot of coughing and wheezing, Oldest told us about houses, which were shelters as big as hills, and roads, which were paths
 made with hard shiny metal, and trains and planes and drains.


 ‘Drains were like streams underneath every shelter,’ Stoop said. ‘They’d wash all your piss and shit away, into a pool as big as Greatpool, covered with a roof of
 stone.’


 ‘Planes were a kind of bird made of metal,’ Mitch said.


 ‘Trains were long thin shelters that slid along a smooth metal path,’ said Gela, ‘so you could go to sleep in one bit of a forest and wake up in another.’


 They were flagging now, and the group leaders began to prompt them with other things to say.


 ‘What about hosples where they made you well?’ whispered Mary Starflower.


 ‘What about those clones with their big feet and their red noses?’ murmured Susan Blueside.


 ‘What about money?’ prompted Tom Brooklyn.


 ‘Ah,’ said old Gela, ‘money was numbers you held in your head.’


 ‘You could trade them for things you wanted,’ said Mitch.


 Trade things for numbers in other people’s heads? Nobody’d ever understood what that meant, but Oldest spoke about it at every Any Virsry, as if a waking would come when someone
 would jump up and yell out, ‘Yes of course! Of course! I’ve figured it out now! I know how that worked!’


 What was the point of saying words if we didn’t know what they meant? We were like blind people pretending to see.


 But they say that even Tommy and Angela themselves didn’t understand how Lecky-trickity worked or how you made the Single Force. They didn’t even know where metal was to be found, or
 how to get it out of the stone it was mixed with, except that you had to heat it with fire.
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 Littles got hungry and started to grizzle and cry. Newhairs giggled and whispered and pinched each other, and Oldest themselves, who’d started off so excited that they
 couldn’t bear to let each other finish what they had to say, got too tired to carry on. In fact they were so drained and pale and wobbly all of a sudden that they looked like they might die
 right there in front of us in their precious Circle of Stones. They had to be helped to step back and sit down and wrap up with skins and be given stuff to drink. And then Caroline and Council and
 Oldest and helpers got out of the way, and in came Big Sky-Boat, and everyone cheered and clapped and laughed.


 It was time for the Show, and it was Brooklyn’s turn to do it. A whole bunch of them were carrying that great silly wooden thing that was supposed to be the starship Defiant. It was
 three times the length of a normal boat, and not quite straight. It had poles sticking up from it to hold up a wobbly bark roof like the roof of a shelter, and long branches sticking out of its
 sides for people to carry it with. It even had another little boat inside it, which was supposed to be the Landing Veekle. And crammed in, at the front and back, were the Three Disobedient Men,
 laughing and waving to us.


 Of course Big Sky-Boat was tiny tiny compared with the real Defiant. The real starship was longer than Greatpool, and so big that if it ever came down to the ground it would never
 get back up again into sky. (Even the real Landing Veekle was the size of Circle of Stones, and it was carried inside of Defiant.) But all the same our silly little Big Sky-Boat still
 looked stupidly big compared to the little log boats that we used to fish on Greatpool and Longpool, and it had so much stuff on top of it that anyone could see that it would have toppled over
 straight away if you actually put it in water. Plus, with that curve in middle of it, there was no way you could have paddled it straight.


 But of course Big Sky-Boat never did get put in water. It was carried every Any Virsry by a bunch of people holding the ends of three strong branches that were stuck through holes in its
 sides. Those three grinning Brooklyn men inside it were supposed to be Tommy Schneider, our first father, from whose dick came every one of us, and his two friends Dixon Thorleye and Mehmet
 Haribey. They were setting out from Earth into Starry Swirl, as calmly and cheerfully as if they were just going fishing out on Greatpool. Tommy’s face had white wood-ash mixed with buckfat
 smeared over it, to show that he had white skin.


 ‘Let’s go further out,’ says Dixon, when they’re getting near the edge of Circle of Stones.


 ‘No, we shouldn’t,’ says Tommy. ‘Earth Family doesn’t want us to do that, do they?’


 ‘Yeah,’ says Mehmet, ‘and this Sky-Boat belongs to everyone, remember, not just to us.’


 It was said that it took thousands of hundreds of people to build Defiant, and take it up to sky in pieces, and to put it together up there. It took thousands of people all across Earth
 to find the metal and plastic and everything else they needed in the rocks, and thousands more to get it out and carry it to where it was needed. All Earth was part of the work, which took hundreds
 or thousands of wombtimes.


 ‘I mean,’ says Mehmet, ‘it’s not like we made it ourselves.’


 ‘True,’ says Tommy, looking serious serious. But then he smiles and looks out at the people all around the clearing: in front of him, behind, left, right.


 ‘Should we do it, kids?’ he calls out. ‘Should we go further out?’


 ‘No! No! Don’t do it!’ yell all the kids in Family, laughing and squealing with delight.


 ‘Yeah but why not?’ says Dixon. ‘It won’t hurt anyone. And anyway, I feel that it’s what Jesus wants us to do. To cross over Starry Swirl and find new worlds.
 Let’s just do it!’


 ‘No! No!’ yells everyone.


 But Tommy laughs, and cups his hand over his ear, and shrugs, like he can’t hear us any more.


 ‘Okay,’ he says. ‘You’ve persuaded me. Let’s give it a go, eh?’


 ‘Well,’ says Mehmet, ‘I suppose so. But I feel bad bad about Earth Family.’


 ‘They’ll get over it,’ says Dixon, and off they move in their giant boat right up to the edge of Circle of Stones.


 It felt kind of shocking to see that silly thing there next to Circle, where none of us were allowed to go.


 But then in comes President, the Family Head of Earth, wearing a special President’s wrap with four five big white stars on it done in ash on a square stained blue with starflower
 juice.


 ‘Hey! Come back!’ she yells up to them. ‘We don’t want you to do that now. Things are hard hard for us on Earth just now. Every time you take one of those sky-boats out
 across the stars, we all have to work extra hard to give you the stuff you need to make the Single Force. We haven’t got the time for that now. We’ve got better things to do.’


 Mehmet looks at Tommy. Tommy looks at Dixon.


 ‘Just this once?’ Dixon pleads with the other two. ‘I promise you, it’s what Jesus wants.’


 Tommy and Mehmet look at each other.


 ‘Yeah, just this once,’ they agree, and they carry on right up to Circle, ignoring the President, who shouts up ‘Stop! Stop! Stop!’ in a silly high voice that makes
 littles laugh.


 In comes Small Sky-Boat, which is meant to be Police Veekle. It also has a bark roof and is carried on another set of branches, but it looks even more wobbly and silly than Big Sky-Boat, because
 it is made to come apart. The real Police Veekle was as big as Landing Veekle, apparently, and it went round and round sky of Earth, looking for problems and trouble. (Sky there was more full of
 boats than a hundred Greatpools, and in some of them people were doing bad things, like dropping things onto Earth.)


 Sitting in the Small Sky-Boat are Angela our mother and Michael Name-Giver. They were called Orbit Police. Angela has her face darkened with clay and buckfat to look like the real Angela.


 ‘Go after those silly buggers, you two,’ says President, ‘and get them back before they go and lose our boat in Starry Swirl. They really don’t know what they’re
 doing, and anyway, they’re not doing what Earth Family wants.’


 Being Orbit Police meant that Angela and Michael had the job of stopping people who didn’t do what the President and Family wanted. Their boat hurried after the Big Sky-Boat
 Defiant, with Angela and Michael both yelling and shouting out:


 ‘Hey! Come back! Stop! That’s not your boat to take away!’


 Angela looks out at us standing all round the clearing. She looks left, she looks right, she looks in front of her and behind, and then she raises her eyebrows and holds out her hands, palms
 upwards, as if to say, ‘Are you guys not even going to help?’


 The kids know quite well this is their invitation to join in.


 ‘Stop! Don’t do it!’ they yell out excitedly to those three naughty men in Big Sky-Boat. Lots of the little kids have fierce angry faces as if they’re really cross, and
 really think they can change the story.


 ‘Stop!’ they yell. ‘Go back!’


 But the men in Big Sky-Boat take no notice at all of them, or of Angela and Michael either, until Small Sky-Boat is really close. Then finally Dixon looks back at them.


 ‘Back off, you two, or you’ll get hurt!’ he yells out. ‘We’ve got the Single Force here. We’ve already started it going. We’ve made Hole-in-Sky and
 we’re going through. You can’t stop us! So back off!’


 ‘No, we won’t back off,’ says Angela. ‘We won’t back off and we will stop you – or sink trying. You come back here, mate! We’re not going to let
 you go!’
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 If only the men in Big Sky-Boat had listened, was what we were all supposed to think. If only they’d listened and followed the Laws of Earth and respected President, then
 we wouldn’t be here in Eden, standing around in our buckskin wraps and wondering how you find metal and what lecky-trickity is and how you make a sky-boat. We’d be there on Earth with
 that big star above us and the light all around us, the sweet white light, pure and bright like the inside of a whitelantern flower, and we’d know about metal and lecky-trickity and
 all of that. Telly vision, computers, we’d know it all, without even trying.


 But then it wouldn’t have been us, though, would it? I thought to myself. Tommy and Angela would never have got together, would they? No way would she have slipped with him if she
 had all the men on Earth to choose from. And that means that none of us five hundred and thirty-two people would ever have lived on Earth, or on Eden, or anywhere else.


 It was a strange strange thought. All this time we’d been grieving about how things were, but if things weren’t this way, there wouldn’t be an ‘us’ to grieve
 anything.
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 Well anyway, pretty soon, that Defiant starts to spin round and round like a log in the water at the top of Exit Falls.


 ‘Oh, oh, oh!’ yell Dixon and Mehmet and Tommy together as they whirl round.


 Purple fire is flashing along the long metal spikes that stick out from the huge starship’s shiny metal sides, each spike as tall as a full grown tree. It’s tipping tipping on the
 edge of Hole-in-Sky, just like a log on the edge of Exit Falls. Single Force is pushing it closer, the Single Force that made the Hole itself. It’s tipping over, it’s tipping,
 it’s about to fall . . .


 Small Sky-Boat comes nearer and nearer till it’s right alongside, and then it starts to go round and round too, and it starts to tip over as well, pulled towards Hole-in-Sky.


 ‘No! No!’ yell Angela and Michael, the two orbit police.


 ‘Back off, you idiots!’ yells Mehmet from Defiant. ‘Back off or you’ll get dragged through as well!’


 ‘Back off!’ yell Dixon and Tommy.


 ‘It’s too late,’ yells Michael back, ‘the bloody resin’s gone. The skin’s come off the end of our boat. The water’s coming in. We’re sinking. We
 can’t paddle any more. You’ve got to help us!’


 ‘Yeah! Help us!’ yells Angela. ‘We’re sinking.’


 ‘And whose fault is that?’ ask Tommy, Dixon and Mehmet all together, looking at Family round the edge of the clearing, like they expect us to say it’s Michael’s and
 Angela’s for being foolish enough to chase after them.


 ‘Yours! Yours! Yours!’ yell out the kids, and the newhairs, and most of the grownups too.


 ‘Come on! Hurry up! Help us!’ Michael and Angela scream and yell, like they haven’t got time for all this discussion.


 Tommy and Mehmet and Dixon look at each other.


 ‘Quick! Quick! Help them!’ yells out whole Family under the whitelantern trees.


 ‘Yes,’ says Mehmet, ‘I suppose it is our stupid fault really, and we’ve got to save them. Quick, Dixon. We’ll try and get them into Big Sky-Boat before we drop
 through Hole.’


 This bit is tricky for the people holding the branches, who have to move round each other, and duck under each other’s branches, but, as it tips over, the Police Veekle presses up against
 the starship Defiant, and Dixon and Mehmet and Tommy reach out and pull Angela and Michael across into their boat, and then Big Sky-Boat, with all five of them inside, moves between the
 stones and out into the forbidden Circle to show that it has fallen through Hole-in-Sky.


 Just in time. Only just in time. The people carrying Small Sky-Boat let it fall into pieces and throw them away in different directions, to show that Police Veekle has been destroyed by Single
 Force and its purple fire.


 Meanwhile the great starship Defiant goes right out into darkness beyond Starry Swirl until Earth and Sun are hidden completely among all those stars. And there they find Eden, a world on
 its own, far from any stars, which isn’t like Earth at all.


 ‘There’s no Sun here like we have on Earth,’ says Angela, looking out. ‘But look, everywhere is shining shining, as far as you can see.’


 And the others look out, each one in a different direction.


 ‘Shining everywhere,’ they say. They are amazed amazed, because they didn’t have shining forests on Earth, and they thought light only came from stars and Sun.


 ‘Let’s get down and look at it,’ says Tommy.


 They have that other little Boat inside the Big Sky-Boat, the Landing Veekle, and they take it out and all get into it, helped by the people from Brooklyn that were carrying the Police Veekle
 until it fell apart. (The real Landing Veekle was round, but we don’t know how to make boats that way, so ours is long and thin.) It carries them down from sky, right into middle of Circle of
 Stones.


 Out get Tommy and Dixon and Mehmet, out gets Angela. But Michael is sick sick and they have to help him down.


 ‘You bloody idiots,’ Angela tells the three men. ‘Look what you’ve done to Michael. Look what you did to our boat. Look where you’ve brought us. Take us back to
 Earth now. I want to see my group again. I want to see my mum and my friends. I didn’t want to come here to this dark dark place.’


 Tommy looks ashamed, so do Dixon and Mehmet. The Three Disobedient Men all stand in a row with their heads hanging down like naughty kids.


 Some of the real kids laugh.


 ‘Bad boys!’ they shout out. ‘Bad bad boys!’


 ‘Our boat’s damaged too, I’m afraid,’ says Mehmet. ‘We’re sorry sorry. It’s cracked. It might leak. We’ll try and mend it, but we may sink and
 drown on the way back.’


 ‘You bloody idiots,’ says Angela again.


 Then Tommy and Dixon and Mehmet get back in the Landing Veekle and go up to the Big Sky-Boat Defiant and squat down by it with pots of glue and skins to try and fix it. And while they
 work up there, Angela and Michael (who’s started to feel better again) wander about and explore Eden.


 But of course really they are wandering around among us, through the crowd, round the edge of the clearing and back again into Circle.
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 This part of the story is called Michael and His Names, and it’s the bit that kids love the best.


 ‘Where is this place anyway?’ Angela asks. ‘What do you think it’s called?’


 ‘I don’t know,’ says Michael. ‘Let me think. Perhaps we could call it . . .’


 He pauses.


 ‘It’s Eden!’ yell out all the kids round Circle, because of course any fool knows that!


 Michael frowns, like he thinks he’s heard something but he’s not sure. He holds his hand to his ear.


 ‘Perhaps,’ he says, ‘we could call it . . .’


 ‘Eden!’ the kids yell again even louder.


 ‘I don’t know,’ he says, ‘it’s on tip of my tongue, but I can’t quite think of the name.’


 ‘Ed-en!’ the kids bellow.


 Michael smiles.


 ‘E-den,’ he says slowly, ‘I think we could call it Eden.’


 The kids all cheer.


 ‘Look at this,’ says Angela. ‘What’s this?’


 She’s pointing to a whitelantern tree.


 ‘It’s a tree!’ the kids yell out, laughing. How could anyone be so dumb as to not know what a tree is?


 I guess it made everyone feel good to see Angela and all of them not knowing these things we knew so well, after we’d had to listen for so long to that big big list of wonderful things
 they had on Earth, which we didn’t understand at all. It was kind of reassuring to know that they didn’t even know what a tree was, when we were feeling useless useless for not knowing
 about metal and telly vision and horses and the Single Force.


 ‘We’ll call it . . .’


 Michael hesitated. The kids laughed. They loved all this. I suppose I did too. I loved it but at the same time I hated it for trapping us and making us feel so helpless and babyish and
 small.


 ‘We’ll call it . . .’


 ‘A tree!’ yell out the kids.


 The grownups are smiling and laughing too, and a lot of them are joining in with the kids. Everyone is tired tired, what with the wakings being changed, and the long weary list of Earth Things,
 and the Laws and the Genda and all, but now everyone is brightening up again.


 ‘We’ll call it . . . a . . . tree!’ goes Michael, who is really a skinny little guy of forty wombs or so called Luke Brooklyn who’s mainly known in Family for
 being clever with blackglass.


 Everyone cheers.


 ‘And what’s this?’ asks Tommy, looking over from Big Sky-Boat, which he’s trying to fix, and pointing at a little jewel bat swooping overhead. (He was supposed to
 be up in sky at this point, but no one seemed to mind!)


 ‘What’s what?’ goes Michael, looking where Tommy pointed. The bat has gone.


 ‘This!’ says Tommy, pointing to another bat.


 ‘What’s what?’ goes Michael again.


 ‘This here!’ says Tommy, showing him another bat again.


 ‘Oh that,’ says Michael. ‘Well, I don’t know about that. I’ve no idea. I’ve never seen anything like it. I don’t know what to
 say.’


 ‘It’s a bat!’ yell the kids.


 Michael frowns and screws up his face. He can almost hear them but not quite.


 ‘It’s a bat!’ they yell again.


 He holds his hand to his ear.


 ‘It’s a bat!’ the kids bellow again.


 He frowns like he still can’t hear, and he scratches his head.


 Michael was called the Name-Giver because he gave us the words that we still use for all the animals and plants that live in Eden, and found out things about them like how they came up from
 Underworld when everything was ice, and how dry starflowers could feed our skin like Sun did on Earth. But in the Show he was also the name-hearer, because he didn’t actually
 choose the names. He only heard us, faintly faintly, shouting them back to him from the future. And then he took them, and gave them to the things in the world, and sent them out again to us
 the slow way, through the five six long generations between us and him.


 ‘It – is – a – BAT!’ the kids yell even louder.


 He nods. He smiles.


 ‘I think we’ll call it a bat!’ he says, and everybody cheers.


 And then the same thing happens with flutterbyes and birds and anything else that Luke Brooklyn happens to see, until Dixon brings the game to a stop by calling down from sky.


 ‘Michael? Gela? We’ve done all we can without metal and lecky-trickity to help us,’ he says. ‘It doesn’t look that good to be honest. Do you want to chance it, or
 do you want to stay here?’


 ‘I’m going back,’ says Michael. ‘I miss Earth, and I’ve already given names to everything that’s here, so my job’s done.’


 The other three men come back from Defiant (they don’t bother with the Landing Veekle this time: they just walk). And Michael walks over to stand with them, leaving Angela facing
 them all by herself.


 ‘I miss Earth too,’ says Angela, ‘I miss it so much. I miss Sun and I miss all the people I love. But I’d still rather live in this place than die in sky. If one of you
 blokes will stay here with me, then if no one comes back for us quickly, we could have kids and start a new Family here in Eden, and wait for however long it takes for Earth to come and find
 us.’


 Of course, it wasn’t Angela really, that woman standing there with her face smeared with fat and clay, it was a plump little red-headed woman called Suzie Brooklyn. And she wasn’t
 much good at acting. She didn’t know how to say the words like she really meant them, and you could hear she was just repeating things that someone else had taught her. But even so it was sad
 sad, seeing Angela there all alone, facing those four men, making up her mind not to go back to Earth.


 ‘Go on! Give her a slip!’ some man yells out from over in Starflower group, and quite a few people laugh, including Angela, who has to put her hand over her mouth to stop
 herself.


 ‘I’ll stop with you, Angela,’ says Tommy. ‘We took you here against your will. We should let you have what you want now. We owe you that.’


 It’s said that of those four men, it was Mehmet that she fancied most, and Tommy that most got on her nerves. But Mehmet didn’t offer to stay with her, and Tommy did.


 ‘You owe her a damn good slipping, mate!’ that bloke yells out again.


 Not so many people find it funny the second time, but Tommy is really a bloke called John Brooklyn (a tall thin dark bloke with curly black hair, who reckoned to know all the best fishing places
 in Longpool) and he does find it funny. He sort of grins and gives the bloke a thumbs up, forgetting that he is supposed to be playing a part. And that makes Angela giggle too, and she has
 to compose her face and make it sad again.


 ‘You owe me more than that, mate,’ she says, but she holds out her hand anyway, and he leaves the other three, and walks over to her, and takes it. And then the other three say
 goodbye and they get into the Landing Veekle and go up to Big Sky-Boat Defiant in sky. With a lot of difficulty, whole of the Landing Veekle is put back into Defiant with the men
 still inside it, and then it’s carried out of Circle.


 Those three, Michael, Mehmet and Dixon, the three that went back up to the starship, were the Three Companions. (They weren’t the same three as the Three Disobedient Men, because Michael
 was with them, and Tommy wasn’t.) And of course, we didn’t know what happened to them. Did they get back to Earth? Did they drown? And if they drowned, did the starship get back without
 them, like an empty boat drifts to the bank? We all thought it must have done, or at least got near enough to Earth to shout out with its Rayed Yo. How could a huge great thing like that be
 completely lost?


 ‘This sky-boat is so busted up,’ yells down Mehmet as Defiant moves out of the clearing, ‘that they’ll probably need to build a whole new sky-boat to come and
 fetch you.’


 ‘Yeah,’ says Dixon. ‘It could take a long time getting together all that metal and plastic from under the ground. You’re going to have to be patient patient.’


 ‘But we won’t forget you,’ calls out Michael as they disappear into the trees. ‘And Earth won’t forget you either.’
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 ‘I wish you’d never brought me here,’ says plump red-headed Suzie Brooklyn.


 She knows this is an important moment, and she tries her best to put Angela’s anger and sadness into her voice.


 ‘I wish I hadn’t too,’ says John Brooklyn.


 ‘I wish I could go home to Earth,’ she says.


 ‘A waking will come sooner or later when they come back for us,’ he says, saying the words all in a rush, without any feeling at all. ‘Or someone else will come in their place.
 You’ll see. We belong on Earth. Our eyes nod . . .’


 He pulls a face at his mistake, and corrects himself.


 ‘Our eyes need the bright light. So do our hearts. We won’t be . . . We won’t be here forever. If they could make Hole-in-Sky once, they can do it again.’


 Suzie Brooklyn nods.


 ‘We’ll make a Circle of Stones here to show where Landing Veekle stood,’ she says. ‘That way we’ll always remember the place and know to stay here. And we’ll
 hunt in forest round it and fish in the pools. And we’ll tell our children, and our children’s children, they must always stay here, and wait, and be patient, and one waking Earth will
 come.’


 ‘Yes, Gela, my dear,’ says John Brooklyn. ‘But don’t you worry. Earth will come, it really will. One waking they’ll come and take us home.’


 One waking they’ll come and take us home.


 Tom’s dick and Harry’s, there were tears all round the clearing.
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 Caroline Brooklyn


 So that was another Any Virsry done. While everyone left Clearing to go and eat and sleep, I made sure Oldest were alright, and said thankyou to the group leaders: Liz, Flower,
 Candy, Susan, Tom, Mary, Julie, Bella. (There was something weird going on with Bella but that was for another waking.) A few of the older people in Family came over to say thankyou for my work,
 but most people just hurried away as quick as they could back to their group fires and their shelters. They’d had more than enough of me these last few wakings: me and the Laws and
 everything.


 Well, I didn’t mind that. I’d had enough of them too, to be honest. I felt tired tired. The characters in the Show had to play a part for less than an hour, but I’d had to play
 a part for three whole wakings, and play it like it was really me. No giggling, no winking, no forgetting my words. Rest of Family had no idea how tiring that was, except maybe some of the group
 leaders, the really good ones I mean, the ones who understood there was more to it than just enjoying the feeling of being someone big. Not that I minded playing the part of Family Head, of course
 I didn’t. I’d played it so long that in a way it seemed more real than ordinary Caroline Brooklyn. After all, even to be an ordinary person you have to play parts. It’s just that
 you don’t have to stick to one; you can be a strong person one minute, and the next be weak. I liked the discipline of sticking to one thing. And I liked being the centre of things too, and
 that always kept me going when Any Virsry was happening, knowing that I was at the centre of it all, but afterwards the tiredness always hit me.


 ‘Yes, you go back to group, Tom,’ I told Tom Brooklyn. ‘I’ll be along shortly when Clearing has emptied out. That was a pretty good Show that Brooklyn group put on there.
 No boats dropped like last time, no one forgetting what they were supposed to say. I felt proud of you all.’


 ‘Shame Suzie didn’t put herself into being Angela a bit more. She was better in practice.’


 ‘Don’t worry, Tom, she did alright. You off now too, Mary? Good Any Virsry, I thought, though it’s left us with a lot of work to do. You going too, Susan? Sorry you
 didn’t get what you wanted about the London move, but I’ll make sure sure they do the work they promised to do to get you lot sorted out again.’


 ‘We said ten yards in Council meeting. Not twelve like Secret Ree wrote down.’


 ‘She was right there with us when she wrote it down, Susan. I’m sure she wouldn’t have made a mistake. But don’t worry, like I say, we’ll make sure London helps you
 get sorted. A few wakings and you’ll be fine.’


 It was a hard hard job too, keeping Family together. There was always someone that wasn’t happy, always someone that needed soothing down. That was what that silly kid John Redlantern
 didn’t understand. Any fool can break a thing. In two minutes, you could take one of Jeffo’s boats out on Greatpool, knock the ends off it with a stone and let it sink, but building a
 new one took wakings and wakings, and keeping one going meant work every time it was used: greasing it, checking the skins are tight, making sure the glue isn’t getting wet or coming
 loose.


 Of course sometimes you’ve got to make changes. Did the Redlantern boy really think he was the only one who’d even noticed that? Of course you have. We had to give London a bit more
 space, didn’t we? We had to change the fishing rules out on Greatpool. But what he didn’t understand was the work work work that goes into just keeping things going waking after waking
 after waking. Silly little slinker.


 ‘Yes, you head back to Batwing now, Flower. I’m going in just a minute myself. Good Any Virsry, I thought, though we’ll need to talk more about that Redlantern boy.’


 He was still in Clearing, I noticed. All of Redlantern was filing out, but John Redlantern was standing there by himself, like he was another Family Head who had to wait, like me, for everyone
 else to go first. I thought of going to talk to him, or maybe of telling him to leave, but I reckoned that would just make him feel even more important than he already did. He’d go in his own
 time. I’d think about how to manage him when I’d had some sleep; how to manage him, and how to manage Redlantern group. I noticed that Bella had slipped off without even saying
 goodbye.


 ‘Think I’ll head off now, Caroline,’ said Liz Spiketree, ‘get back to group and make sure they’re all settled.’


 ‘Yes, you go, Liz. Thanks for your work in Council. I’ll follow you in just a minute.’


 ‘Okay if I put the barks away now?’ asked little Jane London.


 ‘Yes, go on, Jane. I’m done with them now. You go back to London and get some rest.’


 Jane got on my nerves to tell the truth, with the way she kept correcting me and pointing to the bark all the time, and I was sure that she sometimes wrote down what she thought we ought to have
 said, and not what we actually said at all. Susan Blueside was right, it was ten yards Blueway that we said London could move, and not twelve like Jane wrote down. I’d need to speak to
 her about that. She could not be allowed to use her position as Secret Ree to help her own London group. One more problem for another waking.


 ‘I’m off, Caroline,’ said Tom Brooklyn. ‘See you back in group in a minute?’


 ‘Yes, I’ll be along soon.’


 I looked up and saw that John Redlantern was still standing there. A couple of his friends had stopped to talk to him, but now they headed off and left him on his own again, stretching
 and scratching and looking round, like he was in no hurry at all.


 I had a bad feeling. I always felt tired after an Any Virsry, and I always felt a bit sad too. (Like the people in Show feel sad, I suppose, when they have to stop being Michael Name-Giver or
 Tommy Schneider and have to go back to being themselves.) But I had a different feeling this time, like something new had crept into the world that wouldn’t ever go away again.


 ‘He’s only one silly newhair,’ I told myself. ‘Don’t fret about it. Just a silly newhair trying to get himself noticed. It’s not such a big thing. It just
 feels that way because I’m tired.’


 A Starflower oldmum called Clare came over.


 ‘Good Any Virsry, Caroline, thanks. Can’t have been easy handling that cheeky Redlantern boy.’


 She glared over at John. He had his back turned to me now, but he was still standing there.


 ‘Honestly,’ she said. ‘Newhairs these wakings! He does for one leopard, and he thinks he’s more important than Council and Family Head.’


 ‘I know, newhairs eh? But I suppose we were all young once.’


 ‘Well, we weren’t like him and his sort, that’s for sure. But anyway, thanks again, Caroline. I’m off back to make sure our whingy littles get settled down nice and
 quick.’


 As she walked off, John glanced over towards me, then looked quickly away.


 However much I told myself it was just because I was tired, I had a strong strong feeling that there was trouble stirring in Family that was different from any trouble we’d had
 before. And more than that, I felt it was something I’d been warned about. I just couldn’t think when.


 And then suddenly I did remember. It was in the Secret Story.
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 The True Story we remembered at Any Virsries was only part of what had been handed down to us from the beginning. There were some things that Angela told to just two of her
 daughters, Susie and Clare, the ones she thought most sensible and grown up, and told them to pass on only to girls that they knew they could trust. That first Clare was the one who started
 Brooklyn group, and she was my mum’s grandmother. Angela’s words came down from her, through my mum, to me.


 And one of the secret things from Angela she told me – one of the many – was this.


 ‘Watch out for men who want to turn everything into a story that’s all about them. There will always be a few of them, and once one of them starts, another one of them will want to
 fight with him.’


 My mother told me that Tommy Schneider, the father of all of us, was one of those men. And, out of the Three Companions, Dixon Thorleye was one too. ‘Dixon liked to think he did what Jesus
 told him,’ Angela said, ‘but Jesus always seemed to tell Dixon to do the one thing that would make him the hero of the story.’ That’s why Dixon couldn’t bear to just
 go back down to Earth when the President told him to, and nor could Tommy either. They had to take Defiant, and go charging off across Starry Swirl, like they knew better than whole Family
 of Earth.


 Yes, I thought, John Redlantern was trouble in just that way. He might think he was worried about us not having enough food, or about Exit Falls getting blocked up, or whatever, but that
 wasn’t really what his shouting at Any Virsry was all about. What it was really about was him being the hero of the story, and no one else. I’d never had a challenge like that at
 Any Virsry before, never, but I could see now that, once John had started it, David Redlantern had picked it up. He was another of those men that Angela warned about. I’d need to watch him
 too. I’d need to find a way, somehow, of heading off this whole thing.


 I sighed. Every Any Virsry brought me and Council a whole lot of new hard work but, Gela’s heart, this time it was going to be hard hard hard.


 I looked across at John again. Thanks be to Mother Gela, he was finally moving. About time! Nearly everyone else had already left Clearing, and now he was going too, heading off by himself
 towards Stream’s Join.


 I really hadn’t wanted to leave while he was still here, but now at last I felt I could go. Back to Brooklyn, and a bit of meat, and a long long sleep.


 Next waking I’d have a no-work waking, and rest up, and Brooklyn group would look after me. And then, who knows, maybe things would seem more manageable again?
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 John Redlantern


 I kept thinking about Michael naming everything, and the children shouting back to him what to say. I’d seen that same story acted out so many times, but now I
 couldn’t stop it going round and round inside my head. Whole Family was busting to leave the clearing, but I just stood there and stood there, trying to take it in, and trying to decide on
 what I’d do next.


 First Oldest were led away to sleep in their shelters on the edge of London, all grey and wobbly and worn out. Then everyone else started to go, each group gathering together its littles and
 clawfeet and oldies and heading off back to their own fires and shelters. And, while the clearing was emptying, Council left, one by one, all except Caroline, with Secret Ree tucking her
 writing-barks under her arm and rushing off to hide them in a secret place she had somewhere that no one but Council was supposed to know about.


 But I stayed where I was, and over in middle of Circle, Caroline stayed where she was as well, nodding and smiling to anyone that came up to her, or looked in her direction. Sometimes, when she
 wasn’t dealing with anyone else, she glanced over towards me, and I thought maybe she was going to speak to me about what I’d done, but when I caught her eye she quickly looked away.
 She tended not to deal with troublesome newhairs in Family – that was a job for group leaders – so I guessed she was just waiting for me to go.

 
 Well, I’d go in my own good time. I had things to think about.
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 When Michael named the plants and the animals, did he hear us calling back to him? Was that possible? Because if he did, then I should be able to hear voices from our
 future too, voices calling back to me, telling me what I needed to do, because I’d had an idea. And it was a big idea, a big big idea. It was big like Dixon refusing to obey the
 President, big like Tommy and Angela lying down together to bring us all into the world. And if I went through with it, it would be a story like those stories that would be remembered, and talked
 about, not just for a period or two, but for generations and generations.


 But what was it that those future people would call out to me when the story was acted out? That was what I was trying to figure out. Were they shouting ‘Go ahead! Do it! You’ll save
 us from starving and drowning!’ or were they telling me ‘No, you’ll ruin everything! You’ll lose us Earth forever!’?


 The clearing emptied quickly. Everyone was anxious to get away from that cramped space between the trees and Circle of Stones. Some people wanted to eat, or to settle down their littles, but
 most just wanted to crawl under the bark roofs of their shelters and sleep. I wouldn’t have minded sleeping myself. I was so tired and felt so battered. And I was dreading dreading the
 things that might soon be coming my way if I stayed awake, really awake I mean, like I was awake when I stood and faced that leopard.


 ‘Hey John? What you doing?’ Gerry asked.


 Little Jeff stood behind him, watching me with his big clever eyes, as if he already knew what was in my mind.


 I looked round for David, but he had already gone. I guessed he thought I couldn’t do much harm now Any Virsry was over. That made me smile. There was a lot of harm I could still
 do.


 ‘Go on back,’ I said to them. ‘I might go see Tina for a bit. I’ll join you later.’


 Then Tina herself came over.


 ‘Tom’s dick, John, you don’t let go, do you?’ she said, and laughed. It seemed she’d enjoyed my boldness earlier that waking. ‘Shall we go up Deep Pool for a
 bit before we sleep? Swim in the water. Clear our heads of all this?’


 I nodded.


 ‘Good idea,’ I said, ‘but I’ve got something I need to do first, though. I’ll come to Deep Pool a bit later, if you’re willing to wait for me.’


 ‘What have you got to do?’


 ‘I’ll . . . I’ll tell you later.’


 ‘Does it involve Bella by any chance, or Martha London?’


 ‘No, no. Nothing like that. You’ll understand when I tell you.’


 She examined me closely with her eyes narrowed. Then, reluctantly, she shrugged and nodded and headed off.


 I noticed Caroline looking at me again. All of Council had gone, and nearly all of Family, but she was still standing there. I made a pretence of leaving myself, heading in the general direction
 of Stream’s Join, but walking slowly and letting people pass me. When there was no one left behind me, I doubled back to Circle Clearing.


 Sure enough, Caroline had gone, and so had everyone else. There was no one there but me.
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 Nothing looks more lovely than something that’s about to end, and that’s true even if you yourself are going to be the cause of its ending.


 That clearing was beautiful beautiful with the bright whitelanterns all round, extra bright and shiny as they were from being pruned for all those wombtimes since the beginning, and with
 shiny bright Main Stream running past one edge of it. But of course there were other pretty clearings in forest, and what made Circle Clearing special were the white stones in middle. They were
 what made it different from every single one of all the other gaps and openings in forest between Alps and Rockies, and between Blue Mountains and Peckham Hills. That white Circle gave it a mystery
 and a story. And they made it ours.


 So I hesitated, feeling in the little pocket at the edge of my waistwrap for Angela’s ring, as if I thought she might help me decide what to do. But she was silent. All I heard was, far
 off in the future, voices calling back to me across time.


 ‘No, no, don’t do it!’ some of them were saying. ‘Angela said we must stay together by Circle, John. You know she did. She made Circle herself! Her and Tommy. They made
 it to show us where we must wait until Earth comes back for us at last!’


 ‘Do it, John, do it!’ other voices were saying. ‘Angela wanted us to make a life on Eden. If she hadn’t wanted that she’d never have stayed and never have laid down
 with Tommy.’


 They couldn’t settle it for me. They were no use at all. I’d have to make up my own mind. My mouth was dry, my hands clammy with sweat, but I looked around one more time to make sure
 no one was watching, then walked over to one of the stones and picked it up.


 No one had ever picked up one of those stones before, not that I’d heard of, not since they were first laid there by Tommy and Angela themselves. It was just a stone, cold to the touch
 like other stones, heavy like other stones, but I felt like the thing might burst into flames in my hand and sear off my skin. I feared it would shriek out loud, like a living creature, screaming
 for Oldest and Council and Family to come and save it. I even feared, a little tiny bit, that I would simply drop down dead.


 But of course none of that happened. It was just a stone, wasn’t it? It wasn’t alive. It wasn’t even dead. It was just a stone. And once I’d taken it over to Main Stream
 and chucked it in, I couldn’t even tell it apart from the other stones that lay on the bottom there, lit by the shining weed. It was just another stone, and the fishes swam over it like they
 swam over the other stones, trailing their spindly boneless hands. So I went back for another, and then another. Then I took two at once, then another two. I’d gone completely numb by then. I
 wasn’t feeling anything. I wasn’t thinking about where this would lead to. I wasn’t noticing anything around me. It was like with the leopard. I was doing the job I’d set
 myself.


 Then a voice called out to me, a real human voice, as I was halfway between the remains of Circle and the stream, and I felt like my heart had stopped in my body.


 ‘Hey, John! You’re breaking Circle!’


 It wasn’t David or Caroline, not a grownup at all, just little Jeff hobbling into the clearing.


 ‘Go away, Jeff. Don’t get involved in this.’


 ‘What will this do to Oldest, John? Think what it will do to them!’


 I’d been shutting all my feelings out of my mind, like I did when I was facing that leopard, but now, just for one moment, they all came pouring in. I imagined old Mitch’s feelings
 about this special place, made by his grandmother and grandfather, which had been here for all his long long life, and I knew that I’d ruined all that. I’d ruined the peaceful centre of
 Family. Even if I stopped now, I’d already ruined it. It was all broken to pieces forever.


 I looked at Jeff. He could see the horror in my eyes and his own eyes reflected it.


 ‘Don’t you believe that Angela told us to wait here for Earth?’ he asked me. ‘Or do you just think that she was wrong?’


 Not many people in Family could have asked those questions without letting you know what they thought you ought to reply, but Jeff really wanted to know. He watched my face and waited for me to
 answer.


 ‘I think Angela knew a whole lot of things,’ I said at last, ‘but I don’t think she knew just how long long this wait for Earth would be.’


 He didn’t say anything. He just stood looking up at me, studying my face.


 ‘It needs to be done, Jeff,’ I said. ‘I don’t like it, but it needs to be done. We need to break away.’


 Even now he didn’t speak, but after a few more seconds he slowly reached out and touched one of the stones in my hands, like he was making himself part of what I was doing. He nodded.


 ‘I’ll go back to Redlantern, then,’ he said.


 ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘That’s best.’


 I waited until he’d gone before I went to the stream and dropped in the stones I was holding. Then I went back for two more, and two more after that. I finished off with the five stones in
 middle. It didn’t take me long. There was no more Circle in Circle Clearing. It was empty and blank. It was sort of . . . dead.


 And I felt dead too. Empty. I couldn’t find any feelings inside me about anything. I knew I must have destroyed Circle for a reason, but I could barely remember what that reason was. I
 knew that big big things would happen now as a result, but I couldn’t make myself care what they would be. It was like I’d turned to stone myself.


 But I walked up Dixon Stream by myself – even old Jeffo was asleep in his shelter – and I climbed the rocks round Deep Pool to where Tina was waiting for me.


 She’d been squatting on the bank, eating nuts. She stood up as I came scrambling towards her.


 ‘You took your time, John. What have you been . . . ?’


 When she looked into my face her expression changed completely.


 ‘Gela’s heart, John! What’s up with you? What have you done?’


 I didn’t say anything at all. I pushed her back down on the ground again, I pulled off her wrap, I pressed my mouth against hers . . .


 ‘Hey John, careful. I don’t want a baby . . .’


 I pushed into her and into her and into her until I was ready to come, which was pretty soon. And then, when I’d spurted out my juice over her belly, I didn’t even speak to her, just
 dived into the pool and swam a long way under the warm bright water before I surfaced, as if I could wash away everything just by letting the water rinse the sweat from my skin, as if this would
 make Circle whole again, or make it alright with everyone that it had gone.


 Tina didn’t swim. She waited for me on the bank and when I tried to climb out, she kicked me back in again. And she didn’t do it in play. She really kicked me.


 ‘Just tell me what you did, John.’


 I didn’t want to hear my voice say it, but I knew I had to.


 ‘I destroyed it, Tina. I destroyed Circle of Stones.’


 ‘You . . . You what? You’re bloody joking, aren’t you, John? Tell me you’re joking.’


 But of course she could see by my face, and by everything that had happened so far, that I wasn’t.


 ‘Tom’s neck, John! You idiot. You bloody idiot. Who do you think you are?’


 She grabbed her wrap and started climbing up the rocks away from me.


 ‘Hey Tina, wait . . .’


 ‘Keep away from me, John. You did it on your own. You can take what’s coming to you on your own. I’m not part of it, alright? I’m going back to Spiketree. Don’t
 come after me. I mean that, John, I really mean it.’


 Well, I could see she meant it and I really hadn’t expected this. I’d thought that she’d be of the same sort of mind as me. In fact I’d thought she’d be
 impressed by what I’d done, like she was impressed with the way I spoke out at Any Virsry. I’d thought it would make me seem brave and strong in her eyes.


 I listened to her climbing up the rocks, heading back to sleeping Family where some time soon, maybe in an hour, maybe in two or three or four, someone or other would wake up and pass through
 Circle Clearing and see what I’d done.


 And I knew I was alone in whole world. I was lonelier even than Angela was, all those wombs ago, when she came up here by herself and cried.


 I took Angela’s ring out of the pocket in my wrap. Of course I didn’t really believe Angela would come to me or anything. I wasn’t like Lucy Lu. But I sort of hoped I would be
 able to see her in my mind as I’d seen her before.


 It didn’t happen, though. Why should it? And why would Angela want to help me out anyway, when she and Tommy made Circle and started Any Virsries? They didn’t want those things
 ended, did they? Whole point of those things was to last and last. And Angela had specifically told all of us to stay by the stones and wait for Earth.


 I put the ring away again. For a bit I just sat there rocking back and forth on my haunches, like I’ve seen mothers do when they’ve lost a child and they don’t know how to get
 through it, just rocking and rocking and rocking themselves to make a rhythm and make the time go past.
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 After a bit I made up my mind to get back in control of myself.


 ‘It’s not like I’ve made some kind of blunder,’ I told myself. ‘This wasn’t a mistake. I thought about it. I knew what I was doing. I knew it would be
 horrible, for everyone else and for me. But I was trying to make something happen that needed to happen.’


 I couldn’t see Angela or feel her presence, but I could sort of feel the voices of people in the future watching this scene that I was in. John All Alone, they’d call it. The
 scene that came after John Destroys Circle and Tina Dumps John.


 I imagined them standing round me, those future people, looking in, calling things out. I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Maybe they were thanking me for what I’d done. Maybe
 they were shouting out to me that I’d done wrong. But in a way it didn’t matter, the same as it didn’t really matter whether Tommy and Mehmet and Dixon, the Disobedient Three, did
 wrong that time they refused to listen to President and carried on instead towards Hole-in-Sky.


 ‘No. Don’t do it!’ we yelled out to them, every Any Virsry. But the fact is that if they hadn’t made that choice, we wouldn’t have existed. We wouldn’t even
 have been there to yell back to them. Most probably no human being would ever even have heard of this dark world called Eden.


 So we couldn’t really mean it, could we, when we called that out to them? Or at least we could only really mean it in those dark dark moments that no one ever talks about when life itself
 seems to have no worth at all.
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 Then I heard a shout coming from Family way. It was quite faint. I couldn’t hear the words.


 Soon there was another shout, and another, and then the horns started up. It wasn’t long slow blasts this time but the quick Parp! Parp! Parp! Parp! Parp! that means a Strornry
 Meeting. All over Family people would be waking up, afraid. What could it be? What dreadful thing could have happened? They’d look round anxiously at each other, to see if anyone else had a
 clue. What could it mean? What terrible event could justify another meeting so soon, when they hadn’t even had half a sleep to let them recover from the three wakings of the last one?


 I stood up. A couple of jewel bats were zipping along just above the surface of Deep Pool: dark shadows, fast and smooth across the smooth bright water, one just a little in front and to the
 side of the other. Their little arms were hanging down and their fingertips were trailing over the surface as they swerved and darted around the lilies looking for fish. If they saw one –
 grab! – they’d have it in a flash and then, all in one smooth smooth movement, they’d curve off up to the rocks and the trees to find a place where they could divide the
 fish up between them with their sharp little teeth and their nifty little hands. If I’d left the stones alone I could have been out here now watching those bats with Tina, with nothing at all
 to worry about. Life would have been easy for me. Family wasn’t going to starve yet, after all. Not for a long time. Not for another generation maybe.


 But it was like with the leopard. I’d made a decision that I knew could turn out badly, I’d taken a chance on it and now it was too late to go back. The leopard had to be faced.


 I started up the rocks, heading back towards Family.


 


 16
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 Tina Spiketree


 The thing with John was that everyone thought he was so brave, and he thought he was too. I’m not saying he boasted about it because he didn’t, but
 that’s how he saw himself: someone who faced things, someone who never flinched or turned away.


 And in one way he was brave brave. He did things that no one else would do, like facing that leopard, and throwing the stones in the stream. No one else in whole Family would have done
 either of those things. Well, okay, some would face a leopard, but not on their own and not without a strong blackglass spear, and not when they were only twenty wombtimes old. But definitely no
 one no one else would have done what he did with the stones. No one else would have even dared to think about it.


 So he was brave in those ways, but there were other things, things that most people did every waking and didn’t think anything of, that John just couldn’t bring himself to do.
 People didn’t think of it as him being scared. And he didn’t see it that way either. But all the same he was.


 He didn’t really have any close friends was one thing. I mean, he was a good-looking bloke and he was smart smart and strong and a fighter and a leader – and no one had any
 complaints if he wanted to hang out with them, no complaints at all. So if you asked him to name his friends he could give a long list, and if you asked them, they’d say, ‘Yeah, sure,
 we’re friends with John Redlantern, he’s alright.’ But he didn’t have any particular kids he hung out with, except only his cousin Gerry. And Gerry, well, he was more like
 John’s shadow. John could handle Gerry up close to him because Gerry didn’t ask anything of him at all. Gerry wasn’t his equal.


 And then there’s the way he didn’t want to slide with me that first time up at Deep Pool. I reckon that was because he was scared too. I mean he was okay doing it with the mums
 around Family, like that Martha London, so why not with me? Well, it was that equal thing again, wasn’t it? I was equal to him, and that scared him.


 I don’t mean he didn’t want equals. I’m just saying it scared him. I mean those oldmums, they didn’t ask anything of him, did they, only his juice. He could say
 yes, he could say no, it made no odds. Either way he could just walk away. But it scared him if he couldn’t be in control of things. It really scared him.


 In that respect, not just some people but most people were braver than John was. I mean, I liked to get my own way too, of course. Everybody knew that about me. I liked to get what
 I wanted. But the thing was, if I didn’t get it, well, I just tried something else. It didn’t scare me. I didn’t have that fear that he had, which he didn’t even know
 was there, that fear which made him hold everyone at a distance, that fear of not controlling things.


 And now, all on his own, he’d decided to change the history of Eden forever. He hadn’t told me about it. He hadn’t told anyone about it. He chucked the stones in the
 stream all by himself, while I waited for him like a bloody idiot, not knowing what he was doing or why he was taking so long, and then he came up to Deep Pool and expected me just to accept what
 he’d done. He expected me to trust him. He expected me to support him and line up with him, even though he hadn’t trusted me enough even to tell me what he was planning.
 It’s that equal thing again. He just didn’t quite get it. He didn’t quite get that other people apart from him had their own thoughts and their own plans and their own
 things in their heads.


 I was so angry with him about that. I mean, Michael’s names, I hated Any Virsries like he did. I hated Oldest and their remembering. I wouldn’t have cared if I never heard
 them go on about Angela and Tommy and lecky-trickity and that bloody Big Sky-Boat Defiant ever again, and I agreed with John that there was no point in going on and on about Earth all the
 time. So, if he’d discussed his idea with me, maybe I’d even have come round to it. But, Gela’s heart, just to decide on his own to bust Family apart, and then to come to me and
 expect me just to accept it and carry on with him and be beside him when Family found out? To expect me to share the shame and blame for something that I’d never even been told about? I
 don’t bloody think so.


 I went back to Spiketree, trying not to catch the eye of the lookout for that sleeping, who was a bloke called Rog that was always trying to get me to slip with him, and I crawled into my
 shelter.


 My sister Jane said, ‘Everyone’s been talking about you, Tina. They’ve been saying that . . .’


 ‘Just shut up, Jane, alright?’


 Pretty soon after that, the horn started. Parp! Parp! Parp!
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 A woman in Blueside had had a heart attack and she and her daughters didn’t come to Strornry. A couple of blokes in Brooklyn couldn’t sleep. They’d set off
 hunting and didn’t get back until most of it was over. A few newhairs had gone out for a little bit of slip, like I thought was the plan for me and John when I went up to Deep Pool. But
 everyone else in the world was there, back in Circle Clearing, like Any Virsry all over again.


 But the thing was that it wasn’t Circle Clearing any more, because there was no Circle. And that was really horrible. It was like you saw someone you knew in forest and you called out to
 them, but when they turned round towards you, you found out that their teeth and their tongue had fallen out, and their face had a big empty hole in middle of it. And the weird thing was that
 nobody wanted to go near that gap where Circle had been. People had always stayed round the edge of the clearing in any meeting, whether Any Virsry or Strornry, and always kept well back from the
 stones, but now they squeezed even further back, pressing up tight together right under the lantern trees to be as far as possible from where the stones had been. And that made the hole in
 middle look even bigger and emptier and more horrible.


 Yes, and it was what we called a fug that waking. The cloud had come down low in the last few hours, right down into the treetops, making the highest lanterns into fuzzy blobs of light.
 And a fine rain was falling, not like the soaking rain you get in the hills round valley’s edge, but fine valley rain, like wet mist. And it was hot and stuffy. Everyone’s skin was
 shiny with rain and with sweat. It was like there was no sky, no forest even, and this sad lonely little scene, this clearing with a hole in middle, was all on its own in the world, a stuffy little
 cave with no air in it, surrounded by nothingness. There weren’t even any flutterbyes or bats coming in and out of the clearing, because they don’t fly when there’s a fug, they
 hide up and keep their wings dry, and wait for the cloud to lift.


 People’s faces were grey and exhausted. They hadn’t left Any Virsry feeling happy, but they’d thought that at least they could get some sleep. And now this! Lots of women were
 crying, some men as well. Little kids and babies saw their mums crying and they cried too. Other grownups, instead of crying, had stone-hard faces. They were waiting for someone to shout at,
 someone to blame.


 Oldest weren’t out in middle like they had been in Any Virsry. They couldn’t hack it. Their helpers had sorted out a little space for them on one side of the clearing, with their
 padded logs to rest their backs against. Old Stoop looked like he was about to die any minute.


 But Caroline and Council were out there, far away from us all in middle of that empty space. And Caroline, that cold grey woman, was full full of rage. Her rage was like boiling sap inside a
 tree that’s about to fall, just waiting for someone to give it that last push when the sap would come spraying out to scald and maim anyone standing near. Jane the creepy little Secret Ree
 and Council were all around her and they all looked pretty much as angry as she was, except for Bella Redlantern, who just looked terrible, like she was about to be sick.
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 And then John came, poor old John, all by himself, coming from Londonside. There was a sort of gasp from all round the clearing and people standing on Londonside pulled hastily
 aside to let him past, like they were afraid of even touching him, like they were afraid of catching something from him if they stood too near to him.


 A dreadful silence fell. Even the babies seemed to know to shut up crying. And he walked right out into middle, walking stiff stiff and straight straight with his head held up, as if to
 say he was ready to take whatever they were going to do to him. But his face was white, and he wasn’t looking anywhere but straight in front of him. (I bet he looked like that when he faced
 the leopard.) When he was three four yards in front of Caroline, he stopped.


 He was only twenty wombs old. Only fifteen years in the old time.


 ‘You did this, didn’t you, John Redlantern?’ Caroline said.


 And there were three four seconds of total silence.


 ‘Yes I did,’ he said then in a small quiet voice. ‘I did it because . . .’


 ‘I don’t wish to hear why you did it.’


 ‘I did it because . . .’


 ‘I don’t wish to hear, do you understand?’


 ‘I did it because I . . .’


 Well, Caroline stepped right up to him and slapped him across the face so hard that he nearly fell over. You could see that she’d hurt her hand as well.


 ‘Those stones were laid here by your great-great-grandparents,’ she hissed into his face, ‘laid here to mark the special place where our Family arrived in this world, and the
 place we’re to wait for Earth to return. We’ve honoured them and kept them safe and clean for six generations, the special stones that Tommy and Angela chose and touched with their own
 hands and laid out in the exact spots where they’ve been ever since. And you, at twenty wombs old, you arrogant sneaky little tubeslinker’ (her voice went all ugly and twisted and
 choked up when she said that), ‘you think you know better than everyone else alive or everyone who’s ever lived.’


 ‘Don’t be too hard on him, Caroline,’ muttered Bella behind her. ‘Remember he’s only a kid.’


 ‘Only a kid?’ called out David Redlantern, striding out from the crowd into the clearing.


 Oh boy, what an ugly, evil brute he was with his thick short limbs and his red batface always oozing, always quivering. Not that all batfaces are like him. My own sister Jane was a batface, and
 she was as sweet-natured as anyone could be, but David, he was cruel and cold and hard, and his batface just made him seem crueller and colder and harder still.


 ‘Only a kid, you say, Bella,’ he sneered in his spluttery voice, ‘but that didn’t stop you from getting him to slip with you in your shelter, did it? It didn’t stop
 you having a little slide with him on the exact same waking he insulted Council here in front of whole Family. We thought you were calling him in to tell him off, but no, you got him in and slipped
 with him, with whole group awake all around you. We knew what was going on. We heard the silence. We heard your breathing getting fast. We heard you gasp. What kind of group leader is
 that?’


 ‘Is this true, Bella?’ demanded Caroline, turning round.


 Bella’s head was hanging down.


 ‘We didn’t slip but we did, well, touch. I did tell him off but I wanted him to know also that he was valued and that his concern was . . .’


 ‘What nonsense,’ Caroline said, and we’d never in our lives heard Head of Family talking to a group leader like that. ‘I’ve never heard such total garbage.
 We’ll need to reconsider the leadership of Redlantern, because you obviously aren’t fit to lead anything. But we’ll sort that out later. For the moment . . .’ She
 turned back to John. ‘For the moment the business of Strornry is this. How do we deal with this selfish, stupid, arrogant little slinker of a boy, who has defiled the memory of Mother Angela
 and of Father Tommy and of the Three Companions? How do we deal with a silly boy who has deliberately broken something that was precious to every single one of us?’


 ‘Hang him up from a spiketree like we hang a buckskin out to dry,’ said David. ‘Spike him up to burn, like Hitler did to Jesus.’


 He gave a hard laugh.


 ‘They say Jesus was the leader of the Juice,’ he said. ‘Which sort of fits when you think about it, because juice is about the only thing old Juicy Johnny here has ever been
 good for.’


 There were a few cold little titters of laughter, but Caroline told him off.


 ‘This isn’t a time for jokes,’ she said.


 ‘I’m not joking,’ David said. ‘Spike him up.’


 And he stayed there, out in the open space on his own, standing with his muscly arms folded and his thick stumpy legs apart. He wasn’t a group leader. He didn’t really have any more
 right to speak out than John did, other than the fact that he was a grownup. But he didn’t go back to the edge of the clearing with everyone else, and Caroline didn’t tell him to. She
 just turned her attention away from him, like she couldn’t face another fight.


 And the thought came to me – well, I didn’t properly think it through, but I sort of glimpsed it in my head – the thought came to me that up to now it had been the women
 in Eden that ran things and decided how things would be, but now a time was coming when it would be the men. Some of them might be good men and some would be bad like David. But it would be men
 rather than women for the next bit. Something had changed, and it would never be how it was before.


 ‘We need to discuss this,’ Caroline said. ‘Let’s decide who ought to speak first.’


 ‘How about his mother?’ murmured Candy Fishcreek.


 ‘Yes,’ agreed Caroline, scanning the crowd surrounding her, out round the edge of this stuffy little cave of cloud. ‘His mother. Jade Redlantern. Where are you,
 Jade?’


 A rustling came from the place where most of the Redlantern people were standing, and you could see which one was Jade because hers was the only face that was still looking forward.


 ‘I’m here,’ she said in a small wavery voice.


 And it was an odd thing. Jade wasn’t just pretty, she was a great beauty. She knew how to stand and how to hold herself and how to move herself, so as to command envy and desire and love.
 If men spoke or came up to her – and women too – she could dismiss them, or tease them, or give them their heart’s desire just by the way she moved her face and her body. But now
 she was lost, she had no idea how to speak or to compose herself. It sounds harsh but what she reminded me of was a whitelantern fruit that looks all ripe and lovely till you turn it round and you
 see the hole where the ants have got into and hollowed it out inside.


 ‘Well, um, he’s not all bad, John isn’t . . .’ she began.


 It was like she was talking about someone she didn’t even know that well.


 I looked at John. He was watching her. You couldn’t read the expression on his face, but his eyes were sort of hard and shiny. Not shiny with tears but with something like the
 opposite of tears, I thought, though I suppose it didn’t make a lot of sense.


 ‘ . . . but it’s a bad thing he’s done,’ Jade said lamely, and she sort of made a face, like it really wasn’t all that much to do with her, and didn’t say
 anything else.


 ‘Can I speak, Caroline?’ said Bella Redlantern.


 Caroline turned round to her.


 ‘Go on,’ she said coldly.


 ‘I didn’t know what he was going to do, and I haven’t talked to him about it,’ she said, ‘but he’s a boy who feels passionately about things, feels
 passionately about the future of Family especially. I don’t really understand why he did this, but he will have done it because he thought it would help.’


 ‘Help?’ asked Caroline. ‘Help?’


 She looked around at us all, making an incredulous face, trying to get a reaction out of us. Some people tittered, some shouted out ‘Shame on you Bella! Shame!’, which was just what
 Caroline wanted.


 ‘I may be getting too old for this,’ Caroline said, ‘I may be missing something obvious. But if you take something that is dear and precious to other people and calmly destroy
 it, how can you call that helping them?’


 She didn’t wait for an answer.


 ‘Who else wants to comment?’


 ‘Make him put Circle back again!’ called out a fat dim woman called Gela Blueside.


 ‘But it can never be what it was!’ Caroline said. ‘Think about it. We could make another circle. We could use a rope to measure it out and make something that looked pretty
 much the same. And I daresay that is what we’ll do. But it’ll never again be the stones that Angela and Tommy chose, never the stones they laid in place with their own
 hands.’


 Gela Blueside began to cry like she’d been scolded.


 ‘And I’ll tell you something,’ Caroline went on. ‘If and when we do restore that Circle, no way will this wicked boy have the honour of coming anywhere near
 it.’


 ‘Do like David said,’ called a big dark gloomy Starflower man called Harry. ‘Spike him up. Like Hitler did to Jesus. That will repay Mother Angela for the hurt that’s
 been done her. Otherwise we’ll all bear the burden of it, on and on and on.’


 ‘Yeah, that’s right,’ called out a sharp little woman called Lucy Fishcreek. ‘If he doesn’t pay the price for it, we all will. Us and our children and our
 children’s children too.’


 ‘That’s true,’ said Julie the London leader, with the authority of Council in her voice, ‘that’s true true. He’s shamed all of us, not just
 himself.’


 ‘Angela is crying,’ wailed that horrible wet-eyed Lucy Lu from Redlantern. ‘Angela is crying out for our help.’


 Harry’s dick, I thought, it could really happen. They really could spike John up like Jesus.


 But Candy, the Fishcreek group leader, whispered: ‘Remember the Laws, remember the Laws on the trees. We mustn’t kill.’


 Caroline nodded.


 ‘Who else that knows him wants to speak? He’s got no brothers or sisters, has he? How about his cousins?’


 Gerry stood up. Poor kid. He was white white as anything but he wanted desperately to do right by his hero John.


 ‘John’s brave, don’t forget. He does stuff no one dares to do. Remember how he did for that leopard!’


 Tears came from his eyes. How brilliant everything had seemed to him back then, when he’d been the one to witness John do for the leopard. How happy he’d been for John when whole
 Family praised him.


 ‘He’s braver than just about everyone in Family,’ Gerry said. ‘Maybe the bravest one of all.’


 He looked round at his little brother, weird little clawfooted Jeff, who was younger than him, yet in a way much older. I think Gerry was hoping Jeff would think of better arguments than he
 could. And Jeff did speak, but all he would say was that weird phrase he came up with at the weirdest times, for no obvious reason at all.


 ‘We are here,’ he said. ‘We really are here.’


 Some people laughed, some yelled out that if he wasn’t going to talk sense, he should shut up his bloody gob.


 ‘He means this isn’t a dream,’ Gerry tried to explain. ‘He means that this isn’t just some kind of story.’


 ‘You don’t say!’ someone called out sarcastically. ‘I never would have known that.’


 But it was like a dream, in that gaping space, with the mist shutting us away from forest and from sky. It was like an evil dream. Either that, or everything else had turned out to
 be a dream and the only true thing in the world was this: Family, our miserable, bitter, lonely Family, full of stupid people, full of hateful, disappointed people, full of sour people, full
 of ignorant people who never thought anything through for themselves.


 ‘Why don’t you let John speak!’ I called out.


 David turned on me. He was still out in front there, like he was another centre, separate and apart from Caroline and Council. Hateful hateful man, I’d often seen him secretly looking at
 me, longingly, knowing quite well that I’d never let him near me. But now he felt power on his side.


 ‘Oh-ho! I wondered when his little slippy girl would speak!’


 ‘Bella is right,’ I said. ‘He did it for a reason and you ought to hear what he has to say.’


 Caroline frowned.


 ‘Why should we let him tell us his silly ideas, just because he’s done something wrong?’


 But she was wavering and several people in the crowd called out.


 ‘Yeah, let him have his say.’


 ‘It’s only fair.’


 Caroline nodded.


 ‘Alright then, John. You have two minutes.’


 And she turned and looked at Secret Ree, who nodded and laid down the bark that she’d been scribbling on, and put her finger on her own wrist to count out one hundred and twenty
 pulses.


 ‘You said I’ve offended Mother Angela,’ John said. ‘But I don’t think I have. She wanted the best for all of us, it’s true. But we all know that she sometimes
 felt trapped and stifled here and longed to break out. Remember the story of Angela and the Ring? Remember how she cried for nine whole sleeps and nine whole wakings? Remember how she said she
 hated Eden, and even hated her own . . . ?’


 ‘You’re calling Angela to your defence?’ interrupted Caroline, furious. ‘How dare you? If Angela cried for nine wakings when she lost a ring, think how
 she’d be crying now!’


 ‘She is crying,’ wailed Lucy Lu, in that fake dreamy voice of hers. ‘She’s crying like she’s never cried before.’


 ‘You said you’d give him two minutes,’ I yelled.


 ‘What I mean is this,’ said John. ‘Angela told us to wait by the stones because she didn’t know how long it would be before Earth came back. But she wouldn’t have
 wanted Family to stay huddled up in this little place for all this time, using up all the food, getting tired and bored, starting to hate one another. She’d have wanted us to find new places,
 new air, spread out, explore, make the best of things. That’s why . . .’


 ‘Two minutes is up!’ snapped Caroline briskly, though I could see that Secret Ree was still counting. ‘You’ve had your say and Council has heard enough evidence. Council
 will consider its decision. Except you, Bella, you can go back to your people over there.’


 So Bella had the shame of crossing the clearing to where the Redlantern people were, and squatting down among them as an ordinary person, while Council huddled together without her and conferred
 in whispers. It was like we were watching some kind of play, bunched up together under the trees. There was Council in the centre; there was John standing just out from the centre on his own, his
 face pale and blank, not looking at anyone; and then, to one side, and a bit further out, there was David, arms still crossed, legs still apart, scanning the crowd with hard hard eyes, as if he was
 checking each one of us out to see who was with him and who wasn’t.


 Pretty soon the huddle broke up. Caroline stepped away from the rest of Council.


 ‘We’ve made our decision,’ she said. ‘We’re all agreed. John Redlantern can’t stay in Family. He must leave within two hours. After that he won’t be
 part of Family any more. The Laws won’t apply to him, and if he’s found near here, he can be treated as we’d treat a troublesome animal. Like a tree fox or a slinker.’


 Then she looked around the crowd, searching for people that she knew had a connection with John – Gerry, Jeff, Bella, Jade, me.


 ‘And listen carefully to this. Redlantern group can give him whatever it wants to let him take with him, but after he’s left, no one is to give him anything any more – no food,
 no blackglass, no buckskins, nothing – and no one is to talk to him or look for him or spend time with him, or they too will be thrown out of Family.’


 She gave a firm little nod and a little sideways glance at John.


 ‘That’s our decision about John Redlantern. And that’s the end of Strornry.’
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 Sue Redlantern


 We made our way back through the fug to Redlantern clearing. It was a dreadful time, a time that was neither waking nor sleeping, neither real nor a dream, and it seemed as if
 it could never reach an end, but only sink downwards deeper and deeper into itself, until it swallowed up all memory of happiness, or fun, or anything else except this fuggy nothingness. We were
 exhausted and hopeless. Sweat and rain ran down our faces and we were too tired to wipe it off. Out of all of Redlantern group, only David seemed untouched by the misery, just as he’d been
 untouched by fun and happiness in the past. While we crept back with our shoulders hunched, he strode along beside us with a satisfied look that was almost a smile. But even David knew to keep his
 mouth shut, and hardly anyone else spoke at all, though many wept silently, including me. Even the littlest of littles must have understood that our safe familiar world had been torn in two. And
 some of them cried, and some were beyond crying.


 We had no leader to guide us. Bella normally got hold of any problem that faced our group and helped us see what we had to do – ‘This is the thing we need to concentrate on; this is
 what we need to do first; these are the questions we need to answer . . .’ – but now she walked silently among us, looking at no one. Old Roger wrung his hands together. Fox and the
 other young men and women trudged along in a little group of their own.


 John himself was in a daze. Jade, my sister, trailed along on one side of him and a little behind, but as ever she had no idea what to say to him, or how to approach the business of being his
 mum. My Gerry walked on his other side, weeping and pestering him with questions.


 ‘What are you going to do, John? Where are you going to go? I don’t want you to go. Haven’t you got a plan?’


 And my boy Jeff, the sharpest and gentlest of us all, walked silently next to me, watching everything.
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 We ran into our shelters and felt inside our skin bags and storage logs for things for John to take with him: blackglass, spearheads, rope, skins, a net, some dried meat. There
 was no one else taking charge so I did my best to organize things, keeping an eye on Gerry all the time to make sure he left John alone and didn’t pester him when he needed to be able to
 think.


 ‘Let him be, Gerry. He knows you love him, but he can’t look after you as well as himself just now . . . Come on, Roger, you can spare him a couple of decent spearheads, for
 Gela’s sake . . . Tom, can you see if there’s some more string over there that he could take? Janny dear, I know you’re sad, but can you just wrap up that meat in a clean bit of
 skin?’


 Meanwhile my pretty sister Jade stood helplessly and watched as we brought things to her son and he bundled them up together, as if she was waiting for instructions on how a mother should
 behave.


 We said goodbye to him. Gerry hugged him. Jeff hugged him. Old Roger hugged him. I hugged him and told him to take care and be patient and not do anything else that would cause upset to Family.
 And meanwhile, I said, we’d work on Council to change its ruling, and let him come back again. After all, Council were the ones who kept telling us we had to keep whole Family together.


 ‘It won’t go on forever, John,’ I told him. ‘You’ve upset everyone badly badly, but when people have calmed down a bit, we can look at it all again, and try
 and find another way through.’


 He didn’t anwer me. He didn’t speak at all. He shouldered his bundle, picked up the fire-bark with its smouldering embers, turned and and nodded to us, and then set off along a
 little path that went between Batwing and Fishcreek clearings and out into forest. (He didn’t want to have to walk through someone else’s group area.)


 ‘Take care, John,’ I called after him. ‘And don’t give up. We’ll sort something out.’


 He stopped, turned one more time and raised one hand in a little half-wave, and then carried on.


 Suddenly Bella screamed.


 She’d been hiding in her shelter all this time while we’d been getting things ready for him, and no one had noticed her come out.


 ‘John!’ she cried out, ‘John! Wait for me!’


 She ran after him, sobbing, and grabbed hold of his arm, begging him to let her go with him.


 ‘Don’t leave me, my sweet boy! Don’t leave me!’


 No one had ever seen her like that, her of all people. For not only in Redlantern but all across Family, we relied on her to be one of those that keep calm and sensible and in control when other
 folk were getting upset.


 ‘I don’t want to lose you, John, my darling,’ she wailed, with tears pouring down her face. ‘I want to go on caring for you, my baby. This is all my fault.’


 John didn’t say anything. He was pale, he was sunk into himself and, though he submitted himself to her clinging kisses, his face was turned away from her to the path ahead, as if he was
 simply waiting for the moment when this distraction was removed from him and he could continue on his way.


 ‘John, my sweetheart,’ Bella tried again, pawing at him, running her hand down his chest and his belly, like she was his lover and they were about to have a slip, ‘John, my
 dear sweet darling. I love you. I love you better than if you were my own child. I love you better than if you were my man. Let me come and look after you, my darling. Let me come with you and hold
 you and keep you warm.’


 None of us really knew what to do, or what to think. She never talked like that. She was always sensible sensible. She was always reasonable and restrained. But when I went after her, and took
 her hands and tried gently to release her grip on John, she just shook me angrily away.


 ‘Let me come and look after you,’ she pleaded with him. ‘Please, John. Please, my pretty darling. Please!’


 She kissed him again, and then rubbed her hand against the front of his wrap, like she was trying to make him hard.


 He flinched and pushed her hand away.


 ‘No, Bella,’ I said, ‘that’s not fair. That’s not helping. Try and think of John and the position he’s in.’


 ‘I am thinking of John. No one thinks of him more than me. He knows that. I love him better than his own mum. What has Jade ever done for this boy of hers, that cold leopard-woman
 with her sweet empty song?’


 ‘Leave me alone, Bella, alright?’ muttered John. ‘I don’t need this. Just leave me alone.’


 He said it two three times, and I backed him up as best I could.


 ‘He needs to go, Bella,’ I told her. ‘Let him be. He knows you love him. He does know.’


 ‘Let the lad deal with this, Bella my dear,’ said Old Roger, who’d come after me to help.


 ‘Let him be, Bella,’ called out Jade who’d come up behind Roger.


 ‘I don’t want this, Bella,’ John repeated, glancing down at her, and then looking away from all of us again at the path through the lanterntrees up ahead.


 ‘You don’t . . .?’


 Suddenly Bella understood. She let go of him. She stood back. For a moment she looked like she’d seen one of the Shadow People. Then she let fly a dreadful scream that they must have heard
 all over Family right up to Blueside, and flung herself to the ground, which was sodden wet from all that fuggy rain like it was soaked in tears, and writhed about in the mud till she was covered
 all over with it.


 No one in Redlantern knew what to do about her. But we did know that, right at that moment, John was the one we needed to concentrate on because he was the one that had to go. So all of us just
 sort of moved away from our old leader, and carried on with the business of saying goodbye to John.


 ‘Go on, John. We’ll sort this out. You get on your way, and remember that we’ll be working to get you back here as soon as we can.’


 John nodded, gripped his bark of embers against his chest and walked on without another word to anyone.


 But Jade, who of all people you’d think would want to concentrate on John, went over to Bella and squatted down beside her and comforted her. She’d finally found something useful she
 could do.
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 When John was out of sight, all of us except Jade and Bella walked back into the space round the fire between our shelters, where David was sitting on a log, fixing a leopard
 tooth spearhead on a shaft with strips of dried buck gut, and making a big show of being busy. I noticed that Met, that lump of a boy, went over and sat by him. And near them, with her eyes rolled
 upwards to the grey-black fuggy sky, sat Lucy Lu.


 ‘We’ll need a new leader, I suppose,’ I said. ‘A new leader to help sort out this mess.’


 David snorted.


 ‘And preferably one that doesn’t slip with her own newhairs.’


 ‘I want to go after him, mum,’ sobbed Gerry. ‘He’s not just my cousin. He’s my best friend. They can’t expect him to be all alone forever.’


 ‘It won’t help him if you do,’ I said. ‘That will just confirm that he’s a bad influence on newhairs. Leave him be, and maybe we’ll be able to find a way of
 persuading Family to let him back, once things have calmed down.’


 David looked up.


 ‘What? Have him back? Are you nuts? Do you really think we’re going to let him destroy our Circle, hurt whole Family, shame his own group, and then let him back in again with nothing
 but a telling off?’


 ‘Mother Angela herself is telling me he had to go,’ cried Lucy Lu suddenly in that hollow voice she put on, like she was talking in a cave far away. ‘He had to go, but now that
 he’s gone, she’ll help us put Circle back, and make things how they were. Oh sweet sweet Angela, our dear good mother. She’s telling me that if Council wants me to, she’ll
 guide my hand to find the stones that bad John threw in the stream, and put them back exactly where they were.’
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 John Redlantern


 I walked and walked and walked, straight past Lava Blob with its funny shy hoppers waving their mouth feelers at me and wringing their hands, past the little pool where Tina
 first gave me that pink oyster. The bundle that Redlantern group had given me was heavy heavy, the fire-bark was hot, and the going was hard hard in that sticky fuggy air, but even so it was much
 easier to keep walking than to stop, however weary I was, because while I walked there was a rhythm, but when I stopped there would be nothing to do but think about what I’d done, and what I
 was going to do next.


 I walked without a rest for the time of a whole waking and a whole sleep, all the way to that place up the slope by Neck of Cold Path Valley, with the caves and the warm pool. I climbed up the
 slope, crawled into one of those caves, spread out sleeping skins under the little shiny rocklanterns, lay down and fell asleep at once. I’d worn myself down so much with that long long walk
 that even my worries couldn’t keep me awake, so sleeping took up a bit more time before I had to think about what I was going to do next.


 But when it did come, waking up was hard hard. It was like having a cold stone pressed down on my chest. I was completely alone. Everyone in the world was more than a waking’s walk
 away from me and forbidden to talk to me forever. I was cut off from Family like Family was cut off from Earth.


 What if Earth comes now? I thought. What if that Landing Veekle finally comes down from sky after all this time and I’m not there?


 It was scary scary thinking of being left in a world with no one else there at all. I’d always been the kind of person that tries not to rely on anyone. I’d always kept myself
 separate. You didn’t need to be chitter-chattering to other people all the time, was what I always thought. You don’t need to take all your problems to other people to fix, or tell
 other people every single little thought that comes into your head. But now I could see, easily easily, that everyone needs other people. People needed other people like they needed air. And
 for a while I felt so lonely I could barely breathe.


 And all the scary scary things that had happened came back and filled up my head, so that it almost felt that they were all still happening. Over and over again I was standing by myself in front
 of whole Family. Over and over I was telling Tina what I’d done and seeing the icy anger on her face. Over and over I was walking away from Redlantern and hearing Bella wailing while the rest
 of them tried to make things seem okay. Over and over I heard her final dreadful scream.


 It wasn’t even as if I was a proper grownup yet. I was only a newhair of twenty wombs. And I could easily have cried like a kid. But then I thought, No, this is one of those leopard
 moments if there ever was one.


 I began to talk to myself out loud. It calmed me down and helped me concentrate.


 ‘Get a bloody grip, John Redlantern,’ I said. ‘What are the odds of Earth coming right now when they haven’t come for a hundred and sixty-three years? And even if they
 did come, I’d see the Landing Veekle from here, wouldn’t I, with all those lights on it? Yes, and anyway they wouldn’t go without me. Sue wouldn’t let them. Gerry
 wouldn’t, nor would Jeff, or Bella or Old Roger or Janny or Tina . . .’


 It helped a lot, saying the names of people that wouldn’t agree to go back to Earth without me.


 ‘Or Jade,’ I added, as an afterthought.


 Then I reached into that little pocket sewn on the bottom edge of my wrap, and took out the metal ring, and I turned it over in my hand, and slipped it on and off my finger, and held it near a
 whitelantern so I could see the tiny words: To Angela with love from Mum and Dad. I thought about Angela Young all on her own by the edge of Deep Pool, scrumpling up that lanternflower and
 throwing it into the water: kind, strong, lonely Angela, the mother of us all, who’d never wanted to come to Eden.


 I pressed the ring to my lips and tears came into my eyes. I wiped them quickly away.


 ‘Tom’s dick, pull yourself together,’ I said. ‘If push came to shove, I could even trade my way back into Family with this ring. I could tell them I’d just found it
 and it was a present for all of them, to make up for Circle. They’d all think I was great.’


 I squeezed the ring in my hand.


 ‘But I’m not that bloody desperate, am I? Not even close to it. Things won’t go on like this forever. I won’t always be on my own. One way or another, I’ll have
 people around me again, and I’ll bloody make things change, just like I planned.’


 I nodded firmly to myself and slipped the ring back into its little pocket.


 ‘So what’s the plan?’ I asked myself.


 I noticed that I sounded like Caroline Brooklyn running a Council meeting, and that made me smile.


 ‘What’s happening next?’ I said. ‘What’s on the Genda?’


 I stood up and stretched myself. Sky was still grey-black and starless. Down to my left was the narrow opening of Cold Path Valley, with the hills rising up again on the other side. In front of
 me whole of Circle forest stretched out, half-buried in fug, but still shining shining all the way to Blue Mountains, and still, as ever, going hmmmmmmmm.


 ‘I’ll have a dip in that little pool first,’ I decided, ‘and then I’ll hide away my stuff, and then I’ll have a hunt and a scavenge, and get some fruit and
 some starflowers and maybe some fresh meat. I’ll concentrate on all that for a bit, and then I’ll eat, and then I’ll start thinking about the next step. How to get across Dark.
 How to make wraps warm enough. What I’ll do for light. How to find my way through.’
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 Tina Spiketree


 Horrible Lucy Lu Redlantern went from group to group with her weepy eyes and her fake echoey voice, saying that she’d heard from Angela herself, the mother of all of us,
 and Angela had promised to help her pick out the stones at the bottom of the stream that came from Circle and put them back exactly where they were before. Council pretended to think about it
 carefully, and pretty soon the groups heard from their leaders that they’d all decided to accept Lucy Lu’s proposal and let her do it. Oldest had agreed as well, apparently, though how
 Council got any sense out of them I don’t know, what with them quivering and whimpering and weeping over by Circle Clearing, and old Stoop gulping and gasping to get enough air to
 breathe.


 So then Council got a bunch of newhairs together, one from each group, and a length of rope to make a circle, and Lucy Lu made a big thing out of reaching down into the water, and touching this
 stone and that stone, and shaking her head again and again, and then trembling and rolling her eyes and moaning when she sensed which stone was the ‘right’ one for each position in
 Circle. Afterwards everyone pretended they thought Circle was all mended and back to how it was before, but no one really believed it. It didn’t look the same, and I could tell for certain
 they weren’t the same stones, because when I was a kid I’d noticed that one of the stones on Blueside of Circle had a black line going right through it, like it was made of two halves,
 but now there wasn’t one stone there that wasn’t a pure white.


 It was a fake Circle and everything in Family felt fake. We went scavenging, we ate our meals round our fires, we pretended life was going on just like it normally did, but each of us secretly
 knew it would never go back to how it was, no matter how many times Lucy Lu came round rolling her eyes and speaking in that fake dreamy voice.


 ‘Mother Angela says we’ve done well. We’ve driven evil out of Family and made it whole whole again! Better even than it was before.’


 John evil? I could have hit that lying tubeslinker Lucy Lu. John was stupid and selfish, yes. But he’d done a braver thing than she had ever done in her life. In fact the braveness
 of what he’d done was so far beyond her reach, that she couldn’t even begin to see how brave it was. All she could see was an advantage to her in ganging up on him with the likes
 of Caroline and Council and David, and in helping them out by bringing precious dead Mother Angela in on their side. A lot of people are like that. They don’t think about what’s really
 true at all, only about what it would suit them best to say.


 ‘I thought Angela was the mother of all of us,’ I said to her. ‘I thought she was John’s mother as much as yours.’


 ‘Oh Tina, Tina, Tina Spiketree,’ she cried, rolling those bulgy weepy eyes, ‘you want to watch your ways, our sweet Mother says, or you’ll be the next to go. Bad John has
 filled you up with his juice and his poison, and Mother Angela weeps and weeps for the harm he’s done you, my darling, harm that you can’t even see.’


 She didn’t look at me whole time she was saying this. She was looking up at sky, to make us think she could see Angela looking down at her, but she kept peeping round at leader Liz and at
 the other people round the Spiketree fire, trying to work out if what she was saying was going down alright, or if she needed to swap it for something else.


 I spat on the ground and walked away. I missed John and I worried about him too. I didn’t like to think of him all alone out there. I wondered what that would be doing to his proud proud
 heart and, in a way, I felt bad that I hadn’t gone with him, like I’d let him down. But at the same time I was annoyed with myself for feeling that, because he was there by his own
 choice, and it was his own choice too that I hadn’t been a part of it.


 My little batface sister Jane came running after me. She took my hand and we walked together to Greatpool, and sat there side by side on the bank.


 ‘Don’t worry, Tina,’ she said, ‘none of us believes what Lucy Lu says.’


 Out on the water log boats were moving slowly through the shining fug, trailing their nets behind them.


 ‘No one believes it, but everyone half believes it, or she’d have shut up long ago.’


 Swish. One little jewel bat had come out on its own in spite of the fug, and it swooped down over the water, trailing its right hand across the surface. But it didn’t catch anything
 and, after one more run, it gave up and turned back into forest.


 ‘Bloody John Redlantern, why should I feel bad about him?’ I said. ‘He didn’t consult me about what he was going to do. He didn’t tell me a bloody thing. So
 why should I feel bad that I’m not out there with him, tossed out by Family, sharing the punishment for what he did?’


 But then we heard a wail from Blueside across the water. It was that long low sound that people made when someone died.


 ‘Gela’s heart,’ I cried, jumping to my feet. ‘Not John. Surely not John?’
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 A bunch of Starflower grownups had had a nasty surprise out on a hunting trip. They’d found a dead body hanging from a tree by a rope, already half-eaten by starbirds. It
 wasn’t John, though. It was Bella Redlantern. She’d killed herself in the same way that Tommy did, the father of all of us, when he was old old and blind and couldn’t bear living
 with it all any more.


 But we hadn’t even got all the stones ready to bury her when there was another death. Little old Stoop finally couldn’t get the air inside him quick enough any more and he
 keeled over and died with his skin turned blue and his eyes bulging out of his head like a frogbird’s. So they wrapped him in buckskins and laid him along with Bella, over in Burial Grounds,
 out in forest on the far side of Long Pool. And whole Family filed past each of them and each of us laid down the stones we had brought, first around them and then over them, until they were quite
 covered up. And then Caroline took two big flat stones that Secret Ree had scratched their names on, and laid on top of these two new heaps, squeezed in among all those hundreds of other heaps,
 with ‘Tommy Schneider, Astronaut’ and ‘Angela Young, Orbit Police’ side by side right in middle.


 ‘Bella Redlantern, Group Leader’, Secret Ree had written, ‘Stoop London, Oldest’, and now she beat slowly slowly on the big funeral drum – it was the other special
 duty of Secret Ree – while four five people blew on hollowbranch horns to make that special lonely funeral sound that begins loud and falls away.


 PAAAAAaaaaaaaaaarrp! PAAAAAaaaaaaaaaarrp!


 BOOM BOOM BOOM, went the tiny Secret Ree on her great big drum, and then she stopped and put her hands on the tight buckskin to silence it, and Caroline stood up and did the Funeral
 Speech about what fine people they both had been in spite of their faults, and how Bella’s and Stoop’s bones would now rest here peacefully until Earth finally came.


 ‘And then at last they will be taken home to Earth,’ she said, ‘and buried there to rest peacefully under the bright bright Sun in the world where human beings were meant to
 be.’


 She paused, and looked around at all of us. The fug was still pressing in on us, and the sweat was pouring down our faces.


 ‘And let us all remember,’ she said, ‘that even if we die here on Eden before Earth comes, we will all still return, just so long as we do what we were asked to do, and
 stay here together in Family, next to Circle of Stones.’


 That was the end of the funeral, and we all picked our way through the heaps of stones and hurried away from that horrible place with that stale and musty smell of death that crept out through
 the gaps between the stones.
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 On the way back to Family I caught up with Gerry Redlantern and his weird little brother Jeff. Gerry was in a bad bad state. He’d barely slept or eaten since John went
 away.


 ‘I can’t stand this,’ he muttered. ‘I’m going to go out and find him. I know where he’ll be. He’ll have gone out Cold Path way. There’s a place
 just inside main valley, Alpway from Cold Path Neck, near where he did for that leopard. He said it would be a good place to live. And he’s been on about Cold Path since we went up there.
 He’s been on about how the woollybucks get up and out of the valley that way, and over Dark, and how if they can do it so could we.’


 ‘If you go you’ll be chucked out of Family, same as he was,’ I said.


 ‘I don’t bloody care,’ he began, ‘I’ll . . .’


 Then he broke off because we heard a familiar sound coming from Peckhamway: a sound like women singing, like beautiful beautiful women’s voices singing a sad sad song. It was leopards of
 course, and not just one leopard this time, but two three of them, singing in harmony. They don’t often hunt together, but once in a while they do, usually when there’s a specially good
 catch. And of course Peckhamway is the direction of Cold Path Neck.


 David Redlantern came by with a couple of newhairs trailing behind him. All three of them had blackglass spears.


 ‘Sounds like those leopards have found something yummy to eat,’ said David, grinning his horrible cold batfaced grin at us. ‘What can it be, I wonder? Not by any chance our old
 friend Juicy John, do you think? What do you reckon? He did for one leopard, alright – credit where it’s due – but how would he cope if three of them came at him at
 once?’


 The boys with him laughed loudly.


 ‘I reckon that’d be a bit much even for John, Dave,’ said one of them. ‘Looks like poor old Juicy John might have ended up as a leopard’s dinner.’


 It was Met Redlantern, a stupid big empty-headed kid I’d often seen out with John and the other Redlantern newhairs, scavenging or hunting in forest.


 ‘You piece of shit, Met!’ Gerry hissed at him. ‘John was your friend. Only a few wakings ago he let you get the glory for that slinker when he could have had the glory
 himself!’


 Met looked sort of uncomfortable but he laughed that same loud laugh that he’d done before.


 ‘Glory for a slinker?’ he said. ‘I don’t think so, Gerry. What glory does anyone get for a lousy slinker?’


 ‘He’d have let you be the one to do for it even if it had been a buck,’ said Gerry hotly. ‘You know he would.’


 ‘What? Like he shared that leopard glory with you?’ said Met.


 ‘He let me have one of the hearts!’


 ‘Well, who wants to eat two?’


 ‘You three are arseholes,’ I told David and his little friends. ‘John is better than all of you put together, and what’s more you know that yourselves, if only you had
 the guts to admit it.’


 They laughed again, that horrible laugh. And all this time those leopards were singing that beautiful dreamy song. And of course for all we knew it really could be John out there, trapped
 between them, not knowing which one of them to face while they circled round him.


 ‘Arseholes, eh?’ said David, still grinning, and he looked straight at me. ‘That’s good good, coming from a silly little girlie who likes it up the arse as
 everyone knows. You’re going to have to change your tune one of these wakings, Tina Spiketree, and it won’t be so long now. It won’t be so long at all.’


 I looked into his eyes and I could see the rest of his thoughts as surely as if he spoke them aloud. A time was soon coming, he was thinking, when I would have to call him whatever he told me to
 call him, and treat him however he wanted to be treated: a time when he would do to me whatever he pleased and whenever he felt like it, with whichever bit of my body he chose.


 The time of men was coming, I could see. Women had run things so far, when there was just one Family, but that was over now, and in this new broken-up world it would be the men that would get
 ahead.


 And right there and then I finally made up my mind. I didn’t want to be in Family any more, not this Family, not with the likes of David rising up to the top.


 ‘Let’s go out and find John,’ I said to Gerry, when David and his two little shadows had moved away.


 I said it to Gerry and not to his little brother Jeff. Jeff had always made me feel uneasy, and anyway he was a clawfoot and I didn’t reckon he could walk that far.


 Gerry looked at me like I’d saved his life. He’d been longing to go after John ever since John left, and talking about going after him too, but he was one of those people that just
 can’t do a thing all on their own, but need someone to follow, someone to give them permission, someone to show the way. His whole face changed and he laughed out loud.


 ‘Harry’s dick,’ he said, ‘I so want to do that.’


 Then he glanced guiltily at his little brother.


 ‘You’ll have to tell mum,’ he said. ‘Tell her I love her and that, and that I’ll be alright.’


 Jeff looked up at him with his big naked eyes.


 ‘But I’m coming too.’
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 Probably me and Gerry could have done the walk in one long long waking, but with his little brother hobbling along with us, we took three wakings and had to stop every hour to
 let him rest. Towards the end of each waking, we carried him between us, Jeff holding on with an arm round each of our necks, or me or Gerry would take a turn carrying him on our backs.


 We didn’t have any proper hunting stuff, no bags or string or bows or anything, only the simple spiketip spears we’d had with us when we went to Stoop and Bella’s funeral, so
 all we could get to eat were a few bits of fruit and stumpcandy and one grey old groundrat. (It had made a tunnel into an ant’s nest, and I got Gerry to dig with his hands on the opposite
 side to where it had gone in until it panicked and scuttled back out of its hole, all covered in flashing red ants. Then I did for it with my spear.) We couldn’t even cook the rat properly,
 only scorch it in a hollow in a spiketree, like hunters do when they don’t want to take fire with them on a trip.


 Most of the time the fug stayed down. Sometimes it moved away a bit, and we could see twenty thirty yards of space under the trees. Sometimes it was like we were stuck in a tiny world a few
 yards wide, with nothing in it but us and a few trees and the odd starflower, and nothing beyond but white shining fug. And then it was sticky and hot, and it was hard hard to walk and carry
 Jeff.


 Once, we heard the hollowbranch horns back in the camp, like the sound of another world: parp parp paaaaarp, parp parp paaaaarp. Two short one long: it was the special sound for getting
 wanderers to return, when there wasn’t a Strornry or an Any Virsry. They were ordering the three of us to come back. We heard it again at the end of that waking when we were trying to get
 some sleep. And a couple of times we heard hunters in forest around us, talking and grumbling as they looked for us.


 ‘Bloody newhairs. Why can’t we just let them go?’


 ‘Leopards might have done for them already for all we know.’


 But we kept still and quiet and waited, and they passed on.


 Third waking, the fug lifted and, quite unusually, there was a dip again straight away. Starry Swirl was bright in a black black sky, the air was cold and sharp, and ahead of us we saw the
 lights of forest rising up into Peckham Hills, the great black shadow of Snowy Dark looming up against the stars behind them.


 ‘Do you two realize what we’ve done?’ I said. ‘Have you actually got it through your heads? We’ve left behind our mums and our sisters and our brothers. We’ve
 left our friends and our aunties and our uncles, maybe for good.’


 I stopped and looked back into forest we’d come through, though all there was to see was branches and lanterns and starflowers and flutterbyes.


 ‘And we’ve left the warm fires in our groups,’ I said, ‘and the old blokes playing chess, and the kids kicking footballs, and the grownups acting out the old stories like
 Hitler and Jesus and Angela’s Ring and The Big Row, and boats fishing out on Great Pool, and one-legged Jeffo boiling up redlantern glue, down there by Dixon Stream.
 We’ve left behind Family, maybe forever. Think of that. Maybe we’ll never lie in our shelters again and hear other groups getting up and coming home. Maybe we’ll never eat with
 our groupmates again around the fire.’


 Jeff stopped. His twisted feet were all cut up with walking and, even now the dip had come and the air was cool, his face was still pouring with sweat. It was from pain as much as anything, I
 reckoned, but there was a bit of fever in there too.


 He stood there looking round, taking it all in. Starry Swirl shone down above us, so bright bright that it gave a faint light of its own on the branches and the forest floor, over and above the
 light from the flowers. All round us birds were squawking and squeaking and peeping and pooting like they do when a fug ends, and flutterbyes were everywhere, and bats were coming down from the
 hills in big flocks, swooping and diving to catch the feast. And it was like Starry Swirl had called them all out of their hiding places, like Starry Swirl ruled over us all.


 ‘We’re here!’ he said. ‘This is happening. We really are here!’


 ‘You’re a nutter, aren’t you, Jeff?’ I said, and I swiped him across the head, not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to show he was annoying me. ‘Why do you have
 to keep saying that all the time? Don’t you know how weird it sounds?’


 He shrugged and rubbed his head.


 ‘I say it to remind myself,’ he said, and started to hobble forward again. ‘Otherwise I’d forget.’


 On we went with our slow slow walk. Two three hours later we came to Neck of Cold Path Valley, where Cold Path Stream comes out between two spurs of the mountains into Circle Valley.


 Gerry and me were supporting Jeff between us, but now Gerry released himself from Jeff’s arm and began to run ahead, leading the way to the bottom of left hand spur of Cold Path Neck.


 ‘John!’ he called out. ‘Hey John! John! It’s me. It’s Gerry. It’s Gerry and Tina and Jeff!’


 Tom’s dick, Gerry,’ I told him, ‘come back here and help me with Jeff. I can’t carry him up there all by myself.’
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 John Redlantern


 ‘It really wouldn’t be hard to make wraps that could keep our bodies and arms and legs warm up there,’ I said to myself.


 Everyone knew you could wrap up in woollybuck skins, even in a deep deep dip, and they’d keep you warm, but you can’t keep loose skins from slipping and coming off if you’re
 walking. So I just needed to find a way of fixing them on around people’s arms and legs and bodies so they held tight and didn’t slip. Skins can be cut and sewed together with wavyweed
 string or dried gut, after all, and old pictures on trees round Circle Clearing showed Tommy and Angela in wraps that must have been cut just like that because they fitted tightly round them.


 I scratched some shapes on a bit of bark. You could cut two T-shaped bits of skin for the front and back of the body, I figured out, and then sew them together, leaving a hole at the top for the
 head. Or you could cut two square shapes, sew them up with holes left for arms and legs, and then make separate tubes for arms. And to keep heads warm you could make something like those masks that
 grownups sometimes used when they acted out animal stories to kids: a skin wrap with little holes for eyes and mouth. You could even sew it onto the neck hole of a bodywrap to make things extra
 warm.


 The hard thing, though, was figuring out how to make wraps for feet. You couldn’t just sew skins together round feet because they’d get soaking wet in the snow. And anyway, walking
 on them would wear them down and pull them apart. So you’d need to make them so they’d keep the water out and, at the same time, you’d need to make them extra strong and hard on
 the bottom.


 The water part wasn’t such a problem, I thought. When people made lids to go on the end of storage logs, they rubbed them all over with buckfat. It was smelly smelly, but if it rained, the
 water just ran off. They did the same with the ends of boats, smearing buckfat on the hardened skins to keep water from getting into the glue.


 ‘We could use woolly buckskins with the fur inside and the outside greased and greased,’ I said to myself. ‘Or even two layers of greased skins. And as well as sewing the wraps
 into shape we could make them stronger by wrapping greased string round and round them, like you wind gutstring round the back end of a spearhead to hold it in place on the shaft.’


 But how could we make that hard bit on the bottom? I remembered the Boots that were brought out with the other Mementoes at Any Virsries. Everyone agreed that the tops of them looked like they
 were made out of some sort of skin (though it wasn’t like buckskin at all) but on the bottom they had a thick flat layer of plastic to make them stronger to walk on. I thought about cutting a
 shape from bark and fixing it on, but I reckoned bark would crack after a while, or crumble when it got wet and soft from the snow. Then I thought about how old Jeffo made the ends of boats, by
 covering smooth stonebuck skins with glue made from redlantern sap, and sticking them together in layers, before putting a layer of grease on the outside. When they dried they were hard hard, so
 you could rap your knuckles on them, just the same as you could rap your knuckles on the log part of the boat.


 ‘Perhaps we could make the footwrap and grease it all over on the top,’ I muttered, ‘but on the bottom stick on layers and layers of buckskin and redlantern glue until
 it’s as hard hard as the ends of one of Jeffo’s boats, and then cover the glue with more grease.’


 I thought and thought about this. I thought so hard about it that really and truly I forgot all about where I was, or what had happened, or the fact that I was alone. All I cared about was
 figuring out how to make a hard bottom on a footwrap.


 In my mind I felt the skin ends of a log boat. They were hard hard, but after a time they did come off, and once they were off they were too stiff to be stretched over the end and glued on
 again, so they just got thrown away. I remembered playing with one of those thrown-away boat ends when I was a little kid. It was hard but it was brittle too: not hard and brittle in the way that
 blackglass was, because you could bend it a little bit, but if you bent it too far it would snap.


 ‘Harry’s dick,’ I muttered. ‘That’s no good.’


 You didn’t want something brittle on the bottom of someone’s foot, did you? I walked up and down a bit, watching my feet. I could see that my feet bent and moved as I walked to fit
 the ground. It would be uncomfortable walking on something that didn’t bend like that, and anyway a thing that didn’t bend would surely snap after a while. I remembered how the hard bit
 at the bottom of the Boots was hard and bendy, which was exactly what was needed. But the hard bit of Boots was made of plastic, which came from under the ground on Earth. What could I use
 that would be like that?


 I wondered about using buckfoot glue instead of redlantern sap, because buckfoot glue isn’t quite so brittle, which is why they used it on the ends of the best spears to hold the gutstring
 bindings in place: it didn’t crack away from the blackglass in the way that redlantern glue would do, if the spear hit something hard like a tree. But buckfoot glue isn’t so easy to
 get, because you have to melt a lot of hard bucks’ toes to get even a little bit of glue, whereas to get redlantern sap all you needed to do was look for dribbles of dried sap down the sides
 of trees, or hack a little hole in the side of a tree and let it run out. (Tom’s neck, I realized, whatever kind of glue I used, I’d need to make a pit to melt it in, like the
 one that Jeffo had down by Dixon Stream.) Yes, and even buckfoot glue was a bit brittle, and even good spears did fall apart.


 I got up and paced around my little camp. I was thinking thinking. The fug had lifted and there was a dip straight after it. Sky over Circle Valley was opening up to Starry Swirl, birds were
 cheeping and screeching, bats were pouring down the hillside in flocks, but I hardly noticed the change coming on at all, just threw a woollybuck wrap over my shoulders to keep warm without really
 thinking about it. I’d got a set of chess pieces that Redlantern had given me – the dark pieces were blackglass and the white made of dry spiketree wood – and I’d marked out
 a board for myself on the dirt. I squatted down and played against myself for a few moves, then jumped up again and began to pace around, thinking thinking.


 I thought about those scraps of buckskin that lay around when people had been cutting out shapes, and how after a while they became dry and hard, and I remembered how you could make them soft
 and bendy again by wetting them, or by rubbing grease into them. I wondered if you could mix grease with glue to make something that was hard and bendy like the plastic at the bottom of the
 Boots.


 ‘I need a glue pit. I need a load of redlantern sap. I need some buckfeet. I need some more skins. I need some grease.’


 That was ten twenty wakings’ work for me right there, just getting all that stuff together.


 ‘I’ll dig a pit first,’ I decided. ‘Make a deep pit, line it with clay, and dig a fire trench round it in a circle.’


 Then I thought maybe I should look for another buck first. That way I’d get skins, grease, feet and something to eat.


 It suddenly struck me that there was a dip going on, and that Starry Swirl was shining down from most of sky. I’d been so busy thinking that I hadn’t noticed before that moment that
 the air was growing colder.


 ‘Yeah, another buck,’ I went on, ‘that makes sense. There’ll be woollybucks coming down now in the dip. I’ll go down into Cold Path Valley and look for
 them.’


 I went to get my spears, the good spear that Redlantern group had given me, and a spare. It was strange. Now I’d paused from all that thinking thinking, I remembered something else that I
 hadn’t noticed at the time. It was a sound I’d heard when I was down in forest getting in some starflowers: a drum and horns that started loud and faded, the sound of a funeral. And
 then I remembered hearing the hollowbranch horns two three other times too: two short blasts and a long. Family had been calling back wanderers. I’d let it all go past me. I’d shrugged
 it off. I’d not even wondered who it was that had died, or who was being called back and why.


 ‘What does that mean?’ I wondered. ‘Why didn’t I notice? Why didn’t it worry me?’


 And yet it still didn’t seem to worry me. I just felt restless restless, pacing up and down, slapping the shaft of my spear against my hand, trying to think what else I should look
 for while I was out hunting bucks, down in forest in Cold Path Valley. No, I didn’t feel worried, but I wasn’t at peace either. There was no peace in me at all.


 ‘Some clay,’ I muttered. ‘Some soft clay for the glue pit. And maybe some . . .’


 But then I heard a voice call my name.


 ‘John! Hey John! John! It’s me.’


 It was Gerry, I could tell that pretty much straight away, and it was weird weird, because at first I wasn’t pleased.


 Oh Harry’s dick, not Gerry, that was my first thought. I’m way too busy to bother with him.


 ‘Hey John! It’s Gerry and Tina and Jeff!’


 I had shut all my feelings away inside me these last wakings, I suppose, shut them down so they didn’t get in the way. But now a little glimmer stirred inside me of being pleased and
 grateful. I was about to go down and meet them but then I changed my mind.


 ‘No,’ I muttered, ‘no. That’s not the right way to start things off.’


 It needed to be them coming to me, not me going to them. I didn’t want to have to owe them anything, not when I had so many plans.


 I cupped my hands round my mouth and called down to them.


 ‘Hi there, I’m just up here by the caves.’


 I put my spears back in their place, and squatted down to wait for them in front of my game of chess.
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 Tina Spiketree


 John had made himself his own little camp up the slope of that rocky spur to left of Cold Path Neck. He’d got a couple of spears neatly propped up beside the mouth of a
 cave, one of them a real blackglass hunting spear that Redlantern had given him, plus wraps and skins and bags piled up neatly inside, and four stonebuck legs hanging on strings. He’d got a
 little fire going and had marked out a chessboard on the ground and – Gela’s tits! – when we got up to him he was calmly sitting there, playing chess against himself.


 Tom’s dick, I thought, what a poser. He’d been alone all those wakings and as far as he’d known, he was going to stay that way. Surely anyone would feel relieved to have
 friendly visitors in that situation? And anyone else would have come to meet us. Anyone else, for that matter, would have thought that maybe we’d need a hand with Jeff. But no, not John.
 He’d thought it all out carefully and he’d chosen to wait and be found there like that, playing chess by himself as if he was resting after a good waking’s work.


 Jeff stopped where he was, taking this all in, but Gerry disentangled himself from his little brother and went running straight up to John, giving him a big hug and kisses with tears running
 down his face. As for me, though I released myself from Jeff as well, I hung back, waiting for John, waiting to be given some attention. But it didn’t come. Considering all that we’d
 given up to be here with him, all that we’d quite possibly lost, John was so distant distant that it was just weird.


 ‘I thought I heard a funeral a couple of wakings ago,’ were his first words. ‘Is that right? Who was it that died,?’


 Gerry looked round at me to see if I was going to answer, but I gave a little shrug to let him know that he should do it. John might want to make me do all the hard work, but I wasn’t
 about to let Gerry do the same thing.


 ‘It was old Stoop,’ said Gerry. ‘Old Stoop finally bought it. But . . .’ He looked back round at me like I had the power to take the sting out of the news somehow.
 ‘But it wasn’t just Stoop, John, it was . . . well, it was Bella too.’


 At once John looked away from all three of us, out over Circle Valley. He kept his face still still, but his whole body tensed up tight.


 ‘Bella? You don’t mean our Bella? Not Bella Redlantern?’


 ‘Yes, ours,’ Gerry said, looking round at me yet again, hoping I’d help him out.


 ‘Did for herself, John,’ I said. ‘Hanged herself from a tree like Tommy did.’


 ‘Yes, but . . .’


 He squatted down again by his chessboard and looked at the little carved pieces for a long time like he was considering his next move.


 ‘It wouldn’t have happened if I’d let her come with me, would it?’ he said after a time.


 ‘No, John,’ said Gerry, ‘but . . .’


 ‘It wouldn’t have happened if I’d not spoken out or destroyed Circle,’ he said. ‘She’d still be group leader then, wouldn’t she? Still leader, still
 best leader of the bunch.’


 ‘It wouldn’t have happened either, John,’ I said, ‘if she’d kept her hands off you. She might have been a good leader but no other leader in whole Family would ask
 a boy to slip with her that she’d helped to raise. Not even the worst of them.’


 ‘I didn’t slip with her,’ John began. ‘She just . . .’


 But then he broke off.


 ‘They write something on a stone for her?’ he asked after a moment.


 ‘Yes. It said: “Bella Redlantern: group leader”,’ Gerry told him.


 John nodded and swept his hand over his chessboard, ending the game he’d been playing against himself.


 ‘You three hungry? I did for a little stonebuck the other waking, and I’ve still got a couple of legs. I’ll get this fire going a bit and you can eat.’


 So we ate, and then Gerry and Jeff went off to sleep in a cave about twenty yards off and John and I went into the cave where he’d been sleeping and kept his things. The walls and ceiling
 of all of these caves were covered in rocklanterns that glowed red, blue, green and yellow, so it was bright bright in there, brighter than outside in forest, and in all that light I saw his face
 in a different kind of way. I’d been intending to have a go at him for the way he treated me, but he looked so weary weary, and so worn down and wretched that I just didn’t have
 the heart for anything like that, though most probably I looked nearly as weary and worn down as he did.


 He didn’t seem to have the same problem with having a go at me, though.


 ‘You shouldn’t have brought Jeff,’ he said. ‘How can we cross Dark with him?’


 ‘What do you mean I shouldn’t have brought Jeff? According to whose plan? According to what agreement?’


 He looked up at me. He passed his hands over his face. I could see that we could go on and on with this or we could let it go, and I didn’t have the energy to go on and on. So, as a way of
 stopping things, I took his hand. Immediately he pulled me up against him and we were kissing and running our hands over each other, and ripping off each other’s bitswraps and pulling each
 other down onto the sleeping skins he’d got down there on the sandy floor. And then we were sticking our tongues and things into each other, and licking each other, and he was pushing into me
 like he’d die if he didn’t get in there quick enough, and I was pulling him up inside like he was still taking far too long. And we rolled over each other and pulled each other this way
 and that way into every possible angle and every possible way of tangling our bodies together we could think of. And it was sort of a way of getting close, but at the same time it was a way
 of keeping apart and not having to be close at all. And it was sort of a way of feeling we were alive and in the world, and at the same time a way of shutting the world away completely.


 I didn’t want babies and he didn’t want them either, but he needed so badly to have someone he could be inside and not be alone, and I needed so badly to have someone fill up my
 emptiness, that we forgot all about that. He came inside me two times, the first time with a soft little groan and the second time with a big loud lonely cry, like a cry of pain. Pretty soon after
 that he was fast fast asleep. I guessed that he hadn’t slept much since he was chucked out of Family, however calm calm he’d pretended to be when we arrived, however cool cool.


 Come to that I hadn’t slept much either, but I still couldn’t sleep now. I lay there for a long time looking up at the little shiny lumps of squishy rocklanterns on the roof
 of the cave with the little cave flutterbyes bumping and flapping around them, and I listened to John breathing and making little whimpering sounds in his sleep, and I wondered what would happen
 next.


 Gela’s eyes, I thought. Family might have been bad – it was too small, it made me feel like I couldn’t breathe – but look at me now! I’d got myself into a world
 with just three other people in it, a world consisting of me and three boys: one of them cold and distant, one with no will of his own, and one who was just weird. You try to get away from
 something bad, and things just get worse and worse.


 Well, they do get worse if you don’t think straight, I told myself. Look what you’ve bloody done. As if there wasn’t enough trouble to deal with already, you’ve come over
 here to the one person that’s made an enemy of everyone, and caused all the trouble in the first place. And he’ll cause more and more, you know he will, because he can’t leave a
 thing alone, he can’t bear anything that hasn’t got his personal mark on it.


 And then I thought of cruel cruel David back in Family, and cold Caroline, who refused even to consider whether John had a point, and bloody old stupid bossy Liz Spiketree and the creepy Secret
 Ree, and I thought, I hate this whole world. I hate Eden, this miserable dark place we’re all trapped in for bloody ever. We shouldn’t be here, that’s the real problem: it
 wasn’t the world we were made for. We were meant to live in light.’


 Pretty soon John started to snore and I couldn’t stand it in that lousy cave for a minute more.
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 There was more air outside, but of course not the bright light of Earth. It was dark like Eden always is, darker even than in the cave: dark except for the lanterns and the
 stars. In fact, I thought, it was still a cave really out there, still a cave, only with stars instead of rocklanterns. That was what Eden was like. We were trapped inside a dark little cave
 with no way out of it. And even though I’d never known anything else, and probably never would do, I longed and longed for that different world that was full of light. I don’t
 mean just longed for it in a sad wistful way. I longed for it like a blind person must long to see. I longed for it like you’d long for air if you couldn’t breathe. I had to stop myself
 from screaming out.


 ‘What’s keeping you, Earth?’ I muttered. ‘When are you going to bloody come for us?’


 ‘Hello Tina, are you alright?’


 Weird Jeff was out there, sitting on a rock. He’d been looking out over forest of Cold Path Valley with the dark shadows of mountains all around it. A couple of starbirds were calling out
 to each other across it. Hoom! Hoom! Hoom! came from some way off and then, quite near, Aaaah! Aaaah! Aaaah! Two three monkeys were chasing through the trees below us, making their
 funny clicking noises, and flashing their bright blotchy skins.


 ‘Why are you up?’ I asked him, and it came out almost like I thought he’d done something wrong.


 He looked at me with his big round eyes.


 ‘My feet hurt,’ he said. ‘They hurt too much for me to sleep.’


 He wasn’t crying or anything – that wasn’t what Jeff was like – but he lifted up one of his twisted old feet to show me. It was all bloody and raw.


 ‘Michael’s names! That must hurt.’


 I looked around to find some water. Streams in the hills could be really cold because they came fresh down from Snowy Dark, but I found a small pool just a bit below the caves that was warmed by
 hot spiketree roots. Water came into one side of it cold cold from Dark, and trickled out the other side warm warm, as it made its way down to Cold Path Stream. I led Jeff down there and helped him
 bathe and get all the dirt off. Then I mashed up some starflowers, which they say help a bit with raw wounds like that, and smeared the mixture onto his twisted old clawfeet.


 I’m not someone who likes to look after people all that much. I never played mummies when I was a kid. I never wanted to help look after the littles back in group like some young girls do.
 I never looked forward to the time when I’d have kids of my own. But it felt good to have something to do. And after I had dried his feet off as best I could, I put my arm round him and we
 lay down by the pool there and pretty soon, what with the trickling trickling water and everything, we both went off to sleep.
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 ‘What are you doing?’


 I was really scared for a moment. Someone was standing over us with a spear.


 Then I saw it was John.


 ‘Oh, it’s you.’


 Jeff was still asleep but I released my arm from around him, rubbed it a bit because it had gone numb, and sat up. I don’t know how long we’d been there, but the dip had passed and
 sky was grey-black again like it normally was, with Starry Swirl hidden away again until the next dip. I didn’t want to wake up. I’d been having that lovely dream that everyone has, the
 dream about Earth, where there isn’t darkness behind everything but only light, light, light.


 ‘I don’t want women slipping with young boys in my new family.’


 What? Gela’s eyes, there were so many different things wrong with that single statement that it was hard to know where to start!


 ‘I’m not slipping with him, you idiot. He’s a little kid, for Gela’s sake! His feet were hurting, I came down here with him to help him wash them, and we fell
 asleep . . . And another thing, I’m a kid too. I’m a newhair, like you are, not a woman. And another thing, what do you mean your new family? A new family?
 Yours?’


 He opened his mouth to answer but I hadn’t finished.


 ‘Yes, and what business is it of yours who I slip with anyway? You didn’t ask me when you went with Martha London or with . . .’


 I was going to say Bella, but I stopped in time.


 ‘We should have new rules,’ he said. ‘New family rules about who slips with who. It was different on Earth. It hasn’t always been like how it is now in Family.’


 ‘We can talk about it,’ I said.


 He nodded.


 ‘And as to building up a new family,’ he said, ‘well, we’ve got to, haven’t we? We can’t go back to the old one.’


 He relaxed a bit and squatted down.


 ‘You shouldn’t sleep out here like this. There were three leopards near here only a couple of wakings past.’


 ‘Yeah. We heard them back in Family. David said they’d probably done for you.’


 ‘He should be so lucky.’


 He examined the tip of his blackglass spear the way grownup hunters do, checking to see that the edge was still good.


 ‘We need to build up a new family and we need to find out how to get across Snowy Dark and find a new place for ourselves,’ he said.


 I thought about this.


 ‘Well, we can probably find a few more kids who’ll come and join us. We could go back through forest, meet up with newhairs when they’re out alone, see if we can talk them into
 coming over.’


 He nodded.


 ‘Yes, that’s what we’ll do. There’ll be enough of them wanting to, I’m sure. Trouble is, the more that come over, the sooner we’re going to make Council so
 angry that they’ll want to stamp us out.’


 ‘How could they, though? In the end, how could they?’


 ‘They could kill us.’


 ‘Kill? I know people would like to kill us, but no one’s ever done for another person, have they, never even once on Eden.’


 ‘Things are different now,’ said John, the one who’d made things different whether we wanted him to or not. ‘Everything’s different and always will be from
 now on.’


 Back up at the caves Gerry had woken up.


 ‘Jeff?’ he called out. ‘Tina? John?’


 ‘Down here!’ John called back.


 He turned back to me.


 ‘I’ve started to think about how to cross Dark,’ he told me. ‘We need to begin building up a big supply of skins, and buckfeet. We won’t keep them all here, though.
 We’ll hide them in different places. People are going to come over here from Family sooner or later looking for us, and we don’t want them taking all our stuff. We’ll need a lot
 of skins and we’ll need to find ways of covering ourselves like they did on Earth, so as to keep warm. It can’t be that hard. The hardest bit is covering up our feet in a way that will
 keep out the snow. I’ve been thinking about how to make footwraps, with buckgrease to keep out the water and something hard on the bottom to stop them wearing through.’


 He broke off, looking down at Jeff.


 ‘He won’t be able to manage it, though, will he? I wish you hadn’t brought him. It won’t work with clawfeet.’


 Jeff opened his big innocent eyes.


 ‘What about a horse?’ he said.


 He must have been awake for a little while.


 John snorted.


 ‘Horse? What are you talking about?’


 ‘Back on Earth they had animals called horses, remember? They were animals that could carry them anywhere they wanted to go.’


 ‘Yes, Jeff,’ I said, like a grownup talking to an annoying little child, ‘we know that, dear, but this isn’t Earth, is it? There aren’t horses in Eden.’


 Jeff sat up.


 ‘I don’t think horses were a special kind of animal,’ he said. ‘I think they took baby animals and then raised them up so as to make them into horses. We could use
 woollybucks.’


 ‘Yes, Jeff,’ John said, ‘but the Earth animals weren’t like Eden ones, were they? They had eyes like our eyes, eyes that you could look into and see what they were
 feeling. They had feelings. They had one heart like us, and red blood, and four limbs. They were almost like people. You could understand them. You could teach them things.’


 We none of us said anything for a bit after that. It was funny. I’d just assumed at first that it was Jeff being crazy as normal, but when I thought about it, it struck me that maybe this
 idea of his wasn’t as mad mad as it first seemed.


 ‘I suppose we could try and catch a baby woollybuck,’ I said. ‘Yeah. Why not? It’s worth a go.’


 ‘We could ride on their backs and then we’d have their headlanterns to light our way,’ Jeff said.


 ‘And they know the way, don’t they?’ I said. ‘Remember those ones we saw when we were here before, John? With Old Roger? High up on Dark? They were going
 somewhere, weren’t they? They weren’t just hanging around. And their lanterns were lighting up the snow.’


 I looked at John.


 ‘Come to think of it, John, how else exactly did you think we were going to see our way? You couldn’t keep torches burning long up there, could you? And if you break a branch
 of lanterns from a tree, they only last half an hour tops before the light fades.’


 John didn’t say anything to this.


 ‘What was your plan, then?’ I demanded. ‘Were you thinking we’d just feel our way across Dark?’


 ‘I haven’t bloody worked it all out yet, alright?’ he said.


 I smiled because, for a moment there, after all his grownup plans, he was just a kid again, all bristly and red because someone had criticized him.


 Gerry came up to us. He had his spike-headed spear in his hand.


 ‘What’s going on? What are you talking about?’


 ‘Jeff was saying we could catch a baby woollybuck, a little buckling, and make it into a horse to lead us through Dark,’ I said.


 Gerry nodded. He knelt by the stream and scooped up some water to drink with cupped hands, then squatted down beside us.


 ‘A horse. You’ve often thought about that, haven’t you, Jeff? An animal that would be a helper.’


 He looked proudly at me.


 ‘He’s got all kinds of ideas, my brother. He’s smart smart.’


 I laughed and felt a bit fonder of these two weird boys than I had done before.


 ‘Good,’ I said. ‘We’ll bloody need them. Tom’s dick, we’ll need all the ideas we can get.’


 I looked round at John, but he’d forgotten all about us and was sunk deep down inside himself.


 ‘Our Eden animals do have feelings,’ Jeff said. ‘A leopard has feelings, a woollybuck does, a bat does, a slinker does. They all do.’


 ‘He’s always said that,’ Gerry said, as if his little brother’s word was enough to make things true.


 John stirred beside us.


 ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘we’ve got lots to sort out. We need to get all the skins we can as well as meat to eat. We need to try and catch a baby woollybuck alive . .
 .’


 ‘We could make a fence that would stop it running away,’ Jeff said.


 ‘Okay, you start making your fence then, Jeff, or thinking about how you’re going to do it. You couldn’t do a long hunting trip, anyway, even if your feet weren’t all
 done in like they are now. Gerry can stay and help you. Me and Tina will go towards Cold Path and see if there are any woollybucks still down there. We won’t be away more than a waking this
 time. In another waking or two we’ll go the other way, towards Family, and see who we can find.’


 There was no choice about it, no asking us what we wanted. And though I really wasn’t scared of him, and I really could stand my ground against him when I felt I had to, and even get the
 better of him, it was just too much hard work to argue every time.


 ‘And some time soon,’ John said, ‘we’ll decide about new family rules.’


 New family! Look at us! Three newhairs and one little clawfoot kid, sitting by a small pool below a few caves. But in John’s mind we were a new family already.


 Come to think of it, that’s what gave him the power he had. He thought he could bring things into being just by believing in them, and he was so sure of it that it sometimes turned out to
 be true.


 ‘So that was our first family meeting, was it?’ I said. ‘Our first strornry?’


 Gerry giggled and pointed up at two silvertip bats sitting on a branch watching us, gently fanning their wings, with their skinny little arms folded across their chests and their little wrinkly
 batfaces looking like they were frowning with concentration.
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 John Redlantern


 There was some stuff that Bella had done that wasn’t good, but she’d been the best grownup in Family all the same. And she’d looked after me, she’d
 made me, and I loved her. But it was me that caused her death.


 I couldn’t get round it. If I hadn’t done what I did, she wouldn’t have lost her place in Family and she wouldn’t have done a Tommy. Her place in Family and in Redlantern
 group was everything to her, which is how it should be for a leader in a family. She gave up her whole self to being a group leader and member of Council and she couldn’t go on without her
 job, because all it left of her was a shadow.


 The first few wakings after they told me, I felt like doing a Tommy a lot of the time. I’d never really have done it of course. That really would have been following my own
 feelings and not thinking about the future, and I’d made up my mind I’d never make decisions like that. But still, whenever I wasn’t busy dealing with something else, whenever
 there was a gap to be filled, it came back into my mind. Wham! Bella was dead, Bella did for herself, and it was all down to me.


 I made sure not to let the others see this, of course, and I made sure it didn’t stop me from getting on with what I needed to do. In fact what I decided was that Bella’s death made
 it even more important to carry on with my plan and see it through. The fact that my idea had done for her meant that I had to make it work or her death would have been for no purpose
 at all.


 I felt Gela’s ring in its little pocket on the edge of my wrap. It helped to remind me that bad things were bound to happen. People died, people lost things and couldn’t get them
 back, however much they wanted to. It happened to Gela, it happened to Tommy, it happened to everyone, not just to me. I mean, Angela didn’t just lose Earth, and her mum and dad and her
 friends. She didn’t just lose the ring. A couple of wombs after the ring, she lost her daughter Candice. A slinker bit the little girl on the lip when she was reaching for stumpcandy, and the
 bite turned bad and she died.


 And then Tommy lost Gela, and then . . . Well, it goes on. That’s just how it is.
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 Me and Tina went up Cold Path Valley and towards the place where Cold Path itself comes down from Dark. I had my blackglass spear and my spiketip one, Tina had two spiketips,
 and we had a skin bag with us that I’d brought from Redlantern, plus a roll of thick wavyweed rope. I liked her being there. She was strong and quick and she wouldn’t let anything
 defeat her, not even me.


 I thought maybe we’d be too late for any woollybucks, seeing as the dip had been short short and had passed over while we were asleep. (Never do that again, I thought to myself:
 what’s the point of living up Cold Path way if you don’t go after woollybuck in a dip?) But bucks do sometimes stay down in forest for a waking or two after a dip and, sure enough,
 after we’d got a couple of little birds and bats, we found three good bucks by some rocks along the stream. I stayed in front of them, lying low, while Tina went in a big circle out round the
 rocky bit and back again behind them. There were three of them, two fully grown and one about three-quarters size. They weren’t just having a drink, they were eating wavyweed from the water,
 like bucks sometimes do. They were standing with their back legs on the bank and their middle legs splayed out at the edge of the stream, and they were using their front legs like arms, reaching
 into the water and yanking up the shiny weed. They were in no hurry to move on and the soft lanterns on their heads weren’t shining bright like they do up on Dark, but just softly
 glowing.


 Well, it couldn’t have been a better time to find them because the strong muddy smell of the fresh weed would prevent them from getting wind of us. They lifted their big heavy heads from
 time to time and stared out into forest with those round flat Eden eyes, but I kept myself down, just peeping over the edge of a ridge, and they didn’t see me.


 When she was ready behind them, Tina made a sound like a starbird: Aaaah! Aaaah! Aaaah! The bucks lifted their heads again and looked round, but after a few seconds they carried on
 gorging at the weed. I crept forward. I’d left the bag and the rope behind on a rock so that all I was carrying was my good spear ready in my right hand and the other spear in my left.


 I was about ten yards from the stream when they all looked up again. They knew something was up now, and they dropped the weed they were holding back into the water, so as to have all six legs
 ready for running.


 I made a starbird noise – Hoom! Hoom! Hoom! – to tell Tina to close up behind them. The bucks were sampling the air with those four feelers they had round their mouths, at the
 end of their long bendy snouts. One of them growled softly, and the lanterns on the heads of all three of them started to shine more brightly. Then they began to move off to the left.


 Tina jumped up behind them and ran towards them yelling.


 They turned and ran straight towards me. I kept down low until they were nearly on top of me, then threw the blackglass spear straight at the first one. I got it right in the shoulder, right in
 deep so I knew it wouldn’t need another spear to finish it, then turned and chucked my second spear at the second buck, the newhair. The spear got it in the face. It didn’t badly injure
 it, but the creature was scared and turned round again, which meant that Tina, jumping across the stream, could get it smack in the side with one of her spears.


 The other buck ran off. We ran up to the two injured ones threshing about on the ground there, and Tina did for them both with her remaining spear. Then she knelt and dipped her fingers in its
 greeny-black blood.


 Gela’s tits, that was enough meat for two whole groups and there were only four of us here to feed.


 ‘Michael’s names!’ I said laughing. ‘How are we expected to get this lot back to the caves?’


 Tina stood up, licking the blood from her fingers and laughing too. It felt great. It felt, for the first time since I’d been out of Family, like everything might work out well.


 ‘One of us can stay here and guard them to keep off the tree foxes and starbirds. The other can go back to get Gerry. Then we can take them back one at a time. Look at all this meat, look
 at all this woolly skin! And we’ve only been hunting a couple of hours!’


 ‘Didn’t get a live baby, though,’ I said.


 ‘No. Do you really think that would work?’


 ‘Worth a try, I reckon, like you said. And, think about it, if there had been a baby one here, we could have got it, couldn’t we? If one of us had done for its mother the
 other could have jumped the baby and held it down, and we could have tied its feet with rope so it couldn’t run. Those little bucklings can’t be that strong.’


 She bent and ran her fingers through the wool on the big old buck.


 ‘Enough skin here to try and make some warm wraps for us, and even some of those greased footwraps you were talking about.’


 ‘Easily. If it’s enough to keep two big bucks warm, it should do for all of us.’


 ‘Taste the blood,’ she said. ‘You should taste the blood when you make a kill.’


 She got some more on her fingers and offered them to me to lick. All round her mouth was stained dark with buck blood.


 ‘You should see your face,’ I said, laughing as I took the thick sweet stuff.


 ‘You should see yours!’


 She reached out to pull me towards her for a kiss.


 And I wanted to kiss her too, but at the moment our lips touched Bella came back into my head. I thought about her tying a wavyweed rope to a branch and round her neck, all alone, all alone in
 forest, thinking I didn’t care about her. I thought of her testing the rope to make sure it was firm and then getting ready to jump, knowing that in the next second there’d be a
 horrible scary choking time and then nothing, nothing, nothing ever again.


 I froze up inside. Kissing me must have been like kissing a stone.


 ‘What’s the matter, John?’


 I didn’t tell her. I didn’t like to talk about things like that. I didn’t want people to think things like that were a problem for me.


 ‘We shouldn’t hang about,’ I said, trying to move away in my head from that cold cold stone inside me, which was how it felt to know that Bella was dead, a big icy lump of
 stone filling me up. ‘We’ve got two dead bucks here, look, and foxes and starbirds will soon want their share. I’ll mind these bucks, and you run back and get Gerry. You
 won’t need to run all the way. You should be able to call him not far from here, if you just get above the trees a bit.’


 Tina looked at me, and shrugged.


 ‘We need to get some clay,’ I reminded myself out loud, as she walked off. ‘Clay to line the glue pit with.’
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 Tina Spiketree


 Six seven wakings after we did for those bucks, me and Gerry went over Lava Blob way, hoping to meet people from Family. John was busy trying to figure out how to make wraps
 that could keep a person warm up on Snowy Dark, sitting surrounded by woollybuck skins, and a leopard tooth knife, and string made with dried wavyweed, and more string made of buck sinews and dried
 buck guts. He’d been absorbed in this for several wakings, absorbed like only John could be, cold and distant and sunk down inside himself, not caring or noticing anything else at all, and it
 was good to get away from him.


 Jeff stayed and helped him. He was good with his fingers, and good at thinking of new ideas, and his feet weren’t up for another long walk.


 Gerry and me had done for a few bats on the way to Blob, and picked a bit of fruit. We’d brought some embers with us on a piece of bark and now we lit up a little fire to cook the bats and
 soften the fruit. Hoppers came out of forest and looked at us, funny yellow hoppers, wringing their four hands together like they wanted to say something but were too shy. They waved the long
 feelers around their mouths in our direction, and went Peep peep, peep peep. Gerry chucked them a few fruit rinds and they hopped forward, snatched them up and darted back again to a
 safe distance to munch them up, watching us all the time with their big flat eyes.


 ‘Are you glad you followed John?’ I asked him.


 He looked at me and I noticed that his eyes were every bit as big and round as his brother’s. For some reason it just wasn’t something you noticed as much with Gerry as you did with
 Jeff, I suppose because Gerry’s eyes didn’t have Jeff’s weird clever mind looking out of them, only the mind of an ordinary young newhair, who didn’t really know what he
 thought about anything.


 ‘Of course I am,’ he said. ‘John’s the best. He always knows what to do.’


 ‘But aren’t you missing your group, and your friends? And your . . . ?’


 ‘Yeah, but John’s plan is important, isn’t it?’ he interrupted me quickly, before I could name his mum. ‘We had to give up on Family for that.’


 His lip was trembling. He was having a job not to cry.


 ‘Why do you think John’s plan is important?’


 ‘Well . . . it’s . . .’


 He looked uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to having to think about the reasons for things himself. He relied on other people to do that for him.


 ‘Well, there won’t be enough food in Family, will there, pretty soon,’ he finally remembered, ‘if Family keeps on growing. That’s what John reckons
 anyway.’


 I laughed.


 ‘I reckon if John told you to walk up onto Snowy Dark stark naked you’d do it, whatever reason he gave.’


 ‘Yeah I would!’ Gerry said hotly, ‘I’d do anything for him.’


 ‘Except maybe harm your brother Jeff.’


 ‘Well, I wouldn’t harm Jeff, no, but . . .’


 He broke off. We’d both heard voices in the distance. So had the hoppers. They didn’t turn their heads because we were nearer to them than these new arrivals and they wanted to keep
 an eye on us, but the feelers round their mouths were reaching sideways, quivering. I don’t know whether they smell with those things or what, but you could see they were trying to figure out
 what it was that was making these other sounds.


 It was men’s voices, heading in our direction.


 ‘Quick!’ I told Gerry.


 There was a big patch of starflowers nearby and we crawled into middle of it.


 ‘I can smell a fire,’ said a man’s deep voice.


 I recognized the voice as a big fat bloke called Dixon Blueside. I’d never spoken more than a few words to him myself, but he was one of those people that are around a lot, and talk
 loudly, and always have an opinion on everything. Blueside people I knew said he was greedy with food and always took more than his share.


 ‘Yeah, look. Over there. A fire. Who would have come out here and lit that?’ he said.


 ‘Maybe it’s John Redlantern,’ one of his companions said.


 ‘Michael’s names!’ muttered another nervously.


 ‘Michael’s names what?’ scoffed Dixon. ‘You scared of one newhair boy and his three little friends?’


 ‘No, but . . .’


 ‘John Redlantern!’ bellowed Dixon. ‘If it’s you round here, piss off out of our valley before we come after you with ropes and clubs like a bloody slinker! You say
 you want to cross Snowy Dark? Well, don’t let us stop you, mate! Don’t hold back on our account. Or swim down Exit Falls, why don’t you? And you too, Tina Spiketree! You too!
 Don’t think your spiky hair and your pretty little tits will help you!’


 Only a few wakings ago we’d been part of one Family with these men. If we’d met them in Forest back then they’d have stopped to chat, told us where we might find some
 stumpcandy, asked how things were in our groups. We might not have liked each other but that would have made no difference. We were all Family then.


 ‘Put the fire out,’ Dixon said to his companions. ‘Any luck they’ve got no spare embers and they’ll have to eat their meat raw from now on.’


 We heard the rustling as they swept the fire over the ground with branches. There was a yelp when one of them trod on a hot bit.


 ‘I heard Redlantern group gave John skins and ropes and blackglass when he was chucked out,’ said one of the others. ‘Maybe he’s left them somewhere around here and we
 can nick them.’


 I realized I recognized this voice too. Harry Blueside was the boy’s name: a slender young guy with nervous, restless eyes, who always seemed to be moving on to the next thing when he was
 talking, like he couldn’t stand to be in one place. He was only three four wombs older than me and John. He’d once asked me if I’d slip with him. He’d said he couldn’t
 stop thinking about me.


 ‘Yeah, go on, have a look,’ said Dixon Blueside. ‘See what you can find.’


 He raised his voice again.


 ‘Gerry and Jeff Redlantern! You out there, you little idiots? Your mum’s half frantic worrying about you! We passed her not long back looking for you. Get back to Family now
 and you might still be forgiven!’


 I glanced at Gerry. His face was pale in the light of the starflowers, but he kept still and didn’t look back at me.


 ‘Nope. Can’t see anything round here,’ said Harry Blueside.


 ‘Let’s go on then,’ Dixon grunted. ‘There won’t be much hunting where a fire’s been.’


 We lay in the flowers until we couldn’t hear their voices at all, and we heard the thud, thud, thud of the hoppers coming back. Then we lifted our heads cautiously,
 and stood up.


 Peep peep! went the hoppers.


 Hmmph, hmmph, hmmph, went the trees all around us, pumping up hot sap from Underworld, like they always do, whether we’re laughing or crying or slipping or dying or
 what. And whether we love or hate each other.


 ‘So there you are!’ growled Dixon Blueside.


 They were just a little way off, squatted down and waiting for us to emerge, Dixon, Harry and a couple of other young Blueside men. Tom’s dick! They’d tricked us. Dixon must have
 been signing to them with his hands when he talked about moving on.


 We ran and ran, jumping over streams, diving under low branches. Hoppers scattered out of our way. PEEP! PEEP! Two tree foxes, tearing at a rotten old buck corpse, darted up a tree with a
 screech.


 I reckon that Harry could have run as fast as me and Gerry, and probably the other young blokes could too. But maybe they weren’t sure what they’d do if they did catch up with us,
 and maybe they didn’t want to find out, because they stayed close to big fat Dixon and he soon got out of breath. We left them behind us pretty quickly, but we kept on running a bit longer to
 be sure. We were just running past Rat Rocks when – blam! – we were face to face with a bunch of women.


 ‘Gerry!’


 They were all from Redlantern. It was Gerry’s mum Sue, and John’s mum Jade, and their sister Angie, and two Redlantern newhair girls, Janny and Candice.


 Well, Sue Redlantern just burst into tears. She didn’t know whether to scold Gerry or hug him and she ended up doing both.


 ‘Are you alright, my darling?’ she asked when she’d finally managed to control her sobs and speak. ‘Where’s Jeff? Is he alright? What about his poor feet?
 I’ve been so worried about you. How could you do this to me? How could you hurt me like this, you selfish boy? Are you sure you’re alright, baby? How could you go without even
 saying goodbye . . . ?’


 On and on. Angie stood back smiling, and Jade stood further back looking uncomfortable, and me and the two newhairs sort of backed away. I liked Janny Redlantern. She was a cheerful, funny,
 short little batfaced kid, who knew she couldn’t get by on looks, so got by on being fun and nice instead. Candice was sort of alright but she expected everyone to run around her and
 attend to her all the time and got grumpy if they didn’t. And when it came to keeping things going between people, keeping things happy, she didn’t do her share at all. She left it to
 the likes of Janny to do that work.


 ‘I hope you’re proud of yourself, Tina,’ she now said, ‘because you’ve really messed things up for us. You know that? You’ve made our lives a bloody
 misery!’


 Janny nodded.


 ‘I don’t know why I’m even talking to you,’ she said. ‘It’s bloody terrible back in Family now thanks to John and you three. They still don’t let
 newhairs out on their own, only with grownups. They’re watching us all the time, in case we run off too. And you’d better be careful careful. David – our David Redlantern,
 I mean – he’s going round all the groups saying we should be much harder on you four than we’ve been up to now, we should come after John and you three and teach you a lesson so
 that no one else will ever dare copy you.’


 Candice had sort of drifted away from us while Janny was talking, and moved towards Angie and Jade.


 ‘What kind of a lesson?’ I scoffed. ‘What can David do? Spike us up to a tree like Jesus, like he said at Strornry? I don’t really think so, do you?’


 I didn’t really mean that as a serious question, but Janny took it as one.


 ‘I don’t know,’ she said, after a bit of thought. ‘He doesn’t say exactly. He’s careful what he says. Caroline said John would be outside of the Laws,
 didn’t she, but she hasn’t said that about you three yet. And even John, well, a lot of people still say he’s barely more than a kid, and he did well to do for that leopard, and
 if he asked to come back, we ought to let him. So I’m not sure, but . . .’


 She looked round at the others. Gerry was crying now. Sue was begging him to fetch Jeff and come back to her. Angie was backing her up. Jade was sort of half-heartedly chipping in. Candice was
 standing near Jade and looking bored.


 Janny came a bit closer to me.


 ‘But it’s horrible in Family, Tina, it’s horrible. I never thought of it before as a place where I was stuck. I never thought of it as a place I was only in because I
 wasn’t allowed to go. But now that’s exactly what it feels like, and the funny thing is, I don’t really blame John and you for it – Candice does, but deep down I
 don’t – because I reckon it’s always been like that. We just didn’t notice it. We just didn’t know anything else. Do you know what I mean?’


 She glanced back again. Candice was watching us, but she was far enough away so as not to be able to hear.


 ‘David Redlantern is all over Family now,’ Janny said. ‘And so’s bloody Lucy Lu with the Shadow People whispering in her ear, and Father Tommy and Mother Gela themselves
 telling her what’s right and what’s wrong. Funny how they always tell her we should do whatever David says!’


 ‘Come and join us,’ I said. ‘Don’t tell anyone this unless you really trust them, but we’re just by Neck of Cold Path Valley, just up the slope on the left side as
 you go in. Come and find us. Bring more people if you can. Not clawfeet, though, if you can help it. It’s going to be hard enough with bloody Jeff . . .’


 Behind us Sue started to shout at Gerry.


 ‘You’re a silly selfish boy! If you want to go and kill yourself up on Snowy Dark that’s your look out, but not my Jeff. How could he manage up there with his feet? How
 could he? You can’t let him go! You can’t! I want to see my little boy. I want to see him!’


 Gerry’s hands were pressed against his face. He was shaking and sobbing. It was too much for him. He loved his mum, he loved John, he loved Jeff. Those were the three big things in his
 life, and now they were all clashing with each other and he couldn’t be true to one of them without betraying the others.


 ‘Come on, Gerry,’ I told him firmly, starting to move back into forest. ‘We’ve got to go.’


 That’s how he is. He needs someone to take charge of him.


 He turned towards me. He turned back towards his mum. She grabbed his arm. Gerry looked at me imploringly, but I wouldn’t release him from my command. So at last he pulled free of his mum,
 and we started running off through forest.


 ‘Gerry!’ Sue screamed. ‘Gerry! You piss off if you want to, but make sure you bring my little boy back to me!’


 ‘Don’t, mum,’ murmured Gerry, not loud enough for her to hear, but just for himself. ‘Please don’t.’


 ‘Gerry!’ Sue yelled again. ‘Please come back! You’re my boy! I love you! Please come back to us!’


 ‘I love you too, mum,’ muttered Gerry, slowing down and half-turning towards her, like he was thinking of going back.


 ‘Gela’s sake, just keep going, Gerry!’ I told him. ‘Don’t even think about going back.’


 I might sound harsh, but after all I had a mum too that I was fond of, and sisters and aunties and brothers, and I’d left them all behind as well.
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 But we had a laugh when we got back to John and Jeff because they’d made a whole set of wraps to cover up John’s legs and arms and body and feet, and even a wrap to
 go over his head with little holes for eyes and mouth. And they’d greased it all up to keep it dry in the snow, and they’d stuck layers of smooth stonebuck skin onto the bottom of the
 footwraps with a special bendy glue they’d made by mixing up melted buckfeet and hot grease.


 ‘It’s boiling hot when you’ve got it all on,’ John said, peeping out of the little eye holes of the headwrap. ‘And Jeff chucked water all over it lots of times and
 it doesn’t get wet at all.’


 He pulled it off again. I’d hardly ever seen his face look so happy and excited.


 ‘Try it, Tina. You won’t believe how warm it is.’


 Jeff squatted behind him, at the entrance to the cave. He was watching us but he was mainly looking at Gerry. It was as if Gerry’s troubled face was a bit of writing that Jeff only had to
 read to know exactly what had happened down there with his mum, without Gerry or me saying anything at all.


 ‘Mind you, it took hours for Jeff and me to get it all tied on,’ John said. ‘But I reckon we could do it quicker and better next time we make one. We could make it all so it
 comes off easily, like this headwrap.’


 I put the thing on, looked out of the eye holes, peered at each one of the three of them.


 ‘It bloody stinks, John. It stinks like a woollybuck’s arse.’


 John laughed. Gerry laughed. Jeff looked at me like he was trying to read me too, though all he could see of my face was my two eyes. Then he began to laugh too, really merrily, like a little
 child.
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 It was only a couple of wakings later that Janny Redlantern came to join us from Family, along with a friend of hers called Lucy Batwing, and Mehmet Batwing, who was a cousin of
 Lucy’s. (He was a funny bloke, that thin-faced Mehmet with his little pointy beard. He was friendly but always holding something back, and he had eyes that seemed to be waiting for you to
 make a fool of yourself.) And as for Lucy, Gela’s tits, she talked and talked and talked, and I thought she’d never shut up: I suppose it was because she was scared. But Janny was good
 to have there.


 ‘Thought you could do with a normal person for company, Tina,’ she told me, with a sideways look at John, all covered in glue and bits of string.


 She’d cheer the place up, I thought.


 And then, only a waking later, four Brooklyn kids came over: Mike, Dixon (we usually called him Dix) and Gela and Clare. They were all friends of mine back in Family, specially big tall grownup
 Gela, who I could really trust, and have a good laugh with too. And Dix, her younger brother, was a sweet pretty gentle boy that I’d had a little kiss and cuddle with once or twice.


 And then, only a few hours later on, when everyone was asleep and it was my turn to keep watch, my own little batface sister Jane came over with my big slowhead brother Harry. I heard them
 calling down below in Valley Neck, ‘Tina! Tina! It’s us!’


 I was pleased pleased to have Jane there, but Harry was a worry. He wasn’t good at thinking, and he got easily confused and upset like a kid, but because he had the strength of a big man,
 it could be a real job to calm him down.


 ‘It’s bad back in Family, Tina,’ Jane said, ‘it’s bad bad. Everyone’s arguing and blaming each other, and there’s all sorts of scary scary talk.
 Fat old Liz is even grimmer than usual and she’s always fretting that someone is going to try and push her out as group leader like Bella Redlantern got pushed out. Mum is frantic. Bloody
 David Redlantern and his lot are going round like they’re the real heads of Family instead of Caroline and Council. And the way people talk! Well, all I can say is you lot want to watch out.
 Some of them back there talk about coming over and forcing you lot to come back, some of them talk about driving you away forever, but I haven’t heard many say they should just leave you
 alone.’


 ‘What do you mean “you”?’ I said. ‘You’re here too now. You’re one of the ones they’re talking about.’


 Jane shrugged and pursed up her nice ugly batface.


 ‘I know. I must be bloody nuts.’


 John and me got people organized. We set up hunting parties. We had people look for clay to make pots for us, and look for blackglass, and gather wavyweed for ropes and string.


 We knew that where we were was a secret that was spreading round Family, and pretty soon someone who didn’t like us would get to know about it, if they hadn’t done already. We had no
 idea what they’d try but John had the idea of hiding things that were valuable to us, like woollybuck skins, in lots of different places, so no one from Family could just walk over here and
 nick the lot. And he insisted we have lookouts all the time above and below our camp. We even dug fire holes in three different places and kept them full of glowing embers, so that even if they
 came over and stamped out our fire, we’d still be able to make another. No one wants to spend half a waking just trying to get a fire to start.
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 John Redlantern


 Janny, Lucy, Mehmet, Mike, Dixon, Gela, Clare, Harry, Jane, Tina, Gerry, Jeff and me. There were thirteen of us now, and yet it was only a few few wakings since I’d been
 all on my own. (We could have done without Harry, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that.) All the new people settled in quickly in their new living place above Valley Neck,
 chattering and laughing and squeaking and squealing and fooling about, just like newhairs did back in Family. Sometimes I felt a bit left out of all of that, like I did back in Family too, because
 I’m not often one for squeaking and fooling around. But when I felt that way, I would remind myself who brought them here.


 ‘They might think they came here to be with Tina or with one another,’ I said to myself. ‘But if it wasn’t for me, there wouldn’t be one of them here. Not one.
 They’d all still be in Family, and Circle would still be as it was, and nothing would be different from how it was for wombs and wombs and wombs. And it wouldn’t have occurred to anyone
 to live anywhere else but there, squeezed in around Circle Clearing between Greatpool and Longpool and the rocks.’


 It helped to remind myself of that. It helped me with pushing away that cold stone of Bella’s death and pulling myself out from underneath it, and it helped me to remember that I still
 needed to make things go forward. If I left it to the others, no plans would get made. They’d just eat and sleep and play and slip, until something happened to stop them. They wouldn’t
 try and figure out in advance what that something would be, or how to get round it when it came.


 Well, to be fair, maybe Tina would have done, and perhaps Gela Brooklyn, and maybe even Jeff if he thought anyone would listen to a little clawfoot kid whose new hairs hadn’t even properly
 started to grow, but none of the others.


 We felt another little dip coming on at the end of a waking, and I got seven of us together to miss sleep and go straight over to the bottom of Cold Path to look for woollybucks. We took spears
 and ropes and I took all the wraps me and Jeff had made, while Gerry and Tina took another two sets of wraps they’d made since with Jeff’s help. The way I arranged it, me and Gerry and
 Tina would go up the path towards the edge of the ice. Jane, Mehmet, Lucy and Mike, who just had bitswraps and shoulder wraps and bare feet, would wait at the bottom of the path for us to drive
 bucks down to them.


 The four of them laughed at me and Tina and Gerry when we pulled on those stinky wraps, specially when we put on the headwraps that covered up our faces, but they were impressed too, I could
 see. It was new new: new like nothing in Family had been since before any of us were born. There must have been a time when people figured out how to make blackglass spears and wavyweed rope
 and how to stick skins to the ends of logs to make boats, but for a long time it had been like we’d forgotten that there was any possibility that things could be different to what they
 already were.


 With our wraps on, looking like some strange new kind of creature, me and Tina and Gerry walked up the path. This wasn’t just a buck hunt to me, it was a first step to getting ourselves
 right up on Snowy Dark. There’s a faint picture, scratched on a tree near Circle Clearing, called ‘The Astronaut’ made by Tommy or Gela or one of the Three Companions. It’s
 a man in a strange Sky Wrap that lets him live in places so high up in sky that there’s no air left to breathe. It’s one of the people who found a way of getting outside of Earth. And I
 felt pretty much like an Astronaut now, walking up the path with Gerry and Tina in those stiff hot fuggy wraps. I felt like an Astronaut taking his first steps up into sky.


 And the wraps pretty much worked! They got a bit wet in places, specially round our feet, so that still needed working on. But even right up there by the ice, our bodies stayed warm warm, and
 even though our feet got a bit wet, they weren’t cold like they’d have been if our feet had been bare. They weren’t hurting like they did when we came up with Old Roger.


 Five bucks came down from Dark with their headlanterns shining bright bright: four big ones and a little baby one trailing along at the end. We scrambled up the hillside off the path and waited
 until they’d gone right past us – I reckoned the wraps helped here too, because they made us smell of woollybuck and not of human being – then we crept down behind them, making
 starbird noises to signal to the others below to be ready for them. The bucks trudged slowly on with us behind them, their headlanterns fading to a soft glow as they left Snowy Dark behind them and
 got down into the light and warmth of the trees.


 An hour later, near the bottom of the path, we did another starbird cry. Hoom! Hoom!


 Aaaah! Aaaah! the others answered.


 We found a place where the path went through a narrow gap in the rocks and hid up above there.


 Aaaah! Aaaah! the other four called again, and then suddenly they all stopped trying to sound like starbirds and began to yell like excited newhairs so we knew that the bucks must have
 spotted them and would now be running back towards us again up the path.


 Gerry got the first one with his spiketip spear as it came up to the gap: a good shot straight up and under its neck into its chest. The spearhead went directly into one of its hearts and Gerry
 was covered in thick black blood.


 Now the other bucks didn’t know what to do. The slopes to the side were stony and steep steep. With six legs each the bucks could still easily climb them, but they couldn’t climb
 quickly, and they knew it, and that made them hesitate, like they thought there might be another option. And meanwhile we were coming at them from above and below. Two of them did manage to get
 away up the slope but we did for another of the big ones while it was stumbling on the stones. (Mehmet said the glory of it was his, but it was hard to know for sure who’d got it first,
 because it had spears sticking out of it all over when it went down.)


 We were pleased pleased.


 ‘We’d never have got these bucks if we hadn’t set up over here,’ I told the others later. ‘That was my point to Caroline, remember? In these short dips, bucks would
 have been down and up again before any one from back in Family could have made it over here.’


 But doing for the grownup bucks was only part of it. The best part, the strangest part, and the thing that none of us had seen or heard of being done before, was that I’d dived onto the
 baby buck while Gerry was doing for its mother and I’d managed to hold it down on the ground.


 Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek! The little thing was threshing about like crazy, kicking with its clawed feet and squealing and squealing and shrieking enough to make your ears feel like they
 were going to burst. Its headlantern was flashing flashing flashing, its feelers were waving frantically, and its big round mouth opened wide and closed and opened wide again like it couldn’t
 get enough air to breathe. It had nearly thrown me off when Tina jumped on it too, and then so did Jane and Mehmet. Lucy and Mike got the rope we’d brought with us and made a knot round its
 neck, tight but not so tight as to choke it, and another tied round one of its back legs, and I had the idea of taking the wrap off my head and sticking it over the head of the little buck so it
 couldn’t see. And then Lucy and Mike and Mehmet held it, squealing and pulling and threshing, while me and Tina and Gerry got our own sweltering wraps off. Mine were all ripped open by the
 buckling’s kicking legs and I had a big bloody gash across my arm, which I hadn’t even noticed in the excitement.


 We took it in turns to carry back the two dead bucks, lashed by the feet to branches, and to drag along the little living one, stumbling over the stones with the wrap over its head. And the
 creature made such a racket on the way back, shrieking and squealing and scrabbling away with its feet, that we never heard the yelling and shouting of the others back at camp. The first time we
 knew that something bad had happened back there was when two of the others came running down the rocks: big tall sensible Gela and her clever little sister Clare.
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 We’d left six of them back by the caves, but Dix had gone up the hill with a bow and some arrows, looking for monkeys, so there were only five there when they came from
 Family: David Redlantern and big stupid Met, who used to be friends with Gerry and me, and fat old Dixon Blueside and three other newhair boys. They’d kicked out our fire, taken whatever
 skins and meat they could find and tried to drag Janny back with them to Family and Redlantern group.


 ‘Harry went crazy,’ said Tina’s friend Gela in her deep voice. ‘You should have seen that brother of yours, Tina. He just went at those men with a big club. He went
 straight at them, bellowing and yelling, so the two who’d got hold of Janny had to let go and back off because they could see he’d mash them like a slinker.’


 ‘So then Janny ran back to us,’ Clare went on. She was a small girl, quite quiet normally, who’d make a little sharp comment and then back off again, like a groundcreeper into
 its hole, but she was shaking shaking now, too scared and upset about what had happened to worry about anything else. ‘So then we all grabbed sticks and spears and started screaming and
 yelling, all together, like we do when a leopard gets too near back in Family. Only it wasn’t really like that, because it wasn’t one leopard and a whole big lot of us, it was
 six of them, all blokes and two of them grownup men, and only five of us. Our Dix – Dix Brooklyn – he was up the hill somewhere, looking for bats or something, so aside
 from little Jeff, Harry was the only bloke we had. I’ll tell you, we were scared scared.’


 ‘Yeah,’ Gela said. ‘Harry worried them for a short time when he came at them with his club, so we followed that up as best we could by screaming and waving spears, but pretty
 soon they worked out it was still them that had the advantage. You could see them starting to figure that out. You could see the fear fading and the ugly grins starting to appear again on their
 faces. They were just beginning to come at us again when Dix came charging down the hill, yelling and waving his spear.’


 ‘I reckon they thought it was all of you lot coming back,’ Clare said, ‘because they took one look at him, grabbed the skins and stuff that they’d nicked, and ran.
 I don’t think they realized it was just one bloke on his own. But little Jeff was standing off to the side and one of those Blueside boys shoved him over on the ground and kicked him before
 he ran off . . .’


 ‘What?’ Gerry cried out once. ‘Is he . . .?’


 ‘It’s okay, Gerry,’ Clare told him quickly. ‘Jeff’s not badly hurt or anything, and . . .’


 She broke off, because for the first time she noticed the woollybuck with the wrap over its head.


 ‘Michael’s names! What is that?’


 ‘It’s a woollybuck,’ Gerry said. ‘It’s a live woollybuck. Hold its rope for a bit, will you, Clare? I’d better run up and see Jeff.’


 It was strange. All this time the buckling had been shrieking and screaming – for its mum, I suppose, though she was dead and dangling from a branch right beside it – but neither
 Clare or Gela had even noticed it until that moment, just like we hadn’t noticed them screaming and yelling up ahead. Something that I’d begun to notice was that people often
 don’t see things they aren’t expecting to be there, even if it’s right in front of their faces. It was a useful thing to know. It meant there were always more possibilities in a
 situation than people realized.


 But now Tina’s brother Harry came thumping down the path. He was all red and sweaty, his breathing was heavy and his eyes were big and rolling around in his head. My heart sank. I’d
 seen him like this back in Family once twice.


 ‘Gela’s tits,’ muttered Tina. ‘He’ll stay that way for hours and hours.’


 ‘Hey Tina and John!’ shouted Harry in his baby way. ‘Harry drove them away with his club, Harry did. They tried to take Janny, Tina, but I drove them away.’


 ‘That’s good Harry,’ soothed Tina. ‘Well done! That’s good good.’


 Gerry was already dabbing at Jeff with a wet buckskin when we got up to the caves. My little cousin had some bruised ribs and a black eye, but that didn’t stop him jumping up and hobbling
 over as soon as he saw the little buckling. From then on he was like its new mum. He never left it. He even pulled his own sleeping skin out of the cave where he slept with Gerry and laid it down
 for the buckling in the cave that the two of them had fenced off for a horse.
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 Tina Spiketree


 Dix went off for some hot embers from one of our back-up fire holes and got our main fire going again. He felt badly that he’d not been there when David
 Redlantern’s lot arrived, and he kept apologizing to us all. Personally, I reckoned it was lucky that he hadn’t been there. If he hadn’t come running down the hill when
 David’s lot weren’t expecting it, he wouldn’t have been scary enough. He was a nice boy, a lovely boy, and nicely built too, but he really wasn’t that big or scary. If
 he’d been there all along, maybe they’d never have let themselves be driven away.


 We took John’s leopard tooth knife and hacked off a leg from the little buckling’s dead mum, then we cooked it up with whitelantern fruit that the others had gathered while
 we’d been away. Janny cried a bit. She had some nasty bruises too from where the men had grabbed her. Gela and Clare cried a bit as well, and that made Gela’s brother Dix start up again
 about how sorry he was for not being there.


 ‘Tom’s dick and Harry’s, Dix,’ I told him, ‘will you give it a bloody rest? You weren’t on lookout or anything, were you? So you didn’t do
 anything wrong going up the hill looking for stuff to eat, no more than we did anything wrong looking for bucks.’


 ‘Lookout?’ Dix said. ‘Why don’t I go on lookout now? It was supposed to be Janny now but I reckon she could do with a rest. I’ll do the first watch and let you lot
 get some sleep.’


 (Of course we didn’t have groups of people sleeping and waking at different times in our camp like in Family. We were just one group and we all slept and woke up more or less
 together.)


 ‘Yeah, alright,’ I said. ‘Harry can be lookout with you, can’t you, Harry? I mean there’s no way you’re going to calm down, is there, Harry mate, for several
 hours at least? I reckon you could do with walking up and down a bit on lookout, to work off some of that tension.’


 Pretty soon all the rest of us except for Jeff lay down and tried to rest. Not that it was easy to rest with everything that had happened going through our heads and that bloody little buckling
 screaming and screaming in its cave.


 After a couple of hours Dix and Harry came to get me and John to take over their watch. John went down the hill to keep an eye on the path up to our camp from forest. I went up the hill, above
 the caves, to look out over the main valley, and to make sure no one came sneaking down from above.


 I was so tired tired, what with the hunt and everything, that I had to keep moving around to stop myself from falling off to sleep. Even so I did nod off for a bit, right there on my
 feet. It wasn’t for long, I don’t think, but when I woke up I could tell straight off that there was something different. Something had changed.


 Well, then I really woke up. It’s a bad bad lookout that goes to sleep and misses some new thing until after it’s already started happening. Like the saying goes,
 ‘It’s too late to yell leopard if it’s already inside the fence.’


 But what was it that was different? I listened and listened until I felt as if my ears were sticking out of my head on stalks like a buck’s feelers. The world sounded different in
 some way and yet when I listened to each separate sound on its own, I could only hear ordinary things, things you heard all the time: bird calls and the little gabbling cries of bats, streams
 trickling over stones as they came down from Snowy Dark, hmmph, hmmph, hmmph from nearby trees, the stready hmmmmm of forest . . . Just ordinary familiar Eden things,
 things that were there all the time, like the lanterns shining away below.


 ‘John?’ I called softly. ‘John?’


 I wanted to ask him if he’d noticed anything or if he could figure out what was different, but he was too far off to hear me and I didn’t want to shout too loudly. And anyway just
 then I finally realized what the difference was. It wasn’t a new sound at all. It was a sound missing. The buckling had gone quiet. It had finally stopped its screaming. Maybe
 it’s died, I thought, though I can’t say I cared that much. My main thought was thank Gela it wasn’t some new attack that I’d missed! And I looked forward to going back down
 to my sleeping skin and getting off to sleep without that bloody noise going on and on.


 All the same, when my watch was done and I went down to wake Jane to take over from me, I passed by the buckling’s cave to see what had happened. Jeff wasn’t lying outside on his
 skin any more so I guessed he must have gone back to sleep with Gerry like he normally did, and I looked over the fence to see what had happened to the buck. The little animal wasn’t dead. It
 was lying asleep on the ground with its headlantern softly glowing. But the big surprise was Jeff. He was in there too, lying there with it, with one arm draped over its woolly back, just like it
 was Gerry, just like him and Gerry usually lay together on their sleeping skins.


 Two brothers on a skin was one thing, though. A woollybuck and a human being was something else. A little clawfoot boy and a creature with flat glinting eyes that never shut, lying down
 together! Well, it just seemed so weird weird that I had to get John just to show him. I was so amazed amazed, it was almost like I needed John to tell me that what I saw was really
 there.


 ‘Looks like he’s got his horse then,’ John whispered.


 ‘I’d honestly never never have thought such a thing could happen,’ I whispered back to him. ‘Mind you, I’d never have thought that someone would destroy Circle of
 Stones either or break up Family into two pieces.’


 I put my arm round John’s waist, feeling sort of proud of what he’d managed to make happen, admiring the strength that made it possible. But he didn’t respond. He had never
 once reached out for me, this bloke I’d given up my Family for, not once since that time when me and Jeff and Gerry first came over.


 But at least now I had some good friends with me apart from him and weird Jeff and empty Gerry.


 ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said after a time, ‘it’s a good job we hid our stuff when we did. They only got a few old stonebuck skins, and none of the good woollyskins
 at all. We need every bit of woollyskin we can get.’


 Then we heard voices coming up from below.


 ‘John? Tina? Gerry?’


 It was three more kids come from Family to join us, three Fishcreek kids, a sister and brothers: Suzie, Johnny and Dave. They were friends of mine too, specially little Suzie with her clever
 sharp tongue.
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 That little buck, it might have shut up for a few hours, but that wasn’t the end of the noise. It woke up a bit later, found Jeff lying beside it and began to scream and
 thresh about as much as ever. He tried to calm it down even though it was scratching and kicking him, but in the end he had to scramble out over the fence and let it do what it wanted, which was to
 go on yelling and kicking away in its fence, on and off, for waking after sleeping after waking.


 Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek!


 ‘Gela’s tits!’ said Suzie Fishcreek. ‘Can’t we put it out of its misery and eat it? It’d be doing everyone a favour.’


 But of course John wasn’t having that, and nor was Jeff, though he was covered in cuts and bruises that the creature had given him with its hard claws and its bony head. John had kids go
 down to the pool to fetch back fresh wavyweed for it, and fill up its bowl with water. He had more kids go and find fruit. But it didn’t eat a thing. It sipped a bit of water and that was
 all, and you could see it getting thinner and weaker.


 ‘Face it, Jeff, it’s going to die anyway,’ said Mehmet Batwing. ‘Why not eat it while there’s still a bit of meat left on it?’


 But he may as well have been talking to a stone.
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 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 I woke up to the sound two three wakings after Dixon Blueside and David’s attack. It was one of the times when the buckling was quiet and a lot of us had gone to sleep. I was lying in the
 cave, with John on his own sleeping skin on the far side of it.


 Not now, I thought, not another bloody Strornry! And then of course I remembered – and we all remembered, I suppose – that we weren’t in Family. The hollowbranch
 horn was coming from far away, from a place where we didn’t belong any more, and the meeting wasn’t for us but for them.


 And it was funny because we always hated Strornries and Any Virsries, and we always groaned and moaned about having to go, but now that we couldn’t go to Strornry, we sort of missed it. It
 felt sad to be left out.


 ‘What do you reckon they’re talking about back there?’ I asked John, when I saw that he’d been woken too. ‘What are they deciding?’


 ‘That’s easy,’ he said, his frowning face all blotchy with the different colours of the glowing rocklanterns. ‘They’re talking about us. They’re trying
 to decide what to do about us.’


 He shrugged.


 ‘They’ll spend a waking talking,’ John said, ‘and then, if they decide to come over, they’ll spend at least a waking and a sleep getting here. So I reckon we
 needn’t worry about them for a bit.’


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 ‘But what then?’ I asked. ‘We know that David’s going to say we should all be spiked up like Jesus. And, okay, we know Caroline and Council won’t agree to anything
 like that. But what will they decide? After all, even Caroline said when they chucked you out that it was okay to hunt you like an animal. And how much longer will she be in charge anyway?
 How long before David calls all the shots?’


 John stood up.


 ‘A while yet, I should have thought. And no one has ever done for another human being, not since the Beginning. Even David is scared to be the one that changes that. After all he’s
 got to live among our mums and aunties and uncles and groupmates.’


 He pulled his bitswrap round his waist, picked up a pile of snow-wraps, and went out, without giving any explanation as to where he was going or what he was doing, like he wasn’t connected
 to me at all.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 I couldn’t sleep then, not with those hollowbranch horns going, and not in that lonely cave that John and me were supposed to share but didn’t. After a bit I got up too and went
 outside. Mehmet Batwing, that wiry little guy with the little pointy yellow beard, was sitting by the fire hole, sharpening his spear-spike with a stone.


 ‘Did you see where John went?’ I asked him.


 He shrugged. ‘Off into forest that way. After bucks, perhaps.’


 Mike Brooklyn was humming to himself on lookout on the shelf above the caves. Lucy Batwing was on the path below.


 ‘Yeah, John went up into forest with a bundle of those snow-wraps of his and his blackglass spear and some embers on a bark,’ Lucy told me. ‘Did you two have a fight or
 something?’


 She watched me with narrowed eyes. She was a great one for wheedling secrets out of people and then passing them on.


 But I didn’t say anything. I went back up the slope. Along from the cave where John and me slept, Jeff was inside the fence in the buckling’s cave. It was taking wavyweed from his
 hand.


 ‘Jeff! It’s finally eating!’


 He was totally absorbed with the animal and he jumped slightly when I spoke to him. Then he looked round at me with his big eyes and smiled.


 ‘This is really happening,’ he whispered. ‘We really are here!’


 In another little cave a bit further on, Dix slept with Mike Brooklyn.


 ‘Hey Dix,’ I whispered, ‘are you awake?’


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp! came the horn again, from over by the fake Circle in Circle Clearing.


 Dix came out and I put my arms straight round him. I wanted to be with someone for a bit: someone that was kind.
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 John Redlantern


 I was torn torn all the time. We weren’t going to be safe where we were forever. We had to move as soon as we could, and that meant finding a way over Dark. So I was
 desperate desperate all the time to get up there, and I was working working all the time on how to do it, how to make better wraps, how to light our way. But at the same time, and for the same
 reason, we had to watch out for attack from Family. We had to make sure that all of us were protected, and none of us were left alone. So I needed to be up on Dark as much as I could, and yet I
 also needed to be keeping an eye as much as I could on our little group at Valley Neck.


 So of course as soon as I knew it would be three wakings at least before anyone came over from Family again, I went straight off to Snowy Dark. I didn’t have time to talk to Tina about it.
 As soon as I knew, I was hurrying hurrying up to the ice. And then I put on new footwraps stuck together with a new mixture of glue, and I lit up the new light I’d made, with a wet hollow
 branch packed with buckgrease – my idea was that the grease would burn but the branch would stay in one piece – and I walked up into Dark, until all I could see was the orange circle of
 snow around my light, and the steam from my breath, and all I could hear were the sounds I made myself echoing from walls of rock that I couldn’t see but only hear.


 But then the flame began to sputter, and I had to turn round. By the time I’d got back off the ice my footwraps were getting wet again, and the wood of the hollow branch had dried out and
 was starting to burn. And what I wanted to do was put another set of footwraps on that I’d made with a different glue mixture, and light up another torch, this time lined with wet clay, and
 try again. We had so little time to get this sorted.


 But I knew I needed to get back to Neck to be ready for whatever it was that Family had decided to do.
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 As it turned out, I didn’t need to hurry back so fast. I’d been back at the caves for a whole waking and a sleep after that and then half a waking again, before we
 heard a thing from Family.


 Most of our lot were out hunting, and I was with Tina, Jeff, Gela and Clare in front of our caves, grinding seeds and sewing up buckskin wraps, when Mike called down from top lookout that six
 seven people were coming. He’d glimpsed them out there crossing a gap in the trees. Pretty soon, Dix called up from lower lookout that he’d just seen them too.


 Well, it could have been kids coming over to us like before, but we’d never had that many come all in one go, so it sounded more like David and his lot were coming back with their clubs
 and spears. We hid our buckskins and all our other things in our various hiding places, then me, Tina and Gela grabbed our own spears and clubs and went down the path, leaving Mike, Dix and Jeff by
 the caves, while Clare went after the others to let them know what was happening.


 The visitors from Family had heard us calling out to each other and had stopped and waited at the opening in the trees just past Neck where Cold Path Stream leaves Cold Path Valley and flows out
 into Circle Valley forest. It wasn’t David’s lot, though. Caroline herself, the Family Head, was sitting on a rock, with blind Tom Brooklyn and Candy Fishcreek on each side of her. Jane
 London, the Secret Ree, was squatting at her feet, and three young London guys with glass-tipped spears were standing around them. Hmmmmmm, went forest. The stream splished and splashed over
 the stones. Above them, a little hazy but still quite bright, Starry Swirl shone down.


 We knew our part of forest much better than they did. We lay low in a starflower patch under the trees to watch them, just like we did when we were hunting buck. They couldn’t see us but
 they knew we were watching them and we could see they were playing up to that. Caroline and the two group leaders were chatting away like they were just having a little rest on a gentle walk
 through forest. Secret Ree was chipping in from time to time in her little fluty voice. The three young blokes looked bored and fiddled with their spears.


 ‘Clever,’ whispered Tina, ‘making us come to them.’


 ‘No way will we go to them, Tina.’


 ‘No. You’re right. But how about we just walk out like we happened to be out here hunting in forest?’


 That seemed a good plan to me, so that’s what we did. We came strolling out from the trees, and we acted, not surprised (because that would be like admitting we didn’t have a proper
 lookout system), but like it didn’t matter much to us whether they were there or not.


 ‘Hi there, Caroline,’ I called out.


 And then we sat down by the stream, some way short of where they were sitting, and put our feet in the water, like hunters after a long waking.


 Of course they knew we were playacting, just like we knew they were. And we knew they knew, and they knew we knew. Really and truly this was a big big thing for them that was happening,
 just as much as it was a big big thing for us. Us and Family were big problems for one another and both sides badly needed to talk. But the pretending, the pretending on both sides that this
 wasn’t a big thing at all: that was part of that talk. It was an important part of it. It was a way of feeling our way forward.


 But that didn’t change the fact that this really was a big thing, this was one of those moments that people would remember and act out far off in the future, like Angela’s
 Ring and Death of Tommy, and the departure of the Three Companions and me destroying Circle. It was one of those big big moments, and all of us – me, Tina, Caroline, Secret
 Ree – we were all in it together, we all had a responsibility together to try to make the story as good as it could be.


 ‘We’ve one or two things we wouldn’t mind talking to you about,’ Caroline called out.


 ‘Sure,’ Tina called back. ‘Just need to cool our feet a bit, though. Why don’t you come over?’


 She looked sideways at me, and gave me a secret slippy smile, like she might have given back there in Family, the first time we met up over by Deep Pool. And that made me sad sad for a moment
 because I could see how much all this other stuff – Circle, Bella, all of it – had put distance between how things were then and how they were now. It was as if when I destroyed Circle,
 I’d stopped just being John Redlantern and put on a kind of mask. Like I said, in the future people would tell stories about this time. Some woman would pretend to be Caroline, some girl
 would pretend to be Tina, some young guy would act me, just like John Brooklyn had acted Tommy Schneider at Any Virsry back when Circle still lay in place. But what I saw now was that it
 wasn’t just in the future that this meeting would become a story to be acted out. Even now, even when it was happening for the first time round, it had already become a story in a way,
 with me as an actor in it, playing a part, and not just being myself. I was acting me.


 Still, there was no time to think about that now.


 ‘No improvement in your manners then, newhairs,’ called out Caroline, glancing at the others with her with a tired look on her face. ‘No sign of you growing up yet.’


 They got up and came over to us in a weary, grownup way, like we were naughty littles refusing to settle down to sleep. And the three young men with their glass spears followed behind them. I
 knew them all: Harry, Ned, Ricky.


 ‘Nice move there, Caroline,’ muttered Tina, like we were watching a game of chess, ‘nice move: making us look like kids.’


 We pulled our feet out of the stream, shook the water off them and stood up.


 ‘We’ve decided to make an offer to you,’ Caroline said. ‘We’ve decided you can be a group on your own – Cold Path group – with your own group leader,
 and you can have your group over here apart from the rest of Family. But you will still be part of Family. You must still come to Any Virsries and Strornries, and you must still abide by Family
 decisions, and Family laws.’


 ‘How about David Redlantern and his friends,’ I said, ‘were they happy with that?’


 Caroline didn’t let any expression appear on her face.


 ‘They’re part of Family and they’ll abide by it,’ she said.


 ‘We’ll make sure of it,’ added blind old Tom Brooklyn with his eyes rolling about in no particular direction.


 ‘Good for you, mate,’ I said. ‘But we’re not a group. We’re another family. A separate family on our own.’


 Caroline snorted.


 ‘Don’t be ridiculous, John, you can’t be another family! There is only one. We all come from the same mother and the same father. That’s just a fact.’


 ‘Tom’s dick and Harry’s, Caroline!’ Tina burst in. ‘That’s a bit much coming from you! You told John yourself he wasn’t part of Family any more.
 The Laws wouldn’t apply to him, you said. He could be treated like an animal. Like a tree fox or a slinker, you said.’


 I put my hand on Tina’s to stop her. I appreciated her standing up for me but I needed her to be quiet because she was missing the point. This meeting wasn’t really about the rights
 and wrongs of things. I mean, I didn’t like Caroline and she didn’t like me, but this wasn’t about our personal feelings. Funnily enough, me and Caroline both understood that, and
 we were the only ones there that really did. We both knew we were there to try and build a shape out of words that her lot and my lot could both live with. It wasn’t personal. It wasn’t
 even a fight between us really, more like a job we were working on together, not so different from Old Roger sitting down with a bit of blackglass to make a spearhead, or one-legged Jeffo London
 starting to cut open a log to make it into a new boat.


 ‘We’ll follow the Laws,’ I said, ‘because we need laws the same as you do. But we won’t come to your meetings and we won’t do what you tell us.’


 ‘We can’t have you newhairs doing as you like,’ murmured Candy Fishcreek in her soft voice. ‘Otherwise any time anyone is told off back in Family, they’ll just run
 over here to you, or run off somewhere else and set up another family on their own.’


 ‘Well, who cares . . .?’ Clare started to say, but I interrupted her.


 ‘No, Caroline,’ I said. ‘We’re with you on that. We don’t want things breaking up either.’


 Caroline snorted.


 ‘Well, for goodness’ sake . . .’


 ‘So let’s make an agreement,’ I said, ‘an agreement between two families, just like we’d sometimes make an agreement between two groups back in Family, when there
 was a problem between them.’


 Caroline glanced at her two group leaders, checking that she had their support.


 ‘An agreement, yes,’ she said, ‘but an agreement between rest of Family and Cold Path group.’


 ‘Harry’s dick!’ our Gela broke in. ‘You can’t expect to come to an agreement if . . .’


 But again I interrupted.


 ‘You can call us what you like, Caroline,’ I said. ‘But it’s got to be in our agreement that we don’t come to Any Virsries or Strornries.’


 Caroline looked at the others again. Candy Fishcreek shrugged. Tom nodded.


 ‘Okay,’ Caroline said, ‘but you mustn’t come near us then. Not past Lava Blob.’


 ‘That’s not . . .’ Tina began, but again I put my hand on hers to tell her to be quiet. I knew we needed to have some separation from Family, and them from us, if things were
 going to work out, so I agreed straight away.


 ‘Alright. We won’t come past Lava Blob, as long as your lot don’t come past it either from your side.’


 Caroline glanced at the others. There was no disagreement. She nodded.


 ‘And you must stop taking our newhairs,’ Caroline said. ‘Stop asking them to come over to you, and send them back if . . .’


 Eeeeeeek! Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek!


 They all jumped. Caroline and Tom and Candy and Secret Ree and the three young London blokes, they all jumped together. It was the little buckling starting off on one again, behind us up on the
 hill. They were all fascinated, we could see, but they didn’t want to show it. The four of us couldn’t help smiling at each other.


 ‘This is that baby buck we’ve heard about, is it?’ Caroline asked stiffly.


 One of our lot must have met someone from Family out in forest and told them about it.


 ‘You caught it alive, apparently. You’re keeping it in a cave behind a fence,’ Caroline said.


 She wanted to look like she didn’t care but she couldn’t completely contain her curiosity.


 ‘Why?’ she asked, with a cold puzzled smile.


 Well, she’d let her mask slip a little here, and I let mine slip too, because I felt angry angry with her for even having to ask the question.


 ‘Gela’s heart, Caroline! What’s the point of going on and on every Any Virsry about remembering the Earth Things if we don’t try and learn anything from
 them? We’re making a horse, like they did back on Earth. I should have thought that would be obvious obvious.’


 She gave a contemptuous snort.


 ‘A horse! Gela’s sake, John, the animals on Earth weren’t like ours! Everyone knows that. They were more like people. Their eyes were . . .’


 ‘Well, we’ll see, won’t we? We thought it was worth a try. But anyway, you were saying you wanted us not to take any more newhairs?’


 ‘John, we can’t agree to that!’ Tina broke in.


 I touched her again to show I knew what I was doing.


 ‘I’ll tell you what, Caroline,’ I said, ‘let’s say that for next five wakings, just five wakings, any newhairs that want to come over to us can come. That way
 you’ll get rid of the ones that will just make trouble for you if they stay. After that, okay, no more. We’ll send them back.’


 I purposely didn’t look at Tina.


 Caroline nodded.


 ‘Another thing,’ she said. ‘If you’re going to be doing all the hunting this side of Lava Blob, then we’ll miss out on bucks. You’ll have to give us
 some.’


 ‘You’ve got whole of the rest of forest!’ Gela objected. ‘We’ll miss out on bucks there.’


 But I had my own idea.


 ‘Okay, Caroline, but there are things we need too. Let’s say we give you one skinned buck every period – we do have to keep the skins for ourselves – and you’ll
 have to give us something in exchange. Two fists of blackglass, or two buckskins.’


 ‘Oh that’s far too much!’ Caroline said.


 But it was the deal we got in the end. One skinned buck to be handed over at Lava Blob each period, and skins or glass in exchange.


 ‘That’s until we leave you,’ I told her, ‘until we go over Snowy Dark and find our own forest.’


 ‘Go over Snowy Dark and freeze to death, you mean,’ Caroline said, with a grim chuckle.


 Then she looked sharply at Gela, who was after all her own Brooklyn groupmate.


 ‘I’m surprised at you, though, Gela. I always thought you were a sensible girl. In fact, I had you down for Brooklyn group leader in twenty thirty wombs’ time. Are you and your
 sister and your brother really going to waste your lives up on Dark?’


 Gela had always seemed like a grownup, even when she was little, but now she hung her head like a little kid.


 ‘I think John is right about needing to find more space,’ she mumbled quietly quietly, so we could barely hear what she said.


 Caroline shrugged.


 ‘Well, suit yourself, but I’m disappointed in you, and your mum will never get over it.’


 All this while Secret Ree had been writing down everything we agreed, scratching it on a piece of bark with a leopard’s tooth, her tongue sticking out with concentration.


 THEY STICK TO LAWS


 THEY NO A.V. OR STRORN


 NOT PAST BLOB


 5 WAKES THEN NO MORE JOIN


 1 SKND BUCK EACH PRD


 WE 2 GLSS OR 2 SKNS


 ‘You scratch your name on that, John,’ Caroline said, ‘to show you agree.’


 I didn’t look at Tina. I knew she wasn’t going to like me agreeing to things like this without talking to her and to everyone else first, and I didn’t want to give her a chance
 to make little angry signs at me that Caroline’s lot would be bound to notice. She might not like me taking charge but this was just how it was going to have to be. And that was why I
 didn’t go down to meet her and Jeff and Gerry when they first came over. I wanted to be quite clear that they were joining me. And it was the same for all the rest over here at
 Neck. None of the others would be here if it wasn’t for me.


 ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘but Secret Ree’ll have to write another bark out for us with your name on it.’


 ‘Oh honestly, John!’ Caroline said.


 But all the same she didn’t refuse. I’d won that one easily and I thought to myself, now was the moment to act like we were the big ones.


 ‘Why don’t you come up and see our buckling?’ I said. ‘We can give you some meat and fruit to eat before you walk back. You’d be welcome. Gela, could you run up and
 get the fire going?’


 And that was the agreement made between us and Family. I could imagine the story already: John and Caroline Agree.
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 Tina Spiketree


 ‘That’ll never last,’ I told John. ‘She won’t be able to control David and his lot that long. I’m not sure she even means to keep the deal
 herself.’


 ‘Of course it won’t last,’ he said shortly, ‘but it’ll hold for a bit, and that’ll give us some time.’


 He looked tired. He looked tired tired.


 ‘And we need time,’ he said. ‘We need all the time we can get, if we’re going to get ourselves ready for Snowy Dark.’


 I took his hand, sort of expecting that he’d shake me off again, but funnily enough he didn’t. He squeezed my hand back and later on, when we went to lie down on our skins under the
 cavelanterns, we reached out to one another and had a little slide together, not like we’d done before, all panting and sweating and grabbing, not like newhairs normally do at all, but slow
 and quiet like you sometimes see grownups doing in the starflowers, grownups who’ve known each other and been friends for a long time, having a little slip and a little chat and a little
 cuddle before going back to their groups again.
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 John was right about that agreement. We stuck to our side of it – we even sent a few kids back that tried to come over to us after those first five wakings – and it
 did give us some time. In fact it lasted ten periods or so, more than a whole wombtime, and in that time we got two more little bucklings, and the first one grew big, and we made all three of them
 into horses that would let us put things on their backs, and would come when we called them and would nuzzle up against us with their cool dry feelers when they wanted us to feed them.


 And we got more skins, and we made wraps for all of us (there were twenty-one of us now, including five more girls who came over in those five wakings after the agreement: Martha and Lucy
 London, Julie, Angie and Candy Blueside). And some of the girls got pregnant, and Janny and Clare had babies, the first born outside Family. And John went up many times to Snowy Dark, usually with
 Gerry, sometimes with me, sometimes with others, and stayed up there often for a whole waking and a whole sleeping above the line of the ice and snow, figuring out how to keep alive up there, how
 to make the footwraps better, how to use spears point down in the snow to stop from slipping over, and how to tie people together with ropes so if one began to slip the others could hold them back.
 In fact he’d often hardly got down to where there were warm trees and bright lanternflowers and people to talk to, before he started busying about again, looking for dry wraps and rope and
 spears to take up once more to icy Dark.


 It was like things were back to front with John, I sometimes thought. It was like he felt more comfortable and safe with cold and dark and lonely than he did with ordinary and friendly and warm.
 Ordinary waking-by-waking stuff seemed to make him restless and uneasy: the chit-chat, the joking about, the little arguments, the kids, the chores. (They do say Tommy was like that too. The first
 Tommy, I mean, the father of us all. They say he was afraid of his own family, though he’d been happy happy to spend his time in sky, where there was nothing to breathe outside the thin metal
 of the starship, and nothing to touch, and nothing that was kind or warm at all.)


 So John kept himself busy going up to Dark. But for the rest of us, things went on pretty much like they had done back in Family, except for the fact that there were fewer of us, and that we
 were all young, and that we were living up on the slopes by Neck of Cold Path Valley, and that when we lay down to sleep we only heard the streams and forest, and not the sound of other groups
 coming and going around us.


 Then one waking it all completely changed.
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 It happened when a bunch of us were out in forest, just outside of Valley Neck. There was me and John and Gerry and Dix and Harry and Jeff, along with the first and biggest of
 our three little bucklings. John had given Snowy Dark a rest that waking because we’d all agreed Jeff would try and ride whole of this trip on the buck’s back. He’d never ridden
 any of them for more than a short time before – he’d certainly never tried to ride one to really get anywhere – and John wanted to know how it would work out if Jeff rode a
 buck for a whole waking. He wanted to know it badly badly, because he was starting to realize that there was really no chance of us getting up and across Snowy Dark unless we could use
 woollybucks like Jeff had suggested, to guide us, to light our way, and to carry stuff for us.


 Anyway, this little trip was meant to be more of a scavenge than a hunt, but when we’d been walking for a bit we saw a whole bunch of stonebucks off through forest, four or five of them at
 least. It was too good a chance of meat for us to miss, but me and Jeff and the little woollybuck weren’t up to running and spearing. My arm was in a buckskin sling because I’d fallen
 on the ice a few wakings back and twisted it, Jeff couldn’t run at all, and the buck had never been asked before to do anything but slowly walk with him on its back. So all the others went
 off Rockiesway after that little herd of stonebucks, leaving me and Jeff and the little buck behind.


 I didn’t mind. I felt like taking it easy. I walked along next to the buck with Jeff on its back, and we looked for stumpcandy and low hanging fruits that could be picked without climbing.
 Jeff had a name for the animal. He called it Brownhorse, and he said ‘he’, not ‘it’, when he spoke about it. And now as we wandered along, he made woollybuck sounds from
 time to time as if he was trying to talk to it. But I felt kind of awkward with the creatures still. I didn’t like their flat flat eyes with those green glints inside them. Nor those feelers
 round their mouths. So I just walked along beside it, not saying much and just thinking my own thoughts. Truth be told I didn’t feel that comfortable with Jeff either, though his eyes were
 big and deep deep and not flat at all.


 For himself, Jeff didn’t seem to need me there. He just sat quietly on the woollybuck’s back – him on the little buck was not much higher than I was walking on my own feet
 – and stared around him with those big big eyes, holding onto its wool with his hands and sometimes leaning forward and patting the soft warm lantern on its head.


 Hrum, hrum, went the animal softly when he did that, and Jeff would repeat the same sound back to it. Hrum, hrum.


 And then suddenly a glass-tip spear came flying through the air and landed – thunk – deep in the buck’s flesh, just in front of Jeff’s leg. It must have gone
 straight into one of its hearts because the green-black blood came spraying out like hot sap out of a cut tree. The animal sank down in a trembling heap and Jeff fell tumbling off it.


 ‘Good shot, Met,’ said a big deep voice from the trees. ‘Good good shot.’


 It was big fat Dixon Blueside, and here he was, right up by Valley Neck, way way past Lava Blob where he and everyone else from Family were supposed to stop. With him were David
 Redlantern’s little buddy Met, and another silly brainless newhair boy called John Blueside. They all three came running over, laughing, to finish off the little buck that was shivering and
 threshing about on the ground.


 ‘What are you doing?’ I yelled at them. ‘This is our buck and you aren’t even supposed to be here.’


 ‘Leave him alone!’ Jeff screamed at them. ‘Leave my Brownhorse alone!’


 I’d never seen him angry like that. He’s normally so calm, like he’s looking down on Eden from some faraway place from where everything can be clearly seen and everything can
 be forgiven and understood.


 ‘Brownhorse?’ mocked Dixon, driving his spear deep into the animal’s quivering side, pulling it out, driving it back in. ‘Brownhorse? Since when has a woollybuck got a
 bloody name?’


 His two followers laughed.


 ‘Get off him!’ Jeff shouted. He had got up to his feet, and was trying to pull Dixon away from the buck.


 Dixon’s face darkened.


 ‘You’ll get off me if you know what’s good for you, you little clawfoot creep.’


 But Jeff wouldn’t let go until the two boys took hold of him and threw him to the ground. Even so he made three big bloody scratches with his nails down Dixon’s hairy back.


 ‘We’ve got an agreement,’ I told them. ‘You’d better leave us now and clear off to far side of Lava Blob. That was the deal we made with your Family Head. That was
 the deal that was written down.’


 ‘I’ll come to you in a minute, my little darling,’ Dixon said. ‘But right now we’re talking to clawfoot Jeff.’


 He hit Jeff hard with the butt end of his spear as he said this, and his little friends laughed and began to join in.


 ‘This is really happening, Jeff!’ Met mocked. ‘You really are here!’


 ‘Gela’s eyes, Dixon! Stop this!’ I shouted. ‘You’ll do for Jeff if you carry on like that!’


 Jeff was curled up on the ground with his arm over his face, all bloody.


 ‘Who says we don’t want to do for him, my darling?’


 And now it was my turn to try and drag them back, pulling at Dixon’s shoulder with my one good arm and my one hurt one.


 He turned to me.


 ‘Looks like we’re going to have to teach you a lesson too,’ he said, and he looked at me like David Redlantern sometimes did, like I was a juicy piece of meat and he was hungry
 hungry hungry. He gave me a cruel smile.


 ‘Come on, lads,’ he said. ‘Creepy clawfoot’s going nowhere. Let’s deal with the pretty one first.’


 So now they threw me onto the ground and straight away Dixon was on top of me, straddling me with his big fat thighs.


 ‘Pretty pretty Tina,’ he hissed. ‘Pretty, pretty, pretty. All that power it gives you, eh? All that power. You can get boys to do anything you want just by smiling at them. You
 can pick them up and put them down again just as you please. Slip one waking, cold shoulder the next. However the fancy takes you. However it suits you best. Isn’t that right?’


 ‘Get off me!’ I screamed.


 ‘So how do you like it when the power is the other way round, eh, Tina? How do you like it when fat old Dixon Blueside has the power?’


 He looked at the boys.


 ‘Slip or no slip, eh? Slip or no slip with pretty pretty Tina? Which is it going to be, eh, my mates, now we’re the ones who’ve got the choice? Pretty Tina, who
 isn’t even in Family any more so the Laws don’t apply. Slip or no slip? Hmmm, let me see. Let me see. What’s it going to be?’


 Michael’s names, I could feel his fat dick hardening under his wrap.


 ‘Slip her one, Dixie,’ said Met.


 ‘Yeah, slip her,’ said John Blueside, with his nasty little eyes all shiny with hate.


 Dixon started to pull at my wrap. Well, I screamed and screamed and screamed and suddenly – blam! – my boys were back: John, Gerry, my Dix, my Harry, bursting out from
 the trees, yelling and shouting and waving spears and clubs.


 ‘Gela’s tits!’ went Met and John Blueside and off they ran, back towards Family as fast as they could, while Dixon was still clambering to his feet.


 Dixon’s mouth was hanging open. He wasn’t smiling any more. He could see he was all alone against three angry boys and one big big angry man that was my brother Harry. (And
 Harry was a big man when it came to a fight, even if he was a kid in other ways.) Dixon gave me one look, one weird blank look – it was as if, just for a moment there, he was actually
 wondering if he could ask me for my help – and then he was off too, running through forest on his big fat heavy legs.


 ‘No you bloody don’t!’ said John, and he and Gerry and Harry were straight off after him.


 But my Dix stopped, my gentle Dix, and he squatted down between me and Jeff.


 ‘Tina? Jeff? Are you okay?’


 Jeff was sitting up. He was all bruised and bloody and trembling, but not badly hurt. He crawled to his Brownhorse.


 ‘Poor old Brownhorse,’ he murmured, and he made a soft little buck noise in his mouth. ‘Poor old Brownhorse.’


 The creature was pretty much dead already. It wasn’t moving its limbs, just trembling a bit all over, but Jeff gently stroked its wool and went on talking to it like maybe its mother would
 have talked to it: Hrum, hrum, hrum.


 And while Jeff stroked Brownhorse, Dix put his arm round my shoulder and gently stroked me. I really wasn’t badly hurt at all, just had a few scratches and bruises, and my hurt arm
 aching badly again like it had done when I first fell: nothing more than that. But something horrible had nearly happened to me, something that we didn’t even have a name for. I was shaking
 shaking all over, my teeth rattling together. And I leant my head on Dix’s shoulder and let him comfort me, while little Jeff tried to comfort the dying animal.


 And pretty soon, back came John and Gerry and Harry.
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 As soon as we saw them we knew something big had happened. They’d changed. They’d changed completely. They were trembling worse than me, they were shaking
 all over, and their faces were all blotchy and twisted and puffed up, so you couldn’t tell if they were scared or angry or excited or ashamed or what, but you could see that whatever it was,
 it was big big big.


 ‘What?’ I demanded. ‘What? Gela’s heart, what have you done?’


 ‘Yeah, what’s happened?’ Dix asked, gently releasing me, and jumping to his feet.


 John stared at him, like he was having difficulty seeing he was there.


 ‘We . . . er . . .’ he began, and then stopped.


 ‘You . . . er . . . what? Gela’s heart, John, tell us?’


 ‘We . . . we . . . did for them,’ he said.


 He turned to me, then to Jeff, then to me again with weird wide staring eyes that he couldn’t keep still.


 ‘You what? You did for them? No, no, you couldn’t have. That wouldn’t . . . What? You did for them? You mean . . . What? . . . Like animals, you mean? All three?
 Like animals?’


 We were the fifth generation of Eden, the fifth generation after Father Tommy and Mother Angela. But no one had ever killed another human being. No one, not ever.


 ‘Yeah, all three,’ said John. ‘I did for Dixon with my spear while he ran.’


 His voice came out all jerky and strange.


 ‘Then . . . Then Harry did John Blueside. He turned to try and face us with his spear, but . . . Harry . . . Harry was on top of him with his club before he could throw it, and he did for
 him too. He cracked his head open. And . . . and . . . Met . . . well, Gerry did for him, didn’t you, Gerry? He did for him with his spear, like I did Dixon.’


 John held up his own blackglass spear with his shaking hand, like it would do the rest of the talking for him. He touched the tip with his finger and held it out to show me the blood. Not
 greeny-black Eden blood, not blood born down in Underworld, not the blood you see when a spear comes out of a buck or a starbird or a bat, but real red blood that came down from sky. Real red blood
 from Earth.


 ‘We are here,’ said Jeff, like he’d been thinking carefully all this time about what dead Met had jeered at him, and was finally agreeing with him. ‘Yes, we really
 are here.’
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 John Redlantern


 We didn’t have hollowbranch horns like they had in Family, but we’d made ourselves a drum out of a length of trunk and a bit of stonebuck skin. As soon as
 we’d got back to our camp – Gerry and Dix carrying Jeff between them to speed things up, and Harry and me carrying the dead buck Brownhorse – we got out the drum and Harry began
 to beat it, as hard and fast as he could.


 
 ­BANG­BANG­BANG­BANG­BANG­BANG­BANG­BANG­BANG­ . . .­

 


 He was frantic frantic. His eyes were staring, he was panting like he couldn’t get enough air, his face was pouring with sweat, and he banged that drum so hard he nearly broke
 through the skin.


 ‘Easy, Harry. That’s enough, that’s enough,’ I told him. ‘We don’t want them guessing back in Family that something bad’s up.’


 I didn’t feel much different from Harry myself, though. Every few seconds I heard the squelchy thud of my spear in Dixon Blueside’s back, the hissing noise of the air coming out from
 his lungs, the way he rolled over when I pulled it out, the choking gurgle when I shoved it right back again into his belly. But unlike Harry, I knew I had to get back in control of myself, or
 we’d all be done for.


 ‘They won’t miss Dixon and the others for another waking or two,’ I told everyone back at the caves.


 Tall, grownup Gela Brooklyn was there, and her small little sister Clare with her baby on her hip, and Mike, and Suzie Fishcreek, and batfaced Janny, and Tina’s sister Jane, and Dave
 Fishcreek and Julie Blueside.


 ‘Not for another waking or two,’ I said. ‘And even then, they won’t know what’s happened. That’s why we had to do for all three of them, otherwise
 they’d have run straight back to David, and he’d have sent a whole lot more of them after us at once. We really had no choice. We really didn’t.’


 I looked round at their shocked faces – Gela, Suzie, Janny, Dave, all of them – daring anyone to disagree.


 ‘As it is,’ I said, ‘we’ve got two wakings before anyone starts to worry, and by then a leopard or a fox will have got to the bodies, and then starbirds after that, so
 they won’t be able to tell any more that it was spears and a club that did for them. They’ll just be scattered bones.’


 ‘Yes, but their mates will guess, won’t they?’ Dix said. ‘David Redlantern and all of them.’


 He had his arm round Tina. She was shaking shaking. I was shaking too.


 ‘Yeah, they will. They’ll know it was to do with us, because they’ll know that Dixon and Met and John Blueside came over this way and that the three of them came past Lava Blob
 on purpose to make trouble. David planned it with them, I’m sure. Maybe he hoped to get us to chase back after them into their part of forest. He’ll have been wanting to make trouble
 for a long time. He’ll have been wanting to be able to go to Caroline and Family and say the agreement wasn’t working.’


 ‘So if they know it was to do with us,’ said Gela in her slow deep voice, ‘they’ll still come after us when the three of them don’t come back. Even if they pretend
 to Family that they’re just trying to find out what happened.’


 ‘Yes of course. So we haven’t got much time. We need to get ourselves together and go.’


 ‘Go where?’ Dix asked.


 Gela’s tits, where had he been all this time? What did he think this whole business was all about?


 ‘Over the top, of course. Over Snowy Dark. Like we’ve been planning, yeah? Like we’ve been planning ever since we came here.’ I looked round at their faces, and I
 realized that it wasn’t just Dix. Tom’s dick and Harry’s! None of them had really believed this was ever going to happen. Not one. It was always going to be somewhen off in the
 future, never ever now.


 Still, it was too late for talking and explaining. They were just going to have to get it through their heads by themselves.


 I started going through all the things we’d need to get together.


 ‘Gela, you sort out wraps for everyone. Mike, get all our spare skins and blackglass and rope. Dave, we need all our meat and stumpcandy and seedcakes. Clare, can you sort out some embers
 . . .’
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 In a couple of hours, the drum had called everyone back. All twenty-one of us were there, plus Janny and Clare’s babies, and we had the meeting, a sort of Strornry, our
 last in Circle Valley. It was a dark dark time. No one had ever argued with me about whether we would really go over the mountains, not once, but I suppose they’d all privately hoped that it
 would never really get to that. We had the agreement with Family written on bark after all, and for ten periods it had seemed to work. Family had handed over blackglass and skins to us as
 they’d agreed. We’d had plenty of meat to spare to keep our side of the deal. I suppose they’d all persuaded themselves that things would just go on in the same way forever with
 our own little family at Cold Path Neck, Old Family going its own way on the far side of Lava Blob and a bit of toing and froing going on between us here and our mums and friends and groupmates
 over there. Most of them seemed to have decided that going across Snowy Dark was nothing more than a weird dream of mine. Some of them had never even given it any thought.


 ‘How do we know there even is another side?’ said Lucy Batwing. ‘Dark might go on and on. And then we’d die, wouldn’t we? We’d die of cold.’


 ‘We know it doesn’t go on forever,’ I told her. ‘When Tommy and Gela and the Companions first saw Eden from their sky-boat, the thing they noticed was that it was all
 covered in light. Remember that? All covered in light, not just one patch of light and the rest dark. That was weird to them because Earth got its light from a star, and didn’t have lights of
 its own. So they noticed it, and it stuck in their minds. That’s why they talked about it to their kids, and why we still remember the story.’


 ‘Okay, so there’s more forest beyond Dark,’ said Clare Brooklyn, who was nursing her baby boy, ‘but we still might not reach it. Even with your wraps and woolly horses
 and all, we’re not going to be able to keep going more than a few wakings, are we? Not in freezing cold and pitch darkness. Not even us newhairs, let alone my little Fox and Janny’s
 Flower.’


 The twenty of them were ranged around in a circle, most sitting, some standing. I was pacing around in middle. I couldn’t keep still, that was too much to ask of myself, only one two hours
 after I’d done for Dixon Blueside with my spear.


 ‘It’s dangerous but we’ve got to try it,’ I said. ‘In a couple of wakings they’ll come after us. David Redlantern and all his friends in Family. Caroline and
 Council won’t be able to control them any more. They’ll be over here with clubs and spears. Look what they did to Jeff, look what they tried to do to Tina. And that was before we
 did for David and the others.’


 ‘Well, we didn’t do it actually, John,’ said Mehmet Batwing with an angry laugh. ‘That was you. You did it. You and Harry and Gerry. The first killings in
 Eden. Smart move, John. Smart smart move.’


 His thin little face was hard and cold and there was suddenly a dark ugly feeling out in whole group that each person had been keeping hidden inside until then. Two or three people muttered in
 agreement with what Mehmet had said, including Angie Blueside, a cousin of John Blueside who was lying dead in forest right at that moment, with Gerry’s spearhole in his belly and starbirds
 and tree foxes feeding on his flesh. Why should we all freeze on Snowy Dark, was what a lot of them were thinking, just because John and Harry and Gerry lost their heads and did for three people
 who were already running away?


 ‘I think you’re forgetting, Mehmet,’ said Tina in her iciest voice. She was angry angry. ‘I think you’re forgetting what Dixon Blueside and his mates did to
 Jeff and what they tried to do to me. Do you think they’d have left us all in peace if we’d just . . .?’


 I put my hand on her arm to tell her to leave it; I didn’t need her to defend me.


 ‘No, you’re quite right, Mehmet,’ I said, as calmly as I could with my tight tight throat. ‘And you’re welcome to stay here or to go back to Family, Mehmet.
 All of you are welcome to stay or go back. Take what’s yours, if you like, and walk back to Family. Tell them it was John and Harry and Gerry who did for Dixon and his mates, and that
 it was nothing at all to do with you. Which is true. It’s perfectly true. So go on if you want to. Go on. No one’s stopping any of you. You all came to me, remember, all of you, every
 single one, out of your own choice. I didn’t force you to come and I certainly won’t force you to stay.’


 I folded my arms and stood and waited. Mehmet looked around awkwardly, but all his support seemed to have disappeared.


 ‘No,’ he said, ‘I just meant . . .’


 ‘You just meant what?’


 ‘Oh nothing. It doesn’t matter.’


 He was sort of smiling but under the smile he was ashamed, and under the shame he was angry angry. He was going to be trouble, I could see, and it would actually be better if he left. But if I
 tried to make him go, that would have been trouble too. That would have been even more trouble. It might have made whole plan fall apart.


 ‘I’m not making anyone do anything,’ I repeated. ‘Do you all understand?’


 There was silence for a bit.


 Then Lucy London spoke. She was a short plump girl with bulgy anxious eyes.


 ‘But if we go over Dark we won’t ever see our mums again, or our sisters and brothers. I mean, it’s okay not seeing them every waking like now, when we can still see
 them if we want to, up by Blob. But if we go over Dark that won’t happen any more. We’ll never see them, never never, and we won’t even get a chance to say
 goodbye.’


 ‘No, you won’t,’ I said.


 ‘But that’s not fair!’ said Lucy London, and several people murmured crossly in agreement.


 ‘I’m not making you do anything,’ I repeated, as patiently as I could. ‘You can go back to Family if you want. Or you can stay here at Cold Path Neck if you think you can
 make a go of it. It’s up to you.’


 ‘Yes, but Family is horrible now,’ complained Lucy London. ‘And staying here would be no good if there were only a few of us. We’d be lonely, wouldn’t we? It
 wouldn’t be any good at all.’


 ‘Mother Angela would say it was wrong to go over Dark,’ said Julie Blueside. ‘Okay we came over here, and didn’t stay right next to Circle, but we’re still in
 Circle Valley, aren’t we, and we’d still be able to see if a Veekle from Earth came down from sky. Plus our friends in Family would tell Earth where we were.’


 ‘Yeah,’ said her younger sister Candy. ‘And my mum told me that First Angela and First Tommy and First Harry all came to Lucy Lu in a dream and told her that if we go across
 Dark we’ll be lost forever. We won’t have the Shadow People to watch over us any more, and even after we die, we’ll never go back to Earth.’


 ‘Oh yeah?’ sneered Tina’s sister Jane. ‘So how come Lucy Lu used to say that beyond Snowy Dark was where the Shadow People lived?’


 ‘Don’t bother, Jane,’ said Tina. ‘Once people start talking about messages from Mother Gela and the Shadow People, black can be white and white black and a thing can be
 true and its opposite true all at the same time.’


 ‘Well, you’ve got that wrong, Tina,’ shouted Julie. ‘You just don’t understand. Yes, in a way the Shadow People live beyond Dark, but not in that way
 . . .’


 But then Harry started up again.


 ‘They did for Brownhorse!’ he yelled, sweating, redfaced, spit flying out of his mouth, and banging hard hard on the drum with every word. ‘They were bad bad. They did
 for Brownhorse! They nearly did for Harry’s sister too!’


 ‘Leave it, Harry!’ screamed Gerry. He was shaking shaking all over. ‘Just bloody leave it, alright?’


 And now six seven people were all shouting at once.


 ‘Shut up, Harry!’


 ‘Brownhorse was just a woollybuck!’


 ‘Just because you don’t know anything about the Shadow People, Tina, doesn’t mean they don’t exist. I’ll talk about what I bloody want . . .’


 ‘Leave Harry alone. They did for Brownhorse, Jeff’s Brownhorse.’


 ‘Shut up, Harry!’


 ‘It matters to some of us what the Shadow People think, Tina, even if it doesn’t matter to you.’


 ‘Gela’s tits, can’t you see we haven’t got time for all that crap!’


 ‘They did for Brownhorse . . .’


 ‘Don’t you tell me what we’ve got time for!’
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 It was like a chess game when it gets stuck and won’t move forward. I needed to bring a new piece into play.


 ‘Everybody be quiet,’ I hollered. ‘Shut up now and I’ll show you something!’
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 Tina Spiketree


 We were in terrible danger. Three people were dead. Harry and Gerry and John were killers, and they were all three shaking shaking all the time because of their heads trying to
 get hold of what they’d done. And there was going to be more killing, and any one of us could easily end up dead in only a waking or two. This was one of the most important meetings
 that anyone on Eden had ever had, but it looked as if it was going to become a pointless shouting match, not about what we needed to do but about the Shadow People, or about Harry being too noisy,
 or about how a woollybuck had died. We were facing death yet we were fighting about nothing at all.


 But then John silenced everyone. He absolutely silenced us. He took away our breath.


 ‘Angela has come to me,’ he said. ‘She came to me over by Deep Pool. She told me she wants her children to spread out over Eden and not stay in one place pining for
 Earth. She wants us to be at home here in Eden, not just in this valley but at home all over Eden, just like people are at home all over Earth. She says Earth would expect that of us, and
 will come looking for us wherever we are. She says Earth will be disappointed with us if we stay only in one place.’


 He looked round our dumbstruck faces. No one would have thought it possible. He was just about the last person in Eden that you’d expect to say a thing like that. I was scared scared
 someone was going to laugh and it would all fall apart. And I think someone would have done too if he hadn’t said something else that was even more weird and even more
 unexpected.


 ‘If you don’t believe me, have a look at this. Gela has given me a sign.’


 He reached down, took something from the little pocket at the edge of his waistwrap and held it up between his finger and thumb. It was small small and at first I couldn’t think what it
 was.


 ‘You know the story of Gela’s Ring? You remember it? Angela’s lost ring? Well, this is the ring. I found it, soon after she first came to me.’


 I started shivering all over. Some of the others cried or laughed, like Angela herself might have done if someone had found the ring for her, long after she had given it up for lost. Some of
 them swore. Michael’s names! Harry’s dick! Tom’s neck! Even the two little babies picked up the strange feelings all around them and began to yell, first Clare’s little Fox
 and then Janny’s baby Flower. And after that, would you believe it, the two remaining horsebucks in their cave – Def and Whitehorse, Jeff called them – they started as
 well, like they could pick up the excitement too, and that made everyone laugh, even the ones who were crying, and even the ones who’d done for other human beings only a few hours before.


 But as John moved round everyone showing them the ring, and how tiny and smooth it was, and how it was really made out of metal, and how it had tiny writing inside with Angela’s name, tiny
 writing that could only have been done on Earth, I started to feel angry.


 John had done it again! He’d behaved again like he was the only one in the world that needed to know or decide anything! He’d destroyed Circle without asking anyone, and kept
 the ring for himself without telling anyone. He’d expected us to follow him and trust him, but he hadn’t trusted any of us at all.


 I was so angry I didn’t even care about the ring any more. All I wanted to do was scream and yell at John. But I couldn’t do that then, could I? Angry as I was, I knew that we were
 all in danger. And I knew that everyone here needed to be able to believe in John and trust him, because what he said was right. We did have to go. We did have to take the risk of
 going over Snowy Dark.


 But then an idea came to me. I realized there was something I could do to stop John having it all his own way, without messing up the things we needed to do.


 ‘I know,’ I said, ‘let’s do the story now. Let’s do the story of Gela’s Lost Ring. You can be the teller, Dix. I’ll be Angela. Harry, you can be
 the first Harry. Suzie Fishcreek and Lucy Batwing, you can be the first Suzie and Lucy. Clare, you can be the first Clare, Candy can be Candice. John can be Tommy.’


 Everyone was puzzled by this at first. It was too sudden, I suppose, and they couldn’t see the point of it, and it sort of interrupted them in middle of looking at the wonderful perfect
 ring. But at the same time everyone could see it was, in a way, a suitable thing to do, to remember the story of this famous thing that had just been put in front of them. That was how we’d
 been brought up. Every Any Virsry we’d been told to remember things, to join the present up with the past.


 As for John, when I peeked at him sideways, I could see that he was feeling just like I’d been feeling a few moments before. He was angry angry, he felt set up, he really didn’t want
 this at all, but at the same time he knew he had to go along with it. I hadn’t given him a choice, just like he hadn’t given me one.


 Good! Serve him right. Let him see what it felt like.


 ‘So this is the story of Angela’s ring and how she lost it,’ began Dix, that kind pretty boy who had stopped to care for me and Jeff while John and the others went belting off
 to kill.


 ‘Gela never wanted to come to Eden. She and Michael were made to come here against their will by Tommy and Dixon and Mehmet. She decided to stay and start Family here with Tommy, because
 she thought it was better to live and see what the future would bring until Earth came back than to go into sky where it was pretty certain that she’d drown. But she was sad. She missed her
 mum. She missed her father. She missed her group, which was called London, like our first group here in Eden. She missed the great star – Sun – that filled up Earth with light. She
 missed being with people that she loved and knew. She was sad sad inside. But she didn’t show that to people. She made the best of things. She cared for her kids and did all she could
 to make their life happy. She even thought about us in the future and . . . and . . .’


 He hesitated here, because he was about to say that Gela made Circle of Stones, which is what the story normally said, but he could see that it wouldn’t be right to say that any more (even
 though everyone knew quite well what it was that he was missing out), and that it was a part of the story that was now going to have to change.


 ‘ . . . and she made traditions and laws,’ he said, ‘that we still keep. She even made herself love Tommy, though he wasn’t the kind of man she normally liked, and even
 though he often got angry and sulky, and once twice he even hit her.’


 He looked round at John and held out his hand for the ring. I could see John didn’t want to hand it over one bit, but once again he had no choice, not without spoiling the story. Clever
 Dix. Kind, pretty and clever.


 ‘Angela had a ring . . .’ Dix stumbled a bit in his words there, because of all the weird feelings that came with telling a story about the ring while the ring itself was right there
 in his hand, and his voice came out all thick and wobbly, like he was about to cry. ‘Gela had a ring, which was given to her as a present by her mum and her father. (They knew who their
 fathers were on Earth: they weren’t like we are here.) And the ring . . . the ring had writing inside it, tiny writing that said “To Angela with love from Mum and
 Dad”.’


 He passed the ring to me and I could see that, although he was doing it for the story, he was doing it for my sake too, because he’d seen how I felt about John springing this on us like
 this, and he wanted to help me feel better. After all, we didn’t need an actual ring to tell the story. Normally when people do the story of Angela’s Ring, they don’t have
 a ring at all.


 ‘Then one waking, when she was out in forest scavenging, Gela lost her ring. It slipped off her finger somehow and she couldn’t find it. And then . . .’


 And now it was my turn. I was Angela. I dropped the ring on the ground (out of the corner of my eye I could see John wince) and began running back and forth, back and forth, kneeling down,
 standing up again, moaning, muttering, beginning to cry.


 ‘Tommy! Tommy!’ I shouted into John’s face. ‘I’ve lost it! I’ve lost my ring!’


 John screwed up his face. He really didn’t want to play. This was just timewasting to him, timewasting and unnecessary complication, and anyway he didn’t like the ring to be
 out of his hands.


 ‘I’m sure it’ll turn up,’ he said, without even trying to pretend to be Tommy.


 ‘What do you mean, you bloody idiot? What do you mean it’ll turn up, you useless lump? Help me look for it! Get it back for me. I’m not going to go on without
 it.’


 I glared round at Harry and Suzie and Lucy and Clare and Candy.


 ‘What are you idiots staring at? Michael’s names! Find the bloody ring for me, can’t you? Do something useful for once in your whole life!’


 So they began to look, some getting on their knees, some walking about. Clare and Candy began to cry. Harry was shaking all over and running about like he really did think it was lost.


 ‘I’ll find it for you, Gela, I’ll find it,’ he bellowed. ‘I’ll find it!’


 ‘Stop that racket, you snivelling kids,’ I yelled at them, ‘shut it now. I never wanted you, you know. I never wanted to be with him. I never wanted to touch him, never mind
 slip with him and have his kids . . . It’s my mum and dad and my friends on Earth I love, not any of you, not you stupid lot in this stupid dark dark Eden. And that ring, that ring was the
 only . . .’


 ‘Mum, please,’ went Clare, and she was really crying now.


 ‘Piss off, Clare. I can’t stand the sight of you. Do you know that? I can’t stand the sight of any of you . . .’


 Whew! I really let rip, I can tell you. I screamed and yelled till my face was red and the tears were pouring down, and I was sweating and shaking all over. All five of my so-called kids
 were crying – even though one of them was actually my big brother – and a lot of the people watching were crying too. And the babies were yelling, and the bucks were going eeeek!
 eeeek! eeeek! in their cave. Even John looked scared.


 It must have been scary scary that first time for those five kids, all those wombs and wombs ago, watching their mum fall apart like that and turn on them, when she and Tommy were all they had
 in the world. It must have been scary scary. Otherwise that story would never have kept going for so long, would it? Not when so many other things have been forgotten and lost, spreading out and
 out over the generations like the ripples from a stone chucked into a pool, getting smaller and fading away. And the weird weird thing about this story of Angela’s Ring was that it
 didn’t even have a point to it, no happy ending, no lesson to be learnt. It was like one person’s cry of pain, echoing out on and on and on through the generations, even after that
 person was long long dead.


 So why did we keep doing it? I’d wondered that sometimes, but now I found out. It was because doing it felt great!


 ‘As for you, Tommy,’ I said, turning on John. ‘As for you, you selfish arrogant bastard. You took me from my mum and dad, you took me from my friends, you took me from my
 lovely Earth, without letting me in on your plans, without giving me a choice, without thinking about my feelings. And now you can’t even find my ring. I hate you, I hate you, I hate you and
 I always always will.’


 But John just knelt down, picked up the ring and held it out to me.


 ‘Here it is, Gela, I’ve found it. I’ve found your ring for you after all this time.’


 That threw me, I must admit. I wasn’t expecting that move at all.


 ‘What do you mean? You never found the ring, Tommy. You never did anything that useful in your whole life.’


 ‘No,’ said John. ‘I’m not Tommy. I’m John. I’m John Redlantern. I’m your great-great-grandson and these are your great-great-grandchildren, trying to
 make our home in dark Eden, just like you did. I’ve found your ring, Gela. I’ve ended that story. You don’t need to tell that story any more.’


 ‘Give it back then. Give it back to me now.’


 But he had his answer to that as well.


 ‘No, Gela. You’re dead now. You’re dead and buried under a pile of stones, remember? The ring’s no good to you any more, is it? But I’ll look after it. We’ll
 look after it. We’ll take it with us over Dark and right to the other side, just where you want us to go.’


 And he put the ring back in the pocket in his wrap and came and put his arms round me. Tom’s dick and Harry’s, you’d got to hand it to him! He knew how to stay in control.


 My eyes were full of tears and I didn’t know if they were my tears really or Angela’s, just like I didn’t know if I felt comfort in his arms in spite of everything, or whether
 I hated him more than ever.


 And then the story was over, and the decision was made and we were all busying about getting things ready to go up Cold Path into Dark and leave this place for good.
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 John Redlantern


 People tried to have things every which way, even smart honest people like Tina. They wanted the good bits and then they complained about the bad bits that had to go with the
 good bits. Well, the good bit about me was that I could make things happen, and that I stuck to a thing and didn’t ever give up or let go. That was the good thing that people got from me,
 along with all those other things people didn’t like.


 When we had that meeting, I’d just done for a man. I’d killed a man I’d seen around Family ever since I was a little kid. I didn’t feel guilty about it exactly because I
 knew he’d happily have done the same to me, and to Tina and probably to the others too. But, Gela’s eyes, I was shaken shaken by it. All that meeting it was running through my
 mind over and over, my spear sticking out of Dixon’s back, my spear stabbing back again into his belly, the squelch of it going in, the hiss of air, the blood bubbling out of his mouth. I
 hadn’t stopped to look at him longer than the time it took to pull my spear out of him, and for him to roll over to look up at me, and for me to shove the spear in again to finish him off
 – his two friends were still running from us, and Gerry and Harry might have needed my help – but those couple of seconds were so fixed in my mind that it was like they kept happening
 – really happening – over and over again.


 So I had that in my head, and I had all the practical things to remember, and at the same time I somehow had to make people believe in me, so that they’d accept being organized and
 they’d stay that way, and we’d have a chance of surviving. I had all that to think about – and there’s only so much a person can hold onto at one time – and
 then bloody Tina drops her little game with the Ring story on me, and – Tom’s dick! – I had to think about how to deal with that as well.


 She’d say that was my fault for keeping the ring a secret, but I did that for a reason. I did it because I always knew from the beginning that when I showed it to people, it would give me
 power over them, but I also knew that the power wouldn’t last. So I saved it up for the moment when that power was most needed, not just by me but by all of us. It was like when the leopard
 came at me. I knew I only had one shot at it, so I waited till the best moment and didn’t just chuck my spear at it the first chance I got. And I got that right. I got it exactly right,
 whatever Tina thinks. I took out the ring just when we really needed it most – and it worked!


 A couple of hours after I’d taken the ring back from Tina we were starting up Cold Path. There were twenty-one of us, plus two babies. The larger of the two bucks, Def, was in front with
 Jeff riding on it. After that came me and Tina, and then all the others, one by one, with the other buck, Whitehorse, at the end. Every one of us was covered up, except for our mouths and eyes,
 with buckskin wraps, so we didn’t really look like people, more like a herd of weird two-legged bucks. Every one of us had the greased buckskin footwraps that I’d been working
 and working on even before anyone came from Family to join me, with hard layers of skin and greasy glue on the bottom. Apart from Jeff on his buck, the two girls with babies (Clare and Janny) and
 the three girls carrying babies inside their wombs (Suzie, Gela and Julie), all of us were carrying things on our backs: rolls of rope, spare footwraps, bags of blackglass, bundles of buckskin,
 things that I’d thought about and organized over the past ten periods. And we were taking it in turns to carry some big flat pieces of bark, smoothed and greased, which I called snow-boats,
 each one loaded with useful stuff like meat and skins and spare wraps, except for one, which was holding a pile of embers on a big flat stone. They were hard work to carry over dry ground, but once
 we were up on snow they’d slide easy easy over the surface, and it would only take one person to pull them along. They were my idea too.


 ‘None of this would have happened but for you, would it?’ Tina said to me, looking back at all this.


 ‘No,’ I said crossly. ‘It bloody wouldn’t. I brought you all to Cold Path Valley. I sorted out the agreement with Caroline so as to give us time. I
 worked out how to make the wraps to cover our bodies. I had the idea of the snow-boats and organized people to cut the bark and make the ropes to pull them. I went up Snowy Dark over
 and over again to work out how to live up there and what we’d need, even when you moaned at me for going away by myself all the time. And you all chose to come with me because you all know
 quite well that you wouldn’t have made this happen without me. None of you would, not even you, Tina, and certainly not your precious Dix down there. So how come I get to be
 Tommy in the story and you get to be Gela? I’m the Gela here. I’m the one holding it all together.’


 She shrugged.


 ‘It was how I felt, that’s all. It needed to come out somehow or I would’ve burst. Most people are like that, John. They just have to let things out sometimes, whether
 it’s right or wrong. Not many people can keep it all secret inside like you do. And, Gela’s eyes, it would be lonely lonely if we did.’


 We came to the place where all that time ago we’d come with Old Roger and seen those shining woollybucks, so high up in Dark that I’d thought at first they were a sky-boat from
 Earth. Then we went past it, and that was the end of being in Cold Path Valley and in Circle Valley where we were born. And for one moment I had the thought that perhaps I’d made a terrible
 mistake, perhaps we really did need to stay by Circle of Stones, perhaps Earth would come down from sky and Family would tell them that we’d all disappeared on Snowy Dark, and they’d
 return to Earth without us. But I pushed that thought out of my mind. There’s got to be a point where you choose your path and stick to it no matter what.


 Walking on snow now, and hoping that our footwraps would stay dry and not fall apart, we followed Cold Path Stream until we came to the snowslug that the stream flows out of (not a big
 big snowslug like Dixon Snowslug over at Blue Mountains, which comes right down into the top of forest, but big enough, the height of four men or more). Then we tied ourselves together with ropes,
 and got our spears ready, pointed end down, to hold us steady, and we scrambled up the slippery buck path that led along one side of the snowslug.


 Harry tried to run up it and slipped. People laughed at him, of course, because they badly needed a laugh, but he hated hated being laughed at.


 ‘I’m stopping here, then,’ he said. ‘You go on if you bloody want. Harry’s not going with you lot if you’re just going to laugh at him.’


 He began to cry. He was the oldest one of us, the only one of us you could really say was a grownup, but he cried like a little kid. It was embarrassing and frustrating but people should have
 made more allowances. They should have remembered that he’d done for someone too that waking, he’d killed John Blueside. And if I had a job getting all that through my head, it
 must have been much worse for Harry. He had a job getting anything through his head at all.


 Tina went back to calm him down and coax him up the path and Gerry came up to walk beside me. He wanted to talk about the killings too. Poor kid, he’d really had the worst of it out of the
 three of us. I didn’t know Dixon Blueside personally and Harry didn’t know John Blueside hardly at all. But Gerry had done for a boy from his own group who he’d grown up with
 since he was a baby. Now he kept going over and over it, and I had to keep telling him over and over that we had no choice and that they’d have gone ahead and killed Jeff if we hadn’t
 got to them in time. They would have killed Jeff too, they really would, and they’d have done a cruel thing to Tina that didn’t even have a name.


 ‘And if they’d got away with that,’ I kept telling Gerry, ‘then it would have been the rest of us who’d have been next, one by one, or all together. There were only
 twenty-one of us at Valley Neck, remember, and five hundred-plus in Old Family.’


 ‘Yes, but I used to play with Met,’ Gerry would say. ‘He once swapped me a bit of blackglass he found for a big lump of stumpcandy.’


 Or: ‘We got that slinker with him once, remember? That slinker you let him kill, remember? That time Jeff said he wondered what it felt like to be a slinker. We were friends with Met then,
 weren’t we? We were friends in the same group.’


 ‘Yes, Gerry,’ I’d say, ‘but he broke our friendship when he killed Brownhorse and did Jeff over, and stood and laughed while Dixon tried to slip Tina there in
 forest.’


 ‘That’s right,’ Gerry would say. ‘It was him that broke the friendship.’


 And he’d think about it for a bit, looking relieved, and then suddenly he’d frown and come up with something else.


 ‘He was with us that first time we came up here with Old Roger, remember? He was our friend back then.’


 And we’d have to go round the whole thing again.


 Meanwhile the lights of forest disappeared behind us and we were truly up in Dark. All we could see was what was lit up by the headlantern of the buckhorse Def, up ahead of us with Jeff riding
 on its back. Rocks, snow, ice loomed up out of the blackness in the area close around us, and then disappeared again back into blackness again at the other end of the line, behind the second buck,
 Whitehorse.


 Jeff had named his buck Def after the sky-boat Defiant that brought Angela and Tommy and the Three Companions from Earth and actually it was a good choice of name. When I saw that group
 of woollybucks up on Dark all that time ago, I thought for moment I was seeing a sky-boat up there, and Def and Whitehorse were pretty much like sky-boats for us. They might not be taking us across
 Starry Swirl but they were taking us across Dark and we couldn’t have done it without them. I had thought before of maybe finding some way of lighting our way with lights made of hollow
 branches or torches made of dry wavyweed dipped in grease, like people sometimes used back in Family when they wanted a bit of extra light. But the bucks were doing much more for us than just
 lighting our way. They knew the way. It was woollybucks that made Cold Path – it was them that made it a path at all – and now they found a new path for us, even when it was
 hidden by snow.


 And I had to admit it: that part of the plan wasn’t down to me at all, it was down to Jeff, that weird little clawfoot kid riding out in front, a young boy whose new hairs had
 hardly begun to grow.
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 We walked for the length of a whole waking and then for another waking straight after that, because there was nowhere to sleep, and the only way of not freezing was to keep on
 going. Once in a while we did have to stop to get out some smoked meat or seedcakes to eat, or for Janny or Clare to give their babies a feed, or to fix new footwraps for someone whose own
 footwraps had got wet or fallen apart. (I didn’t want anyone getting the black burn up here like old one-legged Jeffo had done.) But whenever we stopped, everyone started getting cold and
 scared, and Tina and me had to go up and down the line to nip off any talk about us being lost, or us dying, or us never getting anywhere. It was specially bad around Mehmet Batwing and Angie and
 Julie and Candy Blueside, who all walked together, and all fell silent whenever me or Tina came near.


 ‘So where are we then, John?’ Mehmet finally asked me.


 ‘We’re following the buck path, Mehmet. You know that. That’s what we all agreed to do, remember? Remember how I gave you a choice and you chose this?’


 ‘Yeah, but where’s it leading us? We’re just going up and up all the time.’


 That was true. We were going up and it got colder the higher we went. And there was some weird thing too about the air because you had to work harder and harder to get enough of it. I
 couldn’t help thinking about some of the old stories about Tommy and Gela and the Three Companions, and how they said there was no air at all up in Starry Swirl, and that air was like water,
 it stayed near the ground. Maybe the air sat in Circle Valley like water in a giant pool, and the buck Def was leading us up to a place where the air stopped and we wouldn’t be able to
 breathe?


 But then I thought that bucks themselves must need air. You could hear them breathing, you could see the steam around their mouths the same as you could see the steam around ours.


 ‘We’re going up, yes,’ I said to Mehmet, ‘but we are going up between two mountains, not over the top.’


 ‘How do you figure that out?’


 ‘Well, you can see the slope of the mountain on our left, can’t you? You can see it sloping up in the lanternlight. And you can hear the mountain on the right.’


 I lifted the front of my headwrap to give him a demonstration.


 ‘Mehmet!’ I yelled.


 ‘Mehmet!’ came back an echo from high high above us and to the right. It was far far higher than I’d imagined it would be, my own voice bouncing down from a rock
 somewhere up there in total darkness that quite probably no human being and no living thing would ever ever reach.


 And then there were some fainter echoes, and the sound of stones rattling down bare rock.


 ‘See what I mean?’ I said, pulling the front of my wrap down again, my beard already full of ice.


 ‘Well, what a lot you know about Snowy Dark,’ Mehmet said bitterly.


 I couldn’t win with him. If I said something wrong, that proved I was a fool. If I said something right, that meant I was trying to be clever.


 Then Suzie Fishcreek cried out that she felt funny and she thought her baby was on the way. It wasn’t true luckily, but we had to give her some attention and calm her down before we could
 get going again, and meanwhile everyone got colder and wearier and more scared, and everyone looked round for someone to blame for their feeling like this, and I guess pretty well all of them chose
 me.


 And then, when we’d gone on for another four hours or so and even I was starting to think it was no good, we found we’d reached the top of a ridge. And there, below us, was
 something, something other than just more blackness and more snow. There was a source of light.
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 It wasn’t the other side of Snowy Dark, though. It was a single tree, growing up out of a hole in the snow down there that its hot trunk had melted, just like the first
 tree must have done, coming up to the cold surface of Eden from the hot caves of Underworld when everywhere in Eden was like Snowy Dark. It was a huge tree, with a long straight smooth trunk, high
 wide branches, and white lanterns that shone out over the snowy ground all around it. Clouds of steam, lit up by the lanterns, came out from the airholes in its sides in short rhythmic puffs, and
 streamed upwards round the trunk. We could even hear it faintly. Hmmph, hmmph, hmmph: that old familiar sound.


 Everyone started to talk at once, and to hurry down the snowy slope towards it to get to the heat of its trunk. Harry rushed out in front and sank in snow right up to his neck. Lucy Batwing sank
 to her armpits, Dave Fishcreek to his waist. All the excited chattering and shouting turned to screams of fear and I had to yell to everyone to stop and wait and calm down while we threw a rope to
 each of the three of them and hauled them out.


 ‘Now keep following Def, alright?’ I yelled to everyone. ‘It knows the way across this stuff. We don’t.’


 I just hoped that Def was planning to go down to the tree and not stay on top of the ridge, because I wasn’t sure how I would manage to persuade all these tired scared people that it was
 okay to walk back into Dark without first getting the warmth and light and comfort of a tree.


 Luckily the horsebuck did go down to the tree. It led us along the ridge to the right a bit, round the edge of the soft snow, and then down into the valley of snow where the tree grew.
 And as we went towards the tree we began to see that it was even bigger, and the valley much deeper, than we had first thought, because it took much much longer to reach it than we’d
 expected. That tree was tall tall, fifteen twenty times the height of a man. But just as we were getting near enough to get a sense of the real size of it, another strange thing happened
 that threw us out again, so we once more doubted whether we were seeing it right.


 A bat dropped down from sky and landed at the top of the tree. It stood there like bats do, gently fanning its wings, rubbing its face with its hands and staring down at us with its head tipped
 slightly over to one side like it was weighing us up, with steam from an airhole ten feet below billowing up around it. But it was much bigger than any bat we’d ever seen before. The
 biggest bats you ever found in forest were redbats and they were maybe a foot and a half from head to toe. But this one must have been the height of a child of fifteen wombs or so, and the distance
 between the tips of its pale wings must have been six feet at least. And it was a weird thing because, even though it had wings, and knees that bent backwards, and claws for feet, and a bat’s
 face that was all twists and wrinkles, and no nose, it felt to me almost like it was a person up there looking down at us.


 And then we all saw something that the bat didn’t see. Out of an airhole came the head of a slinker. It swayed from side to side for a moment, as slinkers’ heads do when
 they’re looking for bats and birds and flutterbyes. And then, pressing itself up close to the trunk, it began to creep up the tree, not straight up, but slowly winding round and round the
 trunk towards the bat. Harry’s dick, it was a long long slinker. It must have been fifteen foot long at least, I reckon, with dozens of little clawed feet all along it.


 But the bat was still rubbing its face and watching us. We’d all stopped to stare at it except only for Jeff on the back of Def, which kept plodding along regardless. And the bat seemed to
 notice the fact that we weren’t moving any more and to wonder why that was, because it stopped rubbing its face, and lifted its head, and half-lowered its hands, like we’d got it
 worried, or puzzled, or maybe just interested. But it still hadn’t seen the slinker, whose head by now was only a yard beneath it.


 I don’t know why, but suddenly I yelled out.


 ‘Watch out!’ I shouted. ‘Watch out!’


 The people behind me laughed. Who ever heard of someone yelling a warning to an animal as if it was a person like us? But all the same a few of the others began to yell too, ‘Watch out,
 bat, that slinker’s going to get you!’


 And the bat stiffened, and looked around itself, and passed its right hand once over its face, and stretched its wings out a bit, but didn’t move. And the slinker crept closer.


 ‘Watch out!’ I yelled again.


 And finally, in the last second that it had left, the bat seemed to get the message. It leapt up into the air just as the slinker struck. Those spiny slinker jaws snapped, only missing the bat
 by a couple of feet, but the bat was safe, soaring up into the freezing air.


 The slinker’s head, sticking up above the top of the tree, swayed from side to side, watching the bat, then twisting round to look down at us. And then the creature went backwards down the
 tree, spiralling down as it had spiralled up, and disappeared back into its steaming airhole.


 Meanwhile the bat climbed up and up, still looking down at us, until it was just a little black shadow on the bright face of Starry Swirl. Finally it stopped climbing, turned and flew off with
 big slow wingbeats away over Snowy Dark.


 ‘John! John!’ people were calling me.


 ‘John,’ muttered Tina, who’d come up from middle of the line, ‘get yourself together and wipe your eyes.’


 I looked round. I saw their faces in the light of the treelanterns, some smiling, some laughing, some looking scared.


 I put my hands quickly up to my face and wiped away my tears.
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 Tina Spiketree


 How could he let himself cry like that then, when everyone needed him to be strong? Michael’s names! So many other times, when he could have shown his feelings a bit more
 and it would have helped, he hadn’t. But now, in this moment when we really didn’t need it at all, he’d let himself go. And what had made him cry anyway? He’d been
 like someone watching a story, like the ones who cried when I did Gela’s Ring. And people never just cried because of a story, did they? They always cried because it reminded them of
 real things. It reminded them of things they’d lost or never had, or times when they’d been found wanting, or times when other people let them down. So what did the story of the bat and
 the slinker do for John? What did it remind him of? The bat was him, I suppose, lonely and cold and proud up there. But what was the slinker?
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 The tree stood in a hole it had melted in the ice. I guess the hole was about ten yards across and three yards deep. The sides of it were steeply sloping smooth ice, glowing
 greeny blue in the light of the tree. But in one place they’d been trampled down by woollybucks into a sort of ramp of rough snow that we could climb down. At the bottom there was mud and big
 stones and trampled buck dung and puddles of water that drained into a little stream that trickled down into a hole under the ice and came out Gela knows where. The tree in middle was huge
 huge when you saw it close up. It’d take three people to get their arms right round it, and the trunk went up and up and up so high that it had reached four five times the height of a
 man before it had even started to put out branches.


 It wasn’t going to do our footwraps any good trampling round in that mud, and John and me tried to tell everyone to step on the dry bits, but no one cared about that. Everyone was rushing
 forward to get the heat of the tree and drink the water from the puddles and the little stream. The woollybucks were snuffling and croaking with excitement. The human beings were fighting and
 squabbling for the warm bits of the tree. The babies, who’d been completely quiet while we walked and walked, like they’d sunk down with us into a sort of dream, now both began to
 scream and yell.


 Hmmph, hmmph, hmmph, went the tree, meanwhile, puffing out steam from the six seven airholes up and down its trunk, just like it must have been doing for wombtimes and
 wombtimes when it was all alone and there was nothing around it but ice and snow and stars.


 ‘Hey, everyone!’ I yelled. ‘Don’t push and fight over the tree. We’ll take it in turns, alright?’


 I picked out people to go and take a turn with their backs to the tree, and got ten of them in there shoulder to shoulder in a circle against its warm trunk. They squatted down on their heels,
 and closed their eyes, and the warmth of the tree and the steady pulse of it against their backs was more than enough, after that long long walk, to send most of them straight off to sleep. Gerry
 was one of the ones I picked for the first turn. He said he wanted to stay awake with John, but I told him he’d help John better if he got some rest. Another I picked out was sweet Dix.


 ‘You come and rest too, Tina,’ he said, ‘you come in beside me. You’re tired tired.’


 But I told him no, though I gave him a little secret thankyou smile.


 John got Jane and Mike to be first lookouts. Jane to watch the tree, Mike to walk round the top of the ice, watching the snowy slopes around us. It wasn’t hard to imagine that a slinker of
 that size might decide to come down the tree to grab a human being if couldn’t catch a bat. (It couldn’t be that fussy about what it ate up here, not unless there was some other source
 of food for it down in Underworld.) And if there were giant bats and giant slinkers up here, how could we know what else there might be up here too?


 The others that couldn’t get their backs to the tree used the embers we’d been carrying with us from Cold Path Valley to start two small fires – there were fallen twigs and
 buckdung to use as fuel – and they huddled around those until it was their turn against the trunk, using the time to mend footwraps with the spare skins we’d brought with us. Mehmet
 Batwing, Angie Blueside and Dave Fishcreek grouped round one fire, Gela Brooklyn, Harry and me by the other. Bucks don’t like flames, so Jeff stayed with Def and Whitehorse as far from the
 fires as possible, cuddled up between them. John moved restlessly about the little space around the tree, sometimes going up onto the ice with Mike, sometimes coming over to me.


 ‘It’s going well so far,’ he said at one point, squatting down beside me, Gela and Harry. ‘It really wasn’t so hard at all, was it?’


 Not everyone else was so pleased, though.


 ‘Nice new place John’s found for us,’ Mehmet Batwing said to Angie and Dave as he got up to drop a bit more dung onto his fire. ‘Bit small maybe, bit damp, but well worth
 leaving Circle Valley for, don’t you reckon? Only thing is, I wonder what we’re going to do for food?’


 He glanced over towards us. I looked at John. He looked back at me, then shrugged, stood up and went up onto the ice, without saying anything at all.


 ‘He’s in a right state!’ said Mehmet. ‘Talking to bats, crying . . . and this is the bloke who’s leading us into the unknown!’


 ‘You lead us then, Mehmet,’ said Gela stoutly in her strong deep voice. ‘Go on, Mehmet, you lead us. You seem to know better than John what to do. So you take over. You
 make the decisions from now on. Go on. Tell us now what your next move is going to be.’


 For a moment there, Mehmet looked afraid. Then he smiled.


 ‘Oh no, oh no. You don’t get me that way, Gela. John got us into this. He can get us out of it.’


 ‘Oh I see,’ Gela said, ‘so you do trust him to see us alright, do you?’


 ‘John? No. He’s lost it. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.’


 ‘But you’d still rather follow him than decide things for yourself, just like you did before back at Cold Path Valley when John gave you the choice. That doesn’t make sense,
 Mehmet, and you know it.’


 ‘Why are you poking your nose in, Gela?’ demanded Angie Blueside.


 Harry, beside me, gave a sort of groan. He was rocking on his heels and breathing hard, like he did when he was getting wound up and was going to start yelling. I stood up to try and calm
 things.


 Then John came to the edge of the ice above Mehmet, looking down at all of us in our muddy hole. I thought he was going to join in the argument, but he didn’t say a word about it. He
 didn’t even seem to notice that it was going on.


 ‘Take over from Mike, Mehmet,’ he simply said. ‘Mike’s footwraps are all wet. He needs to sort that out.’


 Mehmet gave Angie a look, but he obeyed.


 Hmmph, hmmph, hmmph, went the tree, sending out its puffs of steam into the frozen air.


 One of the babies woke up and began to cry.
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 Four five hours later, when the second lot of people had taken their turn round the tree and we’d all eaten a little bit of meat, we put on all our wraps again – we
 made ourselves back into weird, shapeless animals – and got back up on the ice again, Jeff in front on the back of Def, then John, then the whole line of us with Whitehorse at the back being
 led on a rope by Jane. I walked in middle with Dix.


 Gela’s tits, it was so cold when we went back out there again. And our wraps were damp, and we were tired, and both the babies were screaming, and we had no idea where we were
 going. But Def seemed to know, plodding along ahead of us down the snowy valley. We looked back at the tree sometimes, longingly, and for a short time its light shone on the snow around us and made
 it sparkle and glitter. It was strange strange how that lonely tree in its muddy hole, a tree that we knew had a horrible giant slinker hiding inside it, could still look welcoming and safe
 compared to where we were going now.


 But pretty soon the valley turned, and we lost the tree and its light, and we were in complete darkness – even Starry Swirl was covered up again by cloud – with only the light from
 the woollybucks’ heads to guide us. Big fluffy flakes of snow began to fall into that pool of light from the dark sky, crowding in on us in their hundreds and thousands, settling all over us
 and over the bucks and over those heavy bark snow-boats that we were still dragging along behind us.


 When you are really tired and miserable, I’ve noticed, one thing that comes to help you is rhythm. If you can only get into a rhythm then you can keep going, because it’s like a kind
 of sleep. But if someone talks, or someone stops, or something happens, and the rhythm’s broken, that’s when it becomes hard to bear. And so we trudged and trudged, and we didn’t
 say anything for a long long time.


 We’d been going for one two hours, the babies quiet, no one talking, our feet scrunch-scrunch-scrunching in the snow, when Dix suddenly spoke.


 ‘What’s that sound?’


 Oh shut up, was what I thought. I don’t care about any bloody sound. I just want to concentrate on the scrunch, scrunch, scrunch of my cold cold feet. But other people along the line had
 heard it too, and stopped, and some were talking and some were telling each other to shhhhhh so we could hear. The bucks stopped too. They both stopped dead, listening.


 It was like a faint cry – aaaaaaaah! – from some dark rocks we could just make out in the bucklight up to our left.


 Def and Whitehorse both started to snuffle and groan.


 ‘The Shadow People! Lucy Lu was right, it must be the Shadow People,’ someone muttered.


 And there was a sort of moan up and down the line.


 ‘No, it’s not,’ called out John, ‘it’s some kind of leopard. Get your spears ready. Hold onto the bucks.’


 Gerry and Gela ran forward to hold onto the buck that Jeff was riding on. Suzie and Dave grabbed hold of Whitehorse at the back. Both animals were tugging and straining to get free, and giving
 little thin squeaks of fear: Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek!


 Aaaaaaaah! came the cry again, high and lonely.


 We all stood in a row, straining to see the thing in the faint light.


 Then suddenly Mehmet called out.


 ‘No! It’s behind us! Turn!’


 Wham! It was on top of us. While we were looking the wrong way, a great white furry beast had been rushing silently towards us across the surface of the snow. Now it grabbed Whitehorse
 with its jaws and front claws, snatching the buck away from Suzie and Dave and dragging it and its light away across the snow, leaving a thin black trail of blood. Suzie and Dave tried to follow
 it, but off the path that Def had found for us the snow was soft and deep and they were in above their knees straight away. They couldn’t run over the top of snow like the leopard could.


 So now the back end of the line no longer had its own light. Standing in the near darkness, we watched the snow leopard out there in the pool of light from Whitehorse’s head, ripping out
 Whitehorse’s throat. It was bigger than a forest leopard and covered with shaggy white fur like a woollybuck. Its four back feet were great flat things splayed out over the snow and, as well
 as two flat black eyes, it seemed to have a huge third eye on the top of its head, much bigger than the other two and kind of hollow, like a bowl. Seeing us watching it, it lifted its head from its
 meal and tipped it back slightly, like it was looking up at the mountainside. And then we heard a cry again – Aaaaaaaah! – and all of us looked round, because the cry
 didn’t seem to come from the leopard at all but from far away above and behind us.


 Crunch! While our backs were turned, it bit the lantern off the top of the dead buck’s half-severed head, swallowed it, and so hid itself in darkness. And at that same moment, out at the
 front end of the line, Def gave a loud loud screech and pulled free of Gerry and Gela to belt off along the snowy valley with Jeff still clinging onto its back.


 And that was the last of our light. It had been all we had left, that little pool of light moving through the falling snow, and now it was vanishing into the distance with the small shadow of
 Jeff’s back in middle of it, leaving us in total darkness.


 Aaaaaaaah! went the snow leopard’s voice again, remote and dreamy and far away behind us. And in the same moment the leopard itself – not remote and dreamy at all but huge and
 strong with deadly claws and teeth – was upon us again. A forest leopard kills just once, but I suppose it makes sense for a snow leopard to kill again and again, quickly biting off the
 headlanterns of bucks and then coming back for more until they’ve got a stash of frozen meat to keep them going till the next herd comes by.


 For a moment, we felt it among us. We heard a girl scream, and then, a few yards off, we heard her give a choking sound and fall silent, and we knew that the leopard had dragged her out of the
 line and had done for her in dark there as it had done for Whitehorse.


 No one was sure who it was. Everyone was calling out for sisters and friends.


 ‘Tina, are you okay?’ went Dix, feeling for me with his hands.


 ‘Jane,’ I called out for my sister. ‘Jane, are you there?’


 ‘Lucy? Clare? Candy?’ other voices were calling, and other voices answering in the darkness, until someone called ‘Suzie!’ and no answer came from Suzie Fishcreek, that
 sharp clever girl, and we knew that if we could have seen anything at all out there it would have been her blood that would have been red on the snow, hers and the baby’s still inside her,
 and her lolling head hanging loose from her neck.


 Then John’s voice came bellowing out over all the crying and wailing:


 ‘Group together, now! Group together with your spears pointing out! Do you want the thing to get us all one by one? Together in a group with your spears out! Now! Do it! Quick!’
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 Jeff Redlantern


 Def ran and ran and I couldn’t hold him back. All I could do was hang on tightly tightly to his fur, lying down flat against his body. I knew that if I fell off in the
 dark and the snow, that would have been that, that would have been the end of me. The world would still have had lots of other eyes to see through, but not mine.


 Def ran on and on down that long dark snowy valley. His headlantern was pulsing and bright bright with fear, and he kept giving out a strange cry I’d never heard him make before:
 Ayeeee! Ayeeee! I heard the echoes come back from the rocks and mountains. Big snowflakes crowded towards me and rushed past. I got glimpses of huge rocks and cliffs and giant greenish hunks
 of ice jutting out from under the snow.


 When we’d been running for some time flat out, he slowed down a little bit. I could see that the snowy ground ahead of us was breaking up and tipping down, and there were more and more of
 those big twisted hunks of ice sticking up, and icy cracks opening up in the snow. It was a big snowslug we’d been on all this time, I realized. Up to now it had been covered up by
 packed-down snow, but here the ice was cracking and bending and sticking out through the snow, like splintered bones sticking out through a broken leg.


 Ayeeee! Ayeeee! went Def. He paused for a moment and then called out again: Ayeee! Ayeee! Suddenly he swerved to the left, and started climbing the rocky slopes above the snowslug,
 up up, until he came to the top of a ridge, and we could look down at the other side.


 There was light below us! There were thousands of lights, white and greeny-yellow. There was a little round valley full of shining trees, surrounded by Snowy Dark.


 Ayeee! Ayeee!, went Def.


 I put my hand on the soft lantern on his head and tried to make him turn round again so we could go back to tell the others. He had always let me guide him that way before. It was him that found
 the paths, but when we came to a choice of paths, he would pause and lift his head and snuffle and sniff at the air, and wave his feelers, and then I chose for him, by putting my hand on his
 lantern and turning his head in the direction I wanted him to go. Woollybucks could stay up on Snowy Dark for wakings and wakings, I figured, but we needed to get down the other side. So I made
 sure, as best I could, that we kept heading across Peckham Hills, and not along them.


 But now, on the top of the ridge, Def refused to do what I asked of him. I could turn his head all I liked but he wasn’t going to go back. I guess the leopard was still not far enough
 behind.


 He wasn’t going to stay still either. Ayeeee! he cried out again, and started straight down towards the lights of the valley. I pulled back on his headlantern to try and get him to
 at least stop still, but he took no notice at all. There was nothing I could do to make him change his mind, nothing I could do at all really, right then, except just to remind myself to keep my
 eyes open and to notice the world that I was in.


 ‘We are here,’ I whispered to myself, ‘we are really here.’


 I might never see the others again, I thought. I might die on my own, and no one would ever know what I’d seen. But that didn’t change the fact that right now I was seeing it.
 I was alive and seeing it, and it was really there.


 We came down into a strange forest, where the trees were as tall as that tree up in the snow with the bat and the slinker, and had trunks that went way way up before they even put out a single
 branch. It made me feel small small as we passed underneath them, even sitting up there on Def’s back, when their branches were so far above us. But their lanternflowers were as bright as any
 whitelantern back in Circle Valley, even if they were high over our heads, and the tree trunks were warm and made that same familiar sound that we’d all heard around us every waking and
 sleeping all our lives until we first went up onto Snowy Dark. Hmmph, hmmph, hmmph, they went. And whole forest went hmmmmmmmmmm.


 A tree fox came running down one of the trunks, and peeked at us around the side of it with its flat blank eyes, sniffling with its long bendy snout. A bright coloured bird flew past, with its
 hands held out in front of it. And a monkey with six long arms gazed down at me from a high high branch, bigger than the monkeys we had in Circle Valley, and with loose flaps of skin hanging down
 between its arms.


 Everything seemed clear clear in my mind and I stared and stared, because the only thing I could do just then was to see and see and see, so I might as well do that as well as I possibly could.
 I felt myself grow calmer, and I could feel Def getting calmer too. His hearts weren’t beating so fast and his lantern had stopped pulsing and was settling into a steady glow. I pulled gently
 back on it to see if he would stop, and he stopped at once, without any fuss or trouble. I got off him, and led him to a stream, and rested my back against a tree while he gathered wavyweed into
 his mouth feelers, using his front legs as arms.


 Presently he lay down on the ground beside me and slept.
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 ‘In a way I was the leader, not John,’ I said to myself, stroking Def’s woolly back and thinking about how it had been me that made the horses and chose
 the paths.


 ‘I was the real leader,’ I said. It made me laugh.


 Of course I wasn’t a leader in the way John was. I couldn’t be, and I wouldn’t want to be either, not at all, not even one little bit. My life was different different from
 John’s because I was a clawfoot, and no one expected me to become a man. Other boys ran and fought and kicked balls (even batfaces, however much they got teased), but if you were a clawfoot
 they left you out of all that. Other boys became men by putting on the masks of men, and shutting out of their heads all the things that didn’t fit with their masks, but if you were a
 clawfoot no one expected you to wear that mask, or to shut those things out of your head. That was why I saw things that other people didn’t see.


 ‘That’s why it was me that worked out how to make horses,’ I said to myself sleepily, running my hands through Def’s fur. ‘Because there was something about animals
 I saw but no one else did.’


 What I’d seen was that it didn’t make any difference whether you were an Earth animal or a human being or an Eden animal. You still had the same thing inside you looking out of your
 eyes, the same awakeness. It was knowing that about woollybucks that kept me going when I was teaching them to be horses. It was knowing that they weren’t really so different from us. Most
 boys couldn’t have had that thought because they were too busy being tough hunters.


 I felt peaceful peaceful, and I felt warm and safe between Def’s body and the tree trunk.


 Not that I’d ever worried in the way most people did, about whether I lived or died. I knew quite well that, even when someone died, the secret awakeness that had been looking out of their
 eyes would always still be there.


 Pretty soon I was fast asleep too.
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 Gerry Redlantern


 I’d always loved my cousin John and I’d always trusted him to know what to do, even if I couldn’t always understand his reasons for thinking what he did. But
 this was where he’d led us: my brother Jeff lost all on his own out in the snow, and the rest of us bunched up in a circle, in a place so dark that it was the same as being completely blind,
 waiting for that leopard to strike and kill again.


 It was dark dark dark. But out in that darkness that made us blind, near near, with nothing between us and it, was an animal that wasn’t blind at all, and could run silently over the
 surface of the snow. We all had our spears pointing outwards and were waving them from side to side to try and stop it sneaking in between. But spears are only bits of wood, and most of ours
 didn’t even have proper blackglass heads. That huge white leopard could knock them aside like twigs.


 ‘Remember it’s never met humans before,’ John called out. ‘It doesn’t know what we are. It can’t possibly know that we can’t see it. Let’s try and
 scare it. Shout! Scream! Yell as loud as you can!’


 Well, we didn’t want to do that at all. If you can’t see, you certainly don’t want to stop being able to hear as well. What we wanted was perfect perfect silence, so we
 could listen, listen, listen.


 But John started yelling, and then Tina. So I joined in, and then more and more people began screaming and yelling and shouting. And of course that made the babies yell too, and the echoes from
 all of us came back from the rocks on both sides of us, so it soon felt like the biggest thing in whole world was that screaming and screaming and screaming all around us. And the weird thing was
 that once we’d started, we didn’t want to stop. The screaming said how we felt. The screaming filled up the world with our feelings. And even though those feelings might be ones of fear
 and misery, they were so big big that they pushed away the ice and darkness, and made them seem far away.


 But even all that screaming couldn’t completely blot out our own thoughts. We all knew the leopard was only the beginning of our troubles. Even if we drove it away, what was going to
 happen next? How could we ever get ourselves out of this when we had no light to guide us and no idea where we were or where we were trying to get to?


 ‘What are we going to do?’ yelled some people in middle of our screaming. ‘What are we bloody going to do?’


 And some just cried, ‘Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!’


 But no one’s mum was going to come, were they? Nobody’s mum could put this right.


 ‘Alright!’ yelled John. ‘It’s gone! It’s gone! Shut up now and listen!’


 So the crying and yelling stopped, but slowly slowly, because now we’d started we were just as afraid to face the silence again as we had been afraid in the first place to cover the
 silence up. We’d found a sort of comfort in all that noise.


 ‘How do we know it’s gone?’ came Clare’s voice in the darkness, when we’d finally quietened down.


 ‘Because it would have attacked by now if it was still here,’ John said. ‘We’ve scared it off. We’ve showed it we’re not like bucks, we’re not like
 anything it knows.’


 ‘So what will we do now?’


 ‘Where are the snow-boats?’ John asked. ‘Who’s got the fire? I’ve got strings dipped in buckgrease we can light up to show us the way. We can follow Def’s
 tracks over the snow.’


 So people lowered their spears and began groping around in Dark. The ones pulling snow-boats had let go of them when the leopard struck, and no one knew where they were. Someone ran into someone
 else’s spear and cursed. Someone knocked someone else over. But we found a bark snow-boat with a pile of skins on it, and another one with smoked meat and cakes, and then . . . and then we
 heard Gela Brooklyn give a sort of low wail.


 ‘It’s turned over, John. Must have been when the leopard came at us. It’s turned over and the fire stone’s gone. We haven’t got any fire.’


 It was so bad now that no one said anything, not even Mehmet. There was a long silence. And when John finally spoke you could hear the fear in his voice, however hard he tried not to let it
 show.


 ‘Okay . . . Well . . . we’ll . . . we’ll have to . . . to feel our way forward, then. I’ll go in front and feel for Def’s tracks. The snow’s stopped falling,
 hasn’t it, so at least the tracks won’t fill in. It’ll be slow, but we’ll manage.’


 Well, there wasn’t any other choice, was there? We left the snow-boats behind and John went in front, feeling with his wrapped fingers for the dents in the snow where Def’s six feet
 had trod. He had to do it slowly slowly – Def’s wide feet didn’t make big holes like a human’s feet – and we had to hope that it wouldn’t start snowing anytime
 soon and fill them in. Slowly slowly we moved forward in a line, tied together by ropes, but most of the time holding hands with each other as well to make sure. Shuffle forward – wait
 – shuffle forward – wait – shuffle forward – wait. We were cold cold. You couldn’t get warmed up going so slowly. We knew it was only matter of time before we
 started getting the black burn and then the gang green like old Jeffo London did. We knew that most probably in another waking’s time we’d all be lying out here as dead as poor Suzie
 Fishcreek, meat for leopards just like she’d been. Tom’s dick, we didn’t even know that Def’s tracks were leading us anywhere we’d want to go. He might have taken Jeff
 right up to the top of one of the mountains, for all we knew. Woollybucks weren’t like people, were they? They were meant to live in Dark.


 Shuffle forward – wait – shuffle forward – wait – shuffle forward – wait – shuffle forward – wait.


 From near the back of the line Gela Brooklyn started to sing, an old song that they say was brought from Earth by Tommy and Gela and the Three Companions.


 ‘Row, row, row the boat, gently down the stream,’ she sang in her deep voice, ‘merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream . . .’


 And gradually everyone joined in, not loudly, not like we were singing round a fire, but like we were all muttering the song to ourselves inside our own heads.


 ‘Row, row, row the boat’ – shuffle forward, stop – ‘gently down the stream’ – shuffle forward, stop – ‘merrily, merrily, merrily,
 merrily’ – shuffle forward, stop – ‘life is but a dream.’


 That went on for one two three hours. One time someone in middle – it was Dave Fishcreek – slipped sideways into some sort of hole or crack in the ice, and we would have lost him if
 he hadn’t been tied on with ropes to the people in front and behind him. But they just hauled him back out, and muttered to the people following them to go a bit to the left, and shuffled
 forward again, taking up the song like nothing much had happened.


 Another time, we heard the cry of a snow leopard, and it sounded far off – though how can you tell with snow leopards how near or far they are, or which direction? – but we just
 lifted up our spears a bit, and raised up our voices a bit more and kept on singing.


 ‘Row, row, row the boat . . .’ –shuffle forward, stop . . .


 And then, some time later, John suddenly yelled out from the front.


 ‘Stop! Don’t come forward! Don’t push!’


 So we all stopped and the song died out.


 ‘I think there’s an ice crack across our path,’ John called back. ‘I think I nearly fell down it. Let me just test.’


 We waited. Some of us heard a faint splash.


 ‘Yes,’ called John, and, no matter how he tried to cover it up, his voice was all wobbly and scared. ‘It’s a . . . It’s quite a big crack. I just made a ball of
 snow and chucked it down. It’s a big crack there, with a stream down at the bottom of it. Five yards down, maybe. We can’t cross over it.’


 Everyone waited.


 ‘I think,’ John said, ‘I think I must have taken a wrong turn a bit back there. I must have mistaken some other dent in the snow for Def’s tracks. I think we need to go
 back a bit and . . . I’ll try and find the place where I went wrong.’


 Go back over snow that twenty people had trampled over and find where the shallow footprints of a woollybuck had branched off? In darkness? Who was he kidding?


 But we all stood there, waiting.


 ‘Unless someone has a better idea?’ John said.


 Lie down on the snow and sleep, I thought. Sink down into a dream and never wake up.


 I knew if I lay down I’d soon be quite numb, and then I wouldn’t feel cold any more and I could dream I was back with Jeff and Sue all my other brothers and sisters and friends back
 in Family, cuddled by a warm fire.


 ‘No suggestions?’ John tried again. Normally he’d ask a question like that to shut up any complainers, but this time you could hear he was hoping that someone would say
 yes.


 But no one said anything. Not Tina. Not Mehmet. Not anyone.


 It was cold cold.


 ‘I’ll . . . I’ll walk back to the other end of the line,’ John said. ‘The rest of you just turn round, and then you can follow me the other way . . .’


 No one said anything. No one moved. John walked down the line. Poor John, I thought. He’s failed us all and he knows it. I touched his arm as he went past. I felt disappointed in him
 – bitter bitter disappointment – but I felt sad sad for him too. He couldn’t just sink down into a dream and fade away. Not when it was him that had brought us to this.
 He’d have to struggle and struggle right up to the end.


 And anyway he wasn’t like the rest of us: he had no one back in Family he could cuddle up with in his dreams. He never had any choice but to keep going.


 ‘Okay,’ he called when he’d reached the far end. ‘Now this is going to be a lot slower because I’m going to try to . . .’


 He broke off. There was a cry from above and to our left.


 Another leopard, we thought, and a moan went up and down the line. We knew we were just meat now. The leopard didn’t even have to take the trouble of killing us. Give us a bit of time and
 we’d have done that for ourselves.


 But the cry came again, and this time we could hear it had muffled words in it.


 ‘Hey! Is that you down there? John? Gerry? Tina? Is that you?’


 We looked up. There was a light high up on the snowy mountainside above us. In the centre of the light there was a buck, and on the buck’s back there was a strange shining being, its mask
 face lit up from below by the lantern on the buck’s head.


 Candy cried out in fear – she thought it was one of the Shadow People come for us before we were even dead – but I laughed.


 ‘Jeff!’ I called out. ‘Jeff!’


 It was my brother, of course, my clever brother. He hadn’t got lost at all!


 ‘I can see you now,’ he called down, while Def picked a way down the slope towards us. ‘I can just barely see you. Don’t go on any further, whatever you do.’


 His voice echoed from rocks over the far side of the valley. We all strained to hear him.


 ‘The snowslug is all broken up down there,’ he called down. ‘Don’t go on that way. This is the way. Up here.’


 He came weaving and zigzagging down the snowy slope.


 ‘There’s trees just over the far side of the ridge, and streams and lots of bucks. You’re walking right past them and you don’t know it.’


 And some people started to laugh, and some to cry, and everybody to talk and talk.


 ‘Wait there, and I’ll come down to you,’ Jeff called.


 ‘Harry’s dick, Jeff,’ John said, as Jeff came up close, ‘are we glad glad to see you, mate. I thought we’d had it there, I must say. I thought we’d
 finally run out of luck.’


 Jeff laughed.


 ‘Well, you haven’t. I’ve got a safe place to take you and it’s not far away. I’d have come sooner, but Def was too scared of the leopard and he refused to turn
 back. I had to let him rest and calm down and get a bit of sleep, and I needed to calm myself down too so that he’d feel safe with me, and let me lead him.’


 I’d never seen Jeff like that. I’d always known he was smart smart, way more smart than me, but all the same he was just my little clawfoot brother, who stayed on the outside of
 everything and sometimes said weird things. But right now he was a leader, almost like John. He was barely even a newhair, but he’d become like a grownup man. And I saw that it wasn’t
 just his cleverness that was special about him, and not just those sharp sharp eyes of his that could see things other people missed: it was also that he was strong. He was strong strong,
 far far stronger than I’d ever be, and in a way even stronger than John.


 ‘Jeff!’ I yelled, rushing towards him.


 I’d forgotten the ropes that still tied me, on one side to Janny Redlantern, on the other to Martha London. As I pulled out of the line, I fell. And then they fell, and then whole line
 fell toppling over into the snow in front of my brother on his horse.


 Jeff laughed.


 ‘We are here,’ he said. ‘We really are here!’
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 John Redlantern


 We followed Jeff to the top of the ridge and looked down into a little forest at the bottom of a bowl. It was tiny tiny compared to Circle Valley forest, and it didn’t
 spread up the slopes like forest did back there. All the trees were down at the bottom, except for a few giant trees that stuck up out of the snow on their own, breathing out puffs of steam, and
 making little pools of light here and there on the steep snowy slopes around the little valley.


 People cheered when they saw the lights of trees down there, and a few people shouted out thanks to Jeff, but we were too weary weary, and too sad, to talk much on the way down, and we stopped
 pretty much as soon as we were past the outside edge of forest. Tom’s neck, it was good to hear the sound of trees all round us and to have light to see by, but those tall straight trunks,
 and the lanterns, far out of our reach, high high above our heads, gave the place a lonely feeling. And there was no coloured light, no red or blue – all the lanterns were snow white or pale
 greeny-yellow – and it wasn’t warm in Tall Tree Valley. Even down at valley bottom where there were trees with warm trunks, you still needed to wear bodywraps.


 But still, there was dry ground to stand on, and it wasn’t so cold that you had to cover up your head, so we pulled the wet wraps off our feet and heads, and we had faces again, and not
 just buckskin masks. People looked at each other and saw friends they’d known all their lives, and, like children do when they see a friendly face again after they’ve been lost on their
 own, most of them started to cry. Angie cried. Gerry cried. Tina cried. Big strong Gela Brooklyn cried. Even Mehmet cried. Harry bawled like a baby in his big man’s voice.


 ‘Harry’s sad, Harry’s sad sad,’ he sobbed, while Tina cuddled him to try and keep him calm.


 And in middle of all of this, Dave and Johnny Fishcreek, in each other’s arms, began to wail out their grief for their sister Suzie, who’d been torn apart by that white leopard up on
 Dark.


 The only ones I noticed that weren’t crying were Clare and Janny, who had to feed their babies, and Jeff, who was lifting the bags off the back of his precious Def and smoothing down its
 fur.


 I wasn’t crying either. I felt sort of numb. I sat on a stone and rubbed my feet.


 ‘At least now there’ll be a story to tell,’ I said to myself.


 If we’d all died up there on Dark, then the only story about us that would remain would be the story they’d tell about us back in Family, and what kind of story would that be?
 It’d be a story about a bunch of stupid kids who wouldn’t listen to Council and Oldest and their own mums, and walked away from Family and were never heard of again. And that would have
 been where it ended, like the story of the Three Companions ended when they said goodbye to Tommy and Angela. But now that wasn’t how it was going to be. It hadn’t looked that way for a
 bit, but our story was still going on.


 It wasn’t the story I’d been expecting, though, because when we came down into Tall Tree Valley, it wasn’t me that was leading everyone, it was Jeff. That was how things had
 turned out, and that was how the story would be told in the future. People whose parents and grandparents weren’t yet even born would hear how the little clawfoot boy on his shining buckhorse
 came over the ridge to save his friends. They’d laugh and cheer when, up on some silly pretend mountainside, someone appeared on a pretend buck, playing the part of Jeff.
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 When Jeff had smoothed down Def’s fur, he led it to the stream where it could graze, and then hobbled back to be among the others.


 ‘Oh Jeff, Jeff, you did brilliant brilliant!’ one after another of them told him. Even the Fishcreek brothers thanked him through their tears.


 ‘Thankyou thankyou, Jeff! We’d all have died up there like Suzie did, if you hadn’t come.’


 I’d lost something, and Jeff had gained something, that was obvious. They’d all heard me get scared. They’d all heard me admit that I’d taken the wrong direction.
 They’d all been there in Dark where I’d led them, and known that I had no idea where to take them next. Jeff had come and saved them.


 And now of course they were all over him, praising him, kissing him, hugging him, shaking his hand, patting his back. He’d probably never had so much attention before in his life, but he
 looked like he wasn’t sure he really liked it. I think maybe he felt a bit like I’d done that time we brought the dead leopard back into Family through Batwing gate.


 It was quite some time before anyone thought about me, sitting there by myself on my stone, watching them and rubbing my feet. But after a bit, Gela Brooklyn looked over and noticed me, and she
 came over and gave me a hug.


 ‘You did good good too, John, to get everything together,’ she said. ‘You worked hard hard for a long time back at Valley Neck, when none of the rest of us really believed
 we’d ever have to come up here.’


 Gela was one of those people who seem like grownups even when they’re little kids, and now she made me feel like a kid who a grownup’s being kind to.


 ‘And you figured out how to drive away the leopard too,’ she said.


 Tina saw Gela talking to me, and she came over and gave me a hug too, though it was a hug just like Gela’s, like the hug people give each other when they are just friends or
 groupmates.


 More of them came to talk to me after that. Dix shook my hand. Jane kissed me. Silly Martha London threw her arms round me and sobbed and sobbed. But some of them stayed away. Mehmet
 didn’t come near me, and nor did Dave and Johnny Fishcreek, whose sister had died because of my plan, nor Angie Blueside, whose cousin would never have been clubbed to death by Harry if I
 hadn’t split Family in two, nor her groupmates Julie and Candy.


 Even the ones who did talk to me soon walked away again, all except for Gerry, who squatted down and stayed by my side. And even with him things were different now. He knew I’d lost
 something too, but he was letting me know he’d stand by me anyway. He was always a kind boy, but he’d never had to show me that sort of kindness before, except maybe that time
 when I came out of Bella’s shelter, and most of Redlantern looked the other way.


 ‘I know you feel bad bad about what happened to Suzie and about us getting lost,’ he said, ‘but you did get us up on Dark. You got us sorted back at Valley Neck. You made sure
 we got all the stuff together.’


 ‘Yes, I did get us up on Dark, but it was your little brother that got us down.’


 And even while I was saying that to Gerry, half my mind was already thinking and thinking about how I should deal with Jeff.
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 Weird clever Jeff: I’d known him since he was born, and me and him and Gerry had shared a sleeping shelter back in Redlantern for wombs and wombs. He’d never been a
 trouble to me (at least not apart from his clawfeet) but now he suddenly was. I was tired tired of solving problems, but he’d become yet another problem that I had to figure out how to
 fix.


 I don’t mean I thought Jeff would try to take over from me. He wasn’t like that. He wouldn’t even be interested in playing the part I played. But people were going to listen to
 him more from now on, and they might quite easily decide that what he said was worth more than what I said. And that wouldn’t just be a problem for me, it would be a problem for everyone,
 because they needed me to bring things together and make things happen, and to do that I needed them to go on believing in me.


 But how could I get that back? Apart from having saved us all, Jeff had another advantage over me, which actually came from the fact that he wasn’t interested in doing what I did. To do my
 job, you had to wear a mask and hide your feelings, you had to choose carefully what you said and what you kept inside. People could see that, and it made them wonder what it was that you were
 holding back. But Jeff could just be himself, and no one would ever doubt that what he said was what he really meant. So not only had he saved them all after I’d got them lost, but he’d
 always seemed easier to know, and gentler, and more genuine than me. Tom’s dick, how could I compete against that?


 I couldn’t fight him, that was for sure. I couldn’t push him away. I couldn’t put him down. I couldn’t turn the others against him.


 ‘I’ll just have to get closer to him,’ I decided. ‘Stop thinking of him as little Jeff and make him my friend. I’ll have to . . .’


 But then I made myself stop. It was stupid thinking about this now. Jeff would keep for another waking. There were other things I had to do right now, and I needed to save my strength for
 them.


 I stood up.


 ‘I need to talk to everyone together now,’ I muttered to myself. ‘Get things sorted so we can eat and sleep.’
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 The others were sitting by a small stream, many of them still crying, and many still with arms round each other. I went to a rock that stood above them all, next to the stream,
 and climbed up onto it. Tom’s dick, I was weary weary of having to be John Redlantern. Bad bad things had happened since I stuck my spear between the ribs of fat old Dixon Blueside, and I
 could have done with a rest. But at the same time I knew this was one of those moments yet again, one of those leopard moments.


 Michael’s names, there were so bloody many of them! So many! One after another after another!


 ‘Hey, everyone, listen up!’


 I was scared that they’d take no notice, or even that they’d shout me down: ‘You? Why should we listen to you?’


 But that didn’t happen. They might be disappointed in me and some of them might even hate me, but they all did what I asked and went quiet.


 ‘Well, we got here,’ I said. ‘Maybe not to the other side yet, but to a new place. All of us except poor Suzie. And we would never have made it if it wasn’t for my
 smart smart cousin Jeff who thought of turning bucks into horses, and came back to find us when – let’s face it – we were lost lost. He got us there. He saved us. So
 thankyou, Jeff. Thankyou.’


 Everyone cheered and yelled and clapped for Jeff. He smiled, and then suddenly laughed like it was all a big joke.


 ‘And what will save us in the future,’ I said, ‘what will keep us going and keep us moving along, is new ideas, like Jeff had when he decided he could turn bucks into
 horses.’


 They weren’t so keen on that bit, with its hint that we would be moving on again.


 ‘What will save us in the future, John,’ Mehmet called out, ‘is not going up onto Snowy Dark without knowing what we might meet or where we’re going.’


 He looked around, expecting some support, but everyone was silent. That had been a bad bad time up there in Dark, feeling our way along, not knowing whether snow leopards were out there
 ready to pounce, and I guessed it would probably keep coming back to all of us all our lives, over and over, in our dreams and when we were awake. But it had been too big big a thing to turn so
 quickly into quarrelling.


 Mehmet shrugged, and crossed his arms, and kept quiet.


 ‘We need to sort out a few things,’ I said, more confidently now, ‘like lookouts, and building shelters, and hunting and making a fire. And we need a funeral for Suzie and that
 poor baby of hers that never got to be born. It’s sad sad we can’t bury their bodies, but we can still have a funeral. We can still make a pile of stones and write Suzie’s name on
 a stone.’


 ‘Yes, but when Earth comes,’ said Suzie’s brother Dave, in a flat flat voice, ‘Suzie’s bones won’t be there to be taken back to Earth, will they?’


 ‘So she’ll be left alone on Eden forever when everyone else has gone,’ Johnny said, ‘all because of what happened up there. Because of the path you took us on,
 John.’


 ‘It did sometimes happen back in Family, didn’t it,’ I said, as gently as I could manage, ‘with leopards and things like that, that there was nothing left for us to cover
 up with stones? We don’t really know what happens when we’re dead, do we? There are some, aren’t there, who say our shadows always return to Earth when we die, even when our bones
 stay here in Eden? But we don’t know. And of course what we’d all want, when we die, is for our bones to be kept in a place where Earth could find us. I’m sad sad for Suzie that
 we couldn’t do that for her.’


 Mehmet gave an angry snort.


 ‘The way we’re going, there’s not much chance that any of us are going to find our way to Earth, dead or alive.’


 A sort of sigh went up. Several people murmured in agreement with Mehmet and for a moment I feared again that I’d lost them. But I found I still hadn’t. Dave and Johnny were standing
 near Mehmet, along with Angie Blueside and Julie and Candy, and their eyes were cold, but yet they were all still watching me, expecting me to carry on, even Mehmet himself. Whatever their private
 thoughts and feelings, they were all still waiting for me to tell them what was going to happen. That was what my job was, and, though they might not like me for it, they still agreed it was
 my job.


 But I knew that they needed more from me now than just a plan, so I took out Gela’s ring again.


 ‘Remember that Gela is with us,’ I said. ‘Not with Old Family but with us, with this new little family of ours, which is trying to make the best of dark Eden, just like
 she did herself. Gela is with us. She’s not with the ones who just sit and wait for sky-boats to take them home. She’s not with the ones that try and prevent anything new from
 ever happening. She’s with the ones who set out across Dark, not knowing what they’d find. And she is proud proud of you all. You’re the ones doing what she wanted
 her children to do.’


 I looked out at them. I saw Janny frowning, trying to figure out whether she agreed with me. I saw Lucy London, her face all smeary with tears. I saw Tina with her arms folded, waiting to see
 what trick I was going to play this time.


 ‘And when sky-boats do come from Earth,’ I said, ‘they’ll come looking for us right across Eden, because they’d expect us to make the best of our time
 here, and not skulk away our lives in Circle Valley until all the food is gone. After all, Earth folk themselves left even the solid ground behind, and travelled far far further than we’ve
 done, right across Starry Swirl.’


 It was funny. I hadn’t known myself what I was going to say when I started out, and I heard my own argument like it came from someone else. But it persuaded me. Yes, I thought, that really
 does make sense. It really is what Earth would expect! And I felt relieved relieved, because there was doubt nagging in my own heart too.


 But Gela Brooklyn, Tina’s closest friend, questioned what I said, not in an angry way like Mehmet might have done but in a slow and puzzled way, like she was really trying herself to
 understand.


 ‘Yes, John,’ she said in her deep voice, ‘but Angela was the one who always chose not to cross Starry Swirl when she had the chance. It was the Three Disobedient Ones
 who made her come to Eden, when she wanted to stay near Earth. And she and Michael did their best to make the three of them stay near Earth as well. Yes, and later, when she was here in
 Eden, she chose to stay here rather than cross back over Starry Swirl again with the Three Companions. She chose to stay and wait for Earth to send a new boat, rather than risk the old one, knowing
 that it might well sink.’


 I felt a scary stab of doubt, like the one I’d had when we first started out over Dark. Maybe Gela was right. Maybe what we were doing really was exactly what Angela had warned
 against. But I kept my face firm and certain. Whether we’d done the right thing or the wrong thing, we’d done it now and we couldn’t undo it. Our little group needed to feel that
 the choice we’d made was the right one, and I had to persuade them, as best I could, that it had been, whatever my own secret fears. I needed to put on a mask, and be certain certain
 certain. That was my job. That was my part in this story.


 ‘Yes, Gela,’ I said, ‘but she herself chose to go up into sky in the Police Veekle, didn’t she? And if she’d really been so set on not straying from Earth,
 she’d have tried to go back to Earth straightaway with the Companions, wouldn’t she? But she didn’t. She stayed here in Eden, because she was someone who took each situation and
 tried to make the best of it. And that’s what she wants us to do too.’


 I could see that a lot of them were looking puzzled and worried – I felt worried myself – so I quickly slipped the ring off my finger and held it out to them.


 ‘Gela is with us, remember. She didn’t give the ring to Caroline. She didn’t give it to David. She didn’t give it to Oldest. She gave it to me. Yes, and she told
 me she wanted us to spread out over Eden, and find new places to live, and new hunting grounds. She told me.’


 And it was weird weird, because I didn’t even ask them to, but one after another of them came forward to touch the ring in my hand, pretty much all of them, except only for Mehmet, and
 Tina, and Jeff.
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 Tina Spiketree


 We stopped there in that spot next to the stream, at the edge of Tall Tree forest. We got lookouts sorted, spread our wet wraps out to dry and gathered up some wood for fire.
 After that, most people crept off to sleep in whatever places they could find.


 But John stayed awake with Harry and Dix and me to take turns with the fire sticks. Tom’s neck, it took hours of rubbing them together to get a spark that would light anything. Our
 hands were all blisters with trying before we did. But even when we’d finally got some fires lit, John still wasn’t ready to sleep. He stood up and called to the lookouts to keep the
 fires stoked up, then he said he’d go for a walk.


 ‘I’m tired tired,’ he said, avoiding looking at any one of us, ‘but I’m going to find a pool to swim in before I lie down.’


 Dix glanced at me, but I stood up with John, and gave Dix a little sign that I’d be back to see him later. It would be good to feel Dix’s friendly arms around me before I let myself
 sleep, but I could see that John was carrying a heavy heavy load and it seemed unfair to leave him to do it all on his own.
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 This forest was different different from the one we had grown up in. That great lonely empty space under the lowest branches was three four times the height of a man, so the
 bats and flutterbyes weren’t swooping and diving all around us like they did back in Circle Valley but were far far above our heads. Only sometimes a bird came blundering along at low level,
 squawking and screeching.


 ‘Makes me think of those Earth stories,’ I said. ‘Remember those ones about huge shelters that went up to sky, straight straight, as big as mountains? Skyscrapers? Walking
 underneath those things must be a bit like walking under these trees.’


 John didn’t say anything for several minutes. He didn’t even show that he’d heard me. In that way that he had, he was completely sunk down inside his own thoughts. But later,
 when I’d pretty much forgotten what I’d said, he spoke.


 ‘Yeah. They were made of metal and rock, plus a kind of glass you could see through like water.’


 ‘What?’


 ‘Those giant shelters.’


 He looked tired tired. He was so worn down I could see quite clearly how he’d look when he was a trembly blind old man. I suppose I didn’t look much better.


 ‘You did do well, John,’ I said.


 I reached for his hand, but he didn’t respond to this in any way, so I dropped it again.


 ‘I did well, you reckon?’ he said. ‘I lost Suzie, didn’t I? And her baby. If it wasn’t for Jeff I’d have lost all of us. Gela’s eyes, Tina, when we were
 up there in the blackness . . .’


 His voice was getting shaky and he broke off.


 ‘When we were up there,’ he began again, ‘I thought about how I’d taken all these people away from Family, from their mums and their uncles and their brothers and sisters
 and all that and for what . . .?’


 He glanced round at me, but I looked away. I didn’t want to see him like that. It was just like the time he began to cry up there in Dark when that giant slinker nearly got the bat. I
 don’t know why, but I just couldn’t bear that side of him.


 Off under the great trees to our left, where the ground began to slope up towards Dark, a herd of six seven woollybucks were grazing on starflowers. That was one good thing: we were not
 going to go short of meat.


 ‘Do you really believe that Angela stuff, John?’ I asked him after a bit. ‘Really and truly? Only it doesn’t sound like the sort of thing that you’d . .
 .’


 ‘I saw Angela,’ he said in a stubborn voice, not looking at me. ‘Over by Deep Pool. I saw her sitting there by herself, crying. She didn’t want to be in Eden. She never
 wanted to leave Earth. But she knew there was no point in going on about it. Eden was where she was now, and she’d have to make the best of it. And that’s what she did: hope that Earth
 would come and get her back, of course, but meanwhile make the best of it. And she was right, wasn’t she? If she’d just sat and pined for Earth, she’d have wasted her life,
 wouldn’t she? Because she died before Earth came.’


 ‘But you actually saw her?’


 ‘Yeah.’


 He glanced sideways at me and looked quickly away again, like a kid expecting to be challenged.


 Well, there were lots of questions I could have asked him. Was he saying that he’d really seen her, like a real person, or was he just saying he’d imagined her in his
 mind? Was he saying that Gela really talked to him? Was he saying that she was really with us now? But I knew how it was when people start to talk about the Shadow People and all of that.
 You just can’t pin them down. They talk like a thing can be true and not true at the same time, or both there and not there. I couldn’t be bothered with it, and I’d always thought
 John couldn’t either.


 ‘Well, you never told me about it at the time,’ was all I said.


 ‘Gela’s eyes!’ he burst out. ‘Make up your mind what it is you want from me. To share things with you or to bloody hide them?’


 Well, I could sort of see that he might have a point there, but I was too tired to think about it, so I didn’t say anything.


 Haaaark! Haaaark! A bird was looking down at us from a branch high above us. We’d never seen a bird like it. It was a bird with no name, a bird that Michael Name-Giver had never
 seen. It was right beside a whitelantern flower so we could see the long shiny green wings it was smoothing down with pale long-fingered hands. Its hands and feet had long long red claws.
 Haaaark! Haaaark! It flew off through the trees.


 ‘People need things like the ring,’ John said after a time. ‘They need a story. They need to have something from the past to hold onto when they go forward into the future.
 Like when you’re climbing high up in a tree, you need to hold tightly onto the branch you are already on until you’re sure you’ve got a tight grip on the next.’


 ‘Well, some people might say that’s exactly what Circle was for. Most people, in fact.’


 ‘Circle was different. Circle was stopping us from going forward. It was making us stay in the past. Because it was fixed in that one place.’


 He had the ring on his little finger (it didn’t fit on any other). There was no need to hide it now. He stopped, took it off and passed it to me to hold. I must say, it was perfect
 perfect, so smooth and heavy in my hand, with those tiny little letters inside it. And it did prove that, whether John had truly seen her or not, there really had been an Angela, and she
 really did come from Earth. No one in Eden could make anything like that ring.


 ‘Just think, Tina,’ John said. ‘When Angela first wore that she wasn’t here in Eden at all, she was there on Earth. Imagine that! This thing, this bit of metal
 you’re holding in your hand, was there on Earth, with light shining down on it from sky!’


 He took the ring back from me, replaced it on his finger.


 ‘Probably everyone there has metal rings like this with tiny words on them, given them by their mums and dads.’


 ‘Maybe.’


 ‘I don’t want us to keep wishing ourselves back on Earth, though. Earth will come when it’s ready, and most probably not for a long long time. But meantime we should aim to
 make Eden more like Earth with rings and sky-boats and lecky-trickity and telly vision. Coming over Snowy Dark was just a start, Tina. It was just the beginning of what we need to do. And
 Gela’s heart, we haven’t even finished crossing Dark yet. We’ve still got to get down the other side.’


 ‘Forget that for now, John,’ I said sharply. ‘Alright? Forget that completely for now. This place is fine. No one’s going to want to move for a long long
 time. No one’s even going to want to talk about moving.’


 We’d reached a spot where a stream had come up against some rocks and made a pool, four five yards across and two three deep, shining with wavyweed. John took his wraps straight off and
 dived in without saying a word in answer to me.


 ‘Tom’s dick, it’s cold cold.’


 He came to the surface spluttering and laughing, swimming as quickly as ever he could to the bank and hauling himself straight out. Wet and freezing cold as he was, I put my arms around him and
 gave him a hug. I hadn’t seen him laugh for a long time.


 Then he shook himself dry, put his damp wraps back on and we went back towards where the others lay cuddled up in twos and threes round the fires. Just before we reached them, John found a place
 to lie down between the warm roots of a tree, and he gestured to it, inviting me to lie there with him. I hesitated because I knew Dix was waiting, but then I nodded and we lay down together. He
 put an arm round me.


 ‘I’ve been thinking about the Three Companions lately,’ he said. ‘I’ve been thinking about how their story doesn’t really have an ending, or not as far as we
 know anyway. That’s a sad sad thing, isn’t it? Not to have a story that carries on. But if they’d managed to get back to Earth and fetch help for Tommy and Angela, well, then
 their story would have been the big story about Eden, wouldn’t it? Tommy and Angela would only have been a small small part of it, because they wouldn’t have had kids together
 and they’d just have been ordinary Earth people again, not the Mother and Father of a whole world at all.’


 He thought about this for a moment.


 ‘And you and me wouldn’t exist,’ he added, ‘and nor would anyone that we know.’


 ‘I guess.’


 Gela’s tits, why did he want to talk about this now? We were so tired. We’d been through so much. I’d thought he might want to slip with me before we slept, and
 I’d sort of wanted that too. But now I wished I’d gone back to Dix. Dix wouldn’t have wanted to go on about people who were dead long before we were born. He would have wanted
 me.


 ‘Do you often wonder about the Three Companions?’ John asked.


 I shrugged.


 ‘Not a lot.’


 ‘They say Dixon – first Dixon – was the one who first suggested to Tommy and Mehmet they disobey President, don’t they? He was the one that wanted to take Defiant
 across the stars. He thought that Jesus Juice was telling him to do it, whoever Jesus was.’


 ‘Claiming to get instructions from some old dead person. Now what does that remind me of?’


 He didn’t respond to that. He didn’t even seem to notice it.


 Typical of John, I thought, to have a soft soft spot for his great-great-grandmother who was buried under stones long before he was born.


 Having a soft spot for someone you never knew was another way of not having to be with equals, wasn’t it? Dead people can’t talk back, and you can choose what you want to hear them
 say, and know they’ll never tell you you’re wrong. Lucy Lu found that out, long long before John ever did.


 But I didn’t say that to him.


 ‘And first Mehmet,’ he went on. ‘His group was called Turkish, wasn’t it, and it’s said he was funny and kind and he was the one that Angela loved best. She said
 that once to Tommy, didn’t she? “Why couldn’t it have been Mehmet that stayed, not you?” she said. “Mehmet I could really have loved.” And then Tommy hit
 her, in front of all their kids, and called her miserable and cold and cruel. Remember that story? The Big Row. They used to act that one out sometimes, do you remember?’


 ‘Yes, of course.’


 ‘And first Michael. He was gentle and quiet, they say. He was with Angela at first in that other little sky-boat. They were called Orbit Police, weren’t they? Their job was to make
 sure people followed the rules of Earth when they were up there in their boats in sky. He was like Angela. He didn’t want to come here. He wanted to stay in sky of Earth . . .’


 He broke off.


 ‘Someone will come from Earth eventually,’ he said after a bit. ‘I mean, we know the Companions went up to Defiant, don’t we? Okay, I know it was damaged. I know
 it was like a boat whose skins are beginning to come off. But the story doesn’t say it couldn’t make another Hole-in-Sky and fall through it, does it? The story just says that falling
 through most probably would have done for it, and for the Companions, and that means the remains of it would still have ended up somewhere near Earth. Sooner or later Earth people would have found
 them, even if the Rayed Yo was broken and didn’t call them. You’ve got to remember sky round Earth was busy as Greatpool, Tina, full of sky-boats doing this and sky-boats doing that.
 Just like Greatpool with all the groups out fishing. One of them would have found it. I mean, there were Police Veekles and . . .’


 I thought at first that he was just trying to remember what other kind of boat there’d been.


 ‘ . . . and Sat Lights?’ I suggested.


 But he didn’t answer me. Pretty soon he began to snore.
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 John Redlantern


 I didn’t like Tall Tree Valley one bit. I knew that when we first followed Jeff down from Snowy Dark. I knew it when me and Tina and Harry and Dix sat up trying to get a
 fire going. I knew it when I lay down to sleep with Tina. And I still knew it when I woke up again on my own.


 There was a smell of roasting buckmeat, and I could hear people already awake, but first thing I did was walk up the slope a bit, up near the bottom of the snow, so I could see out over the
 valley.


 ‘No,’ I said out loud as I looked down at this little bit of forest with Dark high high above it on every side, ‘there is no chance that I’m going to settle for
 this place.’


 Tall Tree Valley wasn’t anything like a good enough trade for Bella’s death, and for bringing killing into the world. It might make us feel tiny tiny like ants under those big trees,
 but it was small small itself. You could walk from one side to the other in one two hours. And how many people could a place that size support, when there was hardly enough meat in whole of
 Circle Valley to feed Family? There might be lots of bucks here now – I could see five six of them just standing where I was – but there’d been lots back in Circle Valley too,
 hadn’t there, before Family did for most of them.


 And anyway, who wanted to stay in a place where you had to cover up your skin just to keep warm?


 I walked back down towards the others. They were already busy. Tina and Gela had been giving people jobs to do. Someone had done for a little buck and roasted two of its legs, and Jane Spiketree
 was cutting off strips of greeny meat with a leopard tooth knife, and tossing them onto a bark plate that Harry was holding out for her. Mike Brooklyn and Candy Blueside and Gerry were dragging
 branches over for a simple fence. Dave and Johnny Fishcreek, with those awful shadowy faces people have when someone they love has just died, were slowly slowly spreading out a pile of fading
 starflowers to dry, with Angie and Julie helping them. Jeff was sitting in front of Def, offering it handfuls of wavyweed from a heap he’d gathered from a pool. The woollybuck prodded and
 stroked each handful with its feelers before it gulped the stringy stuff down.


 Sound carried a long way in the empty space under the trees, and I could hear them all talking when I was still ten twenty yards away.


 ‘There’s bucks everywhere in this place, aren’t there?’ said Janny. ‘Getting meat is going to be easy easy from now on.’


 ‘We’ll just wear a few more wraps than we used to and it’ll be fine,’ said Tina’s sister Jane.


 ‘Yeah,’ said Gela, ‘and we should be able to make shelters a bit stronger than usual to keep out the cold.’


 ‘Plenty of starflowers everywhere, I must say,’ said Julie Blueside.


 ‘But fruits are too high to reach to reach, though, aren’t they?’ worried Lucy London, looking up at the trees with her bulging eyes.


 ‘Yeah,’ said Tina in a bright bright voice that didn’t sound like her normal way of speaking at all, ‘but we can use ropes, or make nets, can’t we? We’ll have
 plenty of time for jobs like that, when meat is so easy to get.’


 That was the story they were telling each other: Tall Tree Valley was going to be fine fine. And if one of them started to tell another story, then someone else would straightaway put
 them right.


 ‘Whole time we’ve been here I’ve not heard one leopard,’ Janny said. ‘That’s a good sign, isn’t it?’


 ‘We’re going to miss Family,’ sighed Lucy London. ‘I wish we weren’t so far from them.’


 ‘But we’ve got each other, haven’t we?’ Jane said quickly. ‘We’ve got each other. And we’re nearly grownups after all, aren’t we?’


 ‘Do you reckon those snow leopards come down here?’ asked Lucy Batwing. ‘I couldn’t cope with them again.’


 ‘I don’t see why,’ Gela told her, in the same bright bright voice that Tina had used. ‘They didn’t ever come down into Circle Valley, did they? Not even as far down
 as the hills. If they did, we would have known about them before, wouldn’t we? And like Janny said, we haven’t even heard an ordinary forest leopard here, and you’d think we would
 have done by now, if there were any, wouldn’t you?’


 ‘I like it here,’ Tina said firmly. ‘I like these tall tall trees.’


 ‘Yeah. And did you see those flying monkeys?’ asked Mike, coming over from his work on the fence to get some meat.


 ‘I’m scared about having my baby here,’ said Julie Blueside, ‘with no oldmums near to help.’


 ‘We’ve got Clare and Janny,’ Gela said in that bright bright voice. She had a baby inside her too, and so she must have been worried about the same thing. ‘They might not
 be oldmums, but they’ve been through it, haven’t they? They’ll know what to do.’


 ‘But they had help from their mums over by Lava Blob, didn’t they?’


 ‘Try this buckmeat, Mike,’ Jane said loudly, ‘it’s good good.’


 ‘Harry loves it! Harry loves it! It’s the best meat ever.’


 Of course they could all see just as well as I could that Tall Tree Valley was small and cold and lonely, but they didn’t want to let thoughts get into their heads about setting out again
 for somewhere else, not after what had happened up in Dark. So they were trying to squash each other’s doubts and fears, and talk themselves into feeling at home. But it was thin thin,
 this hopeful talk of theirs. It was thin thin thin. Just underneath the surface of it was the memory of that horrible cold dark place where Suzie Fishcreek died, and where they’d all
 almost died, groping their way like blind oldies through darkness and ice. Harry’s dick, they’d have talked themselves into any damn thing rather than face that again.


 I walked up to the fire.


 ‘Hey there, John,’ said Tina and some of the others, but Mehmet busied himself with sharpening the tip of his spear and didn’t look up.


 ‘Yeah, we can definitely make something of this place,’ he said, carrying on with the talk they’d been having as if I hadn’t arrived. ‘We were lucky lucky to
 stumble on it.’


 I fetched some starflowers and buckmeat for my breakfast, and sat myself on a stone next to Janny, whose baby Flower was sucking at her breast, almost hidden away inside the buckskin bodywrap
 that she’d made specially with an opening at the front. When I’d swallowed down the flowers and the meat I stood up.


 ‘We need to find out more about this valley,’ I said. ‘We need to see if there are ways out of it, and what lives here, and we need to check out the possibilities and the
 dangers before we dig in too deep in this one spot. I know we can’t spare many people from the jobs we’ve got on here. But I’m going to walk once round the edge of this
 place.’


 I saw Tina look at me, wondering if I was going to ask her to go with me, and hoping hoping I wouldn’t. I saw Gerry looking at me too, part of him wanting me to ask him to come, but
 a bigger part hoping I wouldn’t take him away from the rest of them.


 But I’d already made up my mind to take Jeff.
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 Me and Jeff took a spear, and a bow and some arrows, and we went up the slope a bit so we could get a view and then made our way round the valley at that level, me walking, him
 riding beside me on his buck. It felt weird being just with Jeff. He’d always come as a pair with Gerry. And it felt awkward because of course he knew quite well that I’d chosen to go
 with him alone for a reason.


 ‘There must be an exit from this valley,’ I said after a bit. ‘Or all this water from the snow would have turned it into a giant pool.’


 I looked out over Tall Tree forest, with its white and yellow lanterns shining at the bottom of that steep dark bowl. Clouds of fug were rising up from middle of it, lit up by the lanternlight.
 Here and there the odd bird or bat was flying above the trees.


 ‘I know what you’re hoping, John,’ Jeff said, smiling. ‘You’re hoping that you’ll find us a nice wide exit full of bright trees, so we can just walk easily
 down to whatever’s at the bottom, and you won’t have to try and persuade us all to go back up over Dark.’


 I didn’t answer that.


 ‘I can’t see a gap anywhere, can you?’ I said. ‘Dark seems to go all the way round without a . . .’


 I broke off because I noticed three of those monkeys watching us from a tree. One by one they jumped out into the air. As they fell they reached out forward with their front hands, backward with
 their back hands, and straight out to the sides with their middle hands, so that their loose wrap-like flaps of skin were stretched out tight like the skin of a bat wing. They glided fifteen twenty
 yards and landed, one after another, on another treetrunk, with a little clack – clack – clack each time as their claws took hold.


 ‘That stretchy skin could be useful stuff,’ I said.


 I put an arrow on my bow and lifted the bow to take aim . . .


 But Jeff leaned over from Def’s back to push my arrow towards the ground.


 ‘Leave them be, John!’ he said, laughing. ‘You don’t have to make everything serve your purpose all the time.’


 Gela’s tits, who was he to tell me what to do? He might have saved us from Dark, but he was still only a funny little clawfoot kid, with no new hairs even, except maybe a first bit of
 fluff above his dick.


 ‘You don’t get it,’ I said crossly, lifting my bow again. ‘We’ve got to use everything we can if we’re going to . . .’


 But the monkeys jumped off again – one, two, three – down towards main forest. As soon as the last one had landed, the first one was off again, and then they were gone.


 As I lowered my bow, I noticed I felt relieved that I hadn’t had to try and shoot them. I wouldn’t admit it to him of course, but bloody Jeff was right. It did feel good to just let
 things be for once. I took the arrow off the bow, and for a little while me and him stood there quietly, looking out over the valley.


 ‘There is a big waterfall somewhere,’ I said. ‘Can’t you hear it? That faint faint roar, under the sound of the trees?’
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 But though we went right round until we could see the smoke from the fire ahead of us again, softly lit up by forest, we found no break in the wall of rock that surrounded Tall
 Tree Valley. Where did the water go? Where was that waterfall roar coming from?


 ‘Do you remember once when we were little kids,’ I said, ‘you, me and Gerry used to make those little boats with dry fruit skins? We used to grease them to stop them going
 soft.’


 ‘Yes, of course. All the kids played with those.’


 ‘Remember one time we dug out our own little pool for them? But the water sank into the dirt and turned to mud, so we had to keep filling it up again, and in the end we gave up. Me and
 Gerry chucked stones into the mud, remember? Each one went splat and made a neat little hole with a ridge round it in a circle. This valley’s just like that, like a giant stone
 splatted it out.’


 ‘Well, that’s what probably happened,’ Jeff said.


 ‘Don’t be dumb, Jeff. A stone would have to be huge huge to make this.’


 ‘There are much bigger stones than that in sky, aren’t there? Eden is one, isn’t it, and so is Earth. Sky is full of stones.’


 It was weird. I knew all that stuff, the same as he did. It was part of the True Story. But I’d never once before thought of those stones as really being in the same world as me.


 ‘Let’s follow a stream,’ Jeff said, ‘and see where the water goes.’


 He led the way downhill. Soon we heard the waterfall roar quite definitely ahead of us beneath the humming of forest. A bit later we started to feel drops of spray on our faces. And then, in the
 lowest part of the valley bowl, forest just stopped and there was a huge jagged hole right in front of us, with water pouring into it over steep cliffs from streams on every side, and warm steam
 rising up from below.


 The bottom of the hole was full of steam, but, as we stood at the edge of it looking down, the steam thinned out for a few seconds, enough for us to make out the blurry lights of trees far far
 down below, red and blue and yellow and white.


 ‘Michael’s names,’ I murmured.


 It was a way down into Underworld, where all life on Eden began, all life except for us.


 Def was restless with all the noise, and Jeff was stroking its head to calm it down, all the time looking down into Underworld. I saw his lips move and, though I couldn’t hear him, I knew
 quite well what he was saying.


 ‘We are here,’ he was murmuring to himself. ‘We really are here.’


 Then he pointed. Four monkeys had gathered on the edge of the cliff over to our left. They were peering down into the steam with their flat Eden eyes, and, strangely, each one of them had shoved
 a big stone right up to the edge. Suddenly they jumped into the hole, not stretching out their arms to fly like the ones we’d seen in the trees, but grasping their stones beneath them with
 all six hands, so that the flappy skin puffed out between their arms and slowed their fall as they disappeared into the steam.


 ‘We could do that,’ I said to Jeff, after a bit. ‘We could sew up skins and make something like that to break our fall.’


 That made him laugh. He laughed and laughed, until even I couldn’t help smiling.


 ‘I never give it a rest, yeah? Is that what you’re thinking?’


 ‘No, you bloody don’t, John. It’s like everything in the world is just stuff for you to use for your plans.’


 He carried on stroking Def, and watching the water dropping down through the steam.


 ‘And anyway, how would we get back out again?’ he said after a bit.


 ‘We could make ropes.’


 This made him laugh again.


 ‘Big big ropes they’d have to be.’


 The woollybuck groaned and snorted, and Jeff turned to attend to it. I leaned over the edge to look straight down. The steam had cleared a bit again, and I could see those shining trees again,
 way way down below: red and blue and yellow. And then I saw something moving down there, a row of ten twelve red lights weaving through the lights of the trees.


 ‘Jeff! Quick! Look!’


 But steam blew back before Jeff had a chance to turn away from Def, and when it next cleared the moving lights had gone. It was only me that saw that long long creature winding its way through
 the trees.


 ‘What did you see?’


 ‘Just those trees down there again,’ I said.


 Suddenly I jumped to my feet with a gasp and backed away from that dreadful hole. It was weird. I was shaking. It was like it had almost sucked me in.


 ‘What’s the matter, John?’


 ‘I don’t like this place.’


 ‘This hole, do you mean? Or Tall Tree Valley?’


 ‘Neither.’


 ‘You really don’t, do you?’


 Still standing with Def by the edge of the hole, Jeff looked back at me and smiled.


 It was horrible to think that, even for a moment, I’d suggested we might go down into that hole. It was like Underworld had been trying to trick me, to suck me away from sky and Earth.


 ‘We can’t stay here, Jeff. We’ll have to go back up on Dark and carry on to other side.’


 ‘No one will go up Dark with you now, John,’ Jeff said, climbing back onto Def’s back. ‘Not even Gerry.’


 I pulled off Gela’s ring and started to twist and turn it between my fingers.


 ‘Okay, so I’ll just have to wait till the time’s right. But we can’t stay here forever, Jeff. We can’t!’


 He didn’t answer. He just watched my fingers playing with Gela’s ring.


 After a bit, feeling calmer, I passed it to him to hold. He studied it for a few seconds and then handed it straight back to me, the ring that Angela was given on Earth by her mother and father,
 like it was nothing more than a nice stone or a pretty bit of shell.


 ‘If we were there on Earth,’ he said, ‘then we’d call Earth here, and it would be the ordinary dull place we were stuck in, and Eden would be the strange wonderful
 place that was far far away.’


 ‘I don’t get you.’


 ‘I mean, wherever you are, that’s here, and that’s the only place you can be. Here or nowhere.’


 I put the ring back on my finger.


 Another monkey pushed a stone to the edge of the hole and dropped down through the steam.


 ‘Are you with me, Jeff?’ I asked.


 Jeff laughed.


 ‘Yeah, of course I am.’


 ‘No, I mean are you on my side?’


 ‘Your side?’


 I could see straight away that it wasn’t the right question to ask him. I always wanted to narrow things down, shut things out, concentrate all my effort on one point so as to get things
 done, but Jeff was the opposite of that. He was always reminding himself to lift his eyes from the things we all got absorbed in, and to see the wide world beyond. He’d never settle for
 seeing only one side of a thing.


 ‘I mean, are we friends?’ I finally asked lamely.


 This made him laugh and laugh.


 Then we heard a scared cry from back where the others were. We hurried back to find that Julie Blueside’s baby was on its way.
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 Gela Brooklyn


 It took two whole wakings for Julie’s baby to be born. It seemed to be stuck inside her, no matter how hard she pushed, and she screamed and screamed, and we all thought
 she was going to die. There were oldmums back in Family who knew how to help with things like that, but none of us did. None of us had any idea. Everyone cowered down inside themselves while Julie
 screamed and screamed and screamed, and even while I tried to comfort and reassure her, I felt my own baby growing inside me, and wondered if this was going to be how I died too.


 And then something shifted somehow, and the baby came out. It was a tiny tiny little batfaced boy and it was dead and blue and shrivelled up. Another death to add to Suzie’s and her
 baby’s and make Tall Tree seem even more like a place of loneliness and sadness, however much we all tried to tell each other that it was fine.
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 After we’d buried the baby under stones, we stayed up by that stream at the edge of forest for a couple of wakings. Then Tina and me persuaded everyone to move further
 down into forest and we all built shelters and a new fence down there next to a small pool.


 Me and Tina pretty much ran things after that, just like we’d done back at Valley Neck. John might have been the one that brought us here, but now he was busy busy again with his own
 things: trips up to edge of Dark, sewing new wraps and greasing them and storing them in logs, cutting new snowboots from bark, drying wavyweed and twisting ropes, trying out new kinds of footwrap
 with different mixtures of grease and sap and buckfoot glue.


 We’d been living there for some time – two three periods – when we heard the lookouts calling out during a sleep, and crawled out of our shelters to find snow falling. It fell
 and fell and fell all across Tall Tree Valley, until the ground was white with snow everywhere, and the lanterns on the trees shone out through lumps of snow, and icy water came drip-drip-dripping
 from every branch as the snow melted on the warm bark. Even when snow had covered everything, it still kept falling falling from the black sky, until it lay two three feet deep, and our shelters
 were smooth white heaps. A couple of them collapsed under the weight.


 ‘Snow! Snow! I hate cold snow,’ whimpered Harry Spiketree. ‘Why won’t it stop? I’m scared. Why won’t it go away?’


 As usual people yelled at him to shut up, but really all Harry ever did was say out loud what everyone felt inside. It was scary. I thought so too. It was like we’d come down here
 to this dismal bloody place to get away from Snowy Dark, but now Dark was following after us.


 We built up our main fire quickly, before the snow could put it out, dragging logs out from under the snow that had covered our big log pile, and then we huddled round the flames with greased
 buckskins over our heads, trying to keep as warm and dry as we could.


 I felt something squirm inside me. It was the little baby in my womb. My first baby.


 ‘Hey!’ I said. ‘It’s started to . . .’


 But I never finished telling them. A cry had come from somewhere on the slopes above us.


 Aaaaaaaah! Aaaaaaaah!


 A snow leopard. Gela’s heart! Lucy London burst into tears, and quite a few of the others began to sob and moan and rock.


 ‘We’ll be alright,’ I told everyone. ‘We’ll be alright. Even forest leopards don’t like fire, do they?’


 ‘That’s right,’ Tina said straight away. ‘And snow leopards aren’t used to any sort of light, are they? So they’ll be even more scared if
 anything’


 We were trying to be cheerful, but weirdly John suddenly seemed like he really was happy happy.


 ‘Snow. Cold. Leopards,’ he said cheerfully, jumping up to get more wood for the fire. ‘It’s like Dark’s come down to get us, isn’t it? It’s like we
 haven’t really got away from it at all.’


 He chucked a log onto the flames and looked around at us with a big smile on his face.


 ‘The fire should scare them away,’ he said, ‘but better get a few bows and spears ready, just in case, eh?’


 The slinker! He was hoping that this would put us all off Tall Tree Valley for good.


 Actually, even though I’d felt scared at first, I didn’t think the snow would really harm us. Even back in Circle Valley it happened occasionally that snow fell, and sometimes it
 even settled for a waking or two in forest on slopes of Blue Mountains or Peckham Hills. I guessed it would be the same here. It wasn’t going to be fun, but we wouldn’t freeze. We had a
 huge pile of wood to burn and keep us warm till the snow had passed, and we had a fence round us, and I’d never heard of any animal that would come close to a big fire.


 ‘Trouble with Tall Tree Valley,’ John said, ‘is that it’s still in Dark. It’s not really so different from that place up there where we saw the giant slinker: just
 a little warm patch in middle of Snowy Dark. We won’t really get away from Dark until we’re right across and down the other side.’


 If he’d said that a waking earlier, we’d have all been mad at him, but now, our shelters buried and leopards wailing on the slopes, I could see people listening to him and thinking
 and taking it in, and I could see them remembering all the things that they didn’t like about small, cold, lonely Tall Tree Valley, the things that people like me had been trying to push away
 with our cheerful chatter about how easy it was to find bucks, or how nice the bloody starflowers tasted.


 Huddled up all wet and cold with a buckskin over my head to keep the snow off my hair, I thought about what it would really be like to stay forever under these lonely high trees, and deal
 with snows like this every couple of periods.


 ‘Yeah, you’ve got a point, John,’ I said. ‘Tall Tree Valley just doesn’t feel like a place where people are meant to live.’


 Mehmet laughed angrily.


 ‘Tom’s dick and Harry’s, what is this? People lived on Earth in places where it snowed for wombs on end, Gela. Didn’t you know that? And as for you, John, what is
 your problem? You know this snow won’t last, and you know quite well we could manage it easy easy if we put our minds to it, with bigger fires and better shelters and thicker wraps. So
 what is it you’re trying to do? Are you determined to do for us all?’


 I’d never liked Mehmet much, but I had to admit he was learning. He used just to moan at everything John did without offering another plan of his own, but now for the first time he was
 proposing something that could actually work. We could stay in Tall Tree. We could build stronger shelters. His hands were shaking and his voice was wobbly, but finally Mehmet was
 offering an alternative to John.


 He didn’t have long to wait either for someone else to take his side.


 ‘No way am I going back up there where my sister died,’ said Dave Fishcreek. ‘And no way am I going to let you lead me anywhere again, John, not after what happened last
 time.’


 His voice was shaking too. I’d tried a few times to point out to Dave and his brother Johnny that nobody made us go over to John from Family, and nobody forced us to follow John up onto
 Dark. I’d tried to point out that none of us could have have known that there was such a thing as snow leopards, and that John’s quick thinking had at least saved the rest of us from
 what happened to Suzie. I’d even tried reminding them Suzie was my friend, and that I loved her and grieved for her too, but she wasn’t the sort of person that would want them bitter
 bitter like this. But they’d never been willing to hear what I said.


 Johnny backed up his brother straight away. He wasn’t going to leave Tall Tree Valley and that was that. And as soon as he’d spoken, the three Blueside girls, one by one, said the
 same. And then the six of them – Mehmet and his five followers – looked around at the rest of us, hoping for more support. But everyone else stayed silent. Hunched under our buckskins,
 we peered up at the falling snow and wished wished we were somewhere else. And John was telling us we could be.


 ‘I’m getting tired of living in this little patch of trees up in Snowy Dark,’ John said. ‘I’m going to try and get down the other side to a proper forest, and if
 anyone wants to join me they can. It’ll mean going through more snow, I admit, but look around you. We’re in the snow already!’


 Mehmet jumped to his feet.


 ‘Harry’s dick, John. Don’t pretend this is the same as it is up on Dark. We can still see here! We can still find things to eat! We can still make fires!
 There’s firewood everywhere! And if we just built bigger and stronger shelters we wouldn’t even need to get wet.’


 I looked across the fire at Tina. I knew she’d be annoyed with John for once again springing a whole new plan on everyone, but when I mouthed the question to her ‘Will you
 go?’, she nodded, and I nodded back to say ‘Me too’. Then I looked at my sister Clare and asked her the same thing, and she nodded as well. So did Lucy Batwing. So did Janny and
 Jane and Mike.


 Aaaaaaaah! cried the leopard again, not so far up above us. Lucy and Martha London started crying again and said they couldn’t bear to live any more in this cold snowy place. I
 looked at John and saw the old slinker was having a job not to smile.
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 Something came into my mind then that my mum made me learn when I was fourteen fifteen wombs old. It was a secret thing that I wasn’t to talk about. It was words that had
 passed from mother to daughter all the way down from First Angela, who I was named for. And Mum said I should remember the words exactly and pass them on in turn when I was older to any of my own
 daughters who would be able to remember them carefully, and keep them to themselves.


 ‘It’s not that these things are such a big big secret,’ my mum said. ‘But if everyone were to tell these words to each other all the time, they wouldn’t stay
 the same. They’d change in the telling in the way that the True Story does, and we wouldn’t remember any more what Angela actually said.’


 There were a lot of words from Angela that Mum taught me, but the ones I remembered now, as John and Mehmet were fighting over whether we should stay in Tall Tree Valley or whether we should go,
 were these:


 ‘Some men want the story to be all about them.’


 It was so true of John, I thought. As soon as things got quiet, and everyone was just getting on with things, he got uneasy because life stopped being a story about anyone in particular, and
 certainly not about him.


 But it was true of Mehmet too.
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 ‘John doesn’t know the way to another forest,’ Mehmet hissed now, his face all blotchy with anger. ‘He doesn’t know it any more this time than he
 did before. Michael’s names, what’s the matter with all of you? This snow here won’t kill us, but that snow will.’


 It would have been nice nice, I thought, if this didn’t have to be about John or Mehmet, and could just be about deciding the right thing to do, but there weren’t any other
 choices apart from what the two of them were offering. It was the same when I first came over to John at Cold Path Neck: only that time the choice was him or ugly old David Redlantern.


 ‘We can stay up here in middle of Dark until we die,’ said John, ‘or we can finish off the job we started and find a place on the other side. Do we want to live the rest of our
 lives in the warm wide forests that we know are over there, or do we want to huddle up forever in this small cold place?’


 Aaaaaaaah! came the cry again from the slopes up to Dark.


 For a few seconds everyone was silent. Then Mehmet spoke.


 ‘And what about leopards, John? Want to explain to us why it makes sense to go up there among those white leopards all over again?’


 John laughed.


 ‘What makes you think they’re up there, Mehmet? They can throw their voices, remember? Tom’s dick, it was you that first figured that out! They could be down here in forest
 now. They could be just a few yards away. We’re in Snowy Dark, remember. We’re still in it, and we will be until we get down the other side.’


 ‘Oh that’s just a load of . . .’ Mehmet began angrily, but John cut him off.


 ‘Snow leopards cry out before they attack, the same as forest leopards sing. We know that now, don’t we? They cry out to confuse their prey about where they are. And we know now that
 if we hear that sound up on Dark, we just have to yell and scream loud enough, and we’ll scare them off.’


 He looked around at the faces in the firelight, half-hidden under buckskins.


 ‘In fact those leopards up there are a good sign. I’ll bet you anything they’re there because the bucks are climbing out of Tall Tree Valley to find their way down to
 lower ground, like we know bucks do in cold dips.’


 He made all of us to walk to the edge of forest so we could look up and see for ourselves. He was right. The snow was barely falling now, and, on the huge dark slopes all round us, we could see
 the headlanterns of bucks moving in long lines up out of Tall Tree Valley.


 ‘You see?’ he said. ‘Look at them! Heading off for the big low valleys! Those ones over there are going back towards Circle Valley, aren’t they, but look at these ones
 here! Where are they going, Mehmet? What does that tell you?’


 ‘It tells me you’re crazy, John. It tells me that, if we let you, you’ll go on until you’ve done for all of us.’


 Mehmet turned to the rest of us.


 ‘Harry’s dick, can’t you see it? He’s doing it again! He’s trying to control our minds. He’s trying to make us think that the way he sees things is the only
 way to see things!’


 ‘You don’t have to . . .’ began John.


 ‘Oh, just shut up, John, will you, shut up and give us all a rest!’


 Mehmet had come right up in front of John. He was the shorter one of the two and he glared up into John’s face, and then shoved him, hard hard, so he staggered and nearly fell.


 But John was nimble. He recovered his balance quickly quickly, and, in one single movement, he passed his spear from his right to his left hand, grabbed Mehmet by the neck and flung him down
 into the snow. And then he was over him. Mehmet’s body wrap had fallen open and John pressed the tip of his blackglass spear into the smooth skin of Mehmet’s chest. Both of them were
 panting panting for breath. A bead of red blood trickled across Mehmet’s skin and under his wrap.


 ‘Gela’s heart, John, what are you doing!’ I screamed.


 ‘John! Stop!’ yelled Tina.


 And in the same moment she cried out, a leopard cried out too above us.


 ‘Go on then John,’ jeered Mehmet. ‘Do for me, like you did for Dixon Blueside. It’s getting to be a bit of a habit, isn’t it? That’ll make five, at my count,
 dead because of you. Or should that be seven, with the two little ones?’


 Tina stepped forward, yanked away the spear. I pulled Mehmet roughly up to his feet. The two of us pushed them apart.


 ‘It’s a choice,’ Tina hissed at Mehmet. ‘It’s a free choice. People can stay with you or they can leave with John. What’s so hard to understand about
 that?’


 No one spoke. The Fishcreek boys and the three Blueside girls went to stand by Mehmet, the boys clutching their spears tightly. The rest of us walked back to our camp and began to dig out our
 storage logs from under the snow, to get out dry food and spare wraps.


 I could see the six of them wavering as we loaded up. I could see them wondering what it would be like to be by themselves in this cold bleak place. I wondered if, at the last minute,
 they’d crack and come with us, as Mehmet had always done before. But they stayed.


 ‘Don’t think you’re the brave ones,’ Mehmet jeered after us as we set off behind John and Jeff and Jeff’s woollybuck, Def, ‘just because you’re the ones
 that are going. Angela stayed, remember, when the Three Companions left. She stayed in one place and made a go of things, like we’re doing. But you, John, and all of you that follow him, you
 just run run run.’
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 John Redlantern


 There were lights below us! There were lights and lights and lights, on and on, as thick as stars in Starry Swirl.


 ‘Gela’s heart, Jeff,’ I whispered, ‘this is the best moment in my whole life, the best best moment!’


 Bright bright lights, on and on, and not just ahead but to the left too, and to the right: red and green and yellow and blue and white. We’d never seen such a thing. We’d never seen
 a forest that bright and that big.


 I turned to shout to rest of them still toiling up the slope behind us in the darkness. We’d been walking through Dark the length of two long wakings. We’d twice heard leopards and
 had to scream and yell to scare them away.


 ‘Quick! Quick!’ I yelled down. ‘We’ve done it! We’ve made it! We’re okay!’


 I turned to look down again at forest below us.


 ‘Just look at it, Jeff. Tom’s dick, just bloody look at it! On and on!’


 As each of the others reached the top, they shouted angrily.


 ‘You two were way too far ahead! You should have bloody waited for us! What would have happened if a leopard had come?’


 But, when they saw what was laid below them, they fell silent, just like me and Jeff had done.


 Never mind little Tall Tree Valley, this made Circle Valley look tiny and closed-in. Both those places were really just little splat holes in Snowy Dark. But this wasn’t a splat
 hole. It wasn’t just another valley. It was a whole world. Everyone could see that. Everyone.


 ‘Weird to think Family stayed in that one little place for a hundred and sixty bloody years,’ Gela Brooklyn said, rubbing her pregnant belly, ‘when all of this was so
 near.’ ‘Tom’s neck, John!’ Gerry shouted excitedly, coming up next to me, putting his arm round my shoulders and leaning his head against mine. ‘You did it! You bloody
 did it! You are brilliant brilliant, John. You’re great.’


 He was proud of me again, as proud of me as he had been when I did for the leopard.


 In fact they were all proud of me.


 ‘You made this happen,’ Tina said, coming over beside me too, and slipping her arm round my waist. ‘You started this all by yourself and made it happen.’


 We still had our headwraps on to keep out the cold, so we were like some kind of weird two-legged bucks standing up there in the snow, and it was dark dark too, but in the light of Def’s
 headlantern I could see Tina’s shiny eyes looking at me out of the holes in the buckskin.


 ‘You bloody did it, John!’ said Gerry again.


 ‘To think I was about to say we should turn back,’ said Janny, looking down at the thousand thousand lights below. ‘To think my Flower could have grown up in bloody old Tall
 Tree Valley, when all this was waiting for us.’


 And then suddenly she pulled off her headwrap and mine too, so she could give me a wet batface kiss.


 ‘Well, if Janny’s going to kiss you, I will too!’ Tina said, yanking off her own headwrap. Our skins were all pink and sticky from being inside the wraps, and she kissed me
 slowly with her mouth open, like a kiss before a slip. The others cheered us on.


 They’d never been pleased with me like this. Even when they first came over to me at Valley Neck – and that was long long before Suzie died, long before I’d got them
 lost and Jeff had had to save them – they’d grumbled as if I’d made them come, as if all that they’d given up was my fault and nothing to do with them. But now, when
 me and Jeff had forced them to keep going and risked their lives by pushing on ahead with their only source of light, they were pleased pleased pleased.


 It felt good good, but even better than their praise was the sight of Wide Forest itself stretching away down there, with no Dark to make an edge to it, except for the Dark we were standing
 on.


 Far off in the distance, I noticed, the light of Wide Forest changed. There was a kind of winding edge between the twinkly light of the trees below, which was like the light of Circle Valley,
 and a softer, smoother, more even light, which was more like the light that comes out of a stream or a pool.


 ‘That couldn’t all be water over there, surely?’ I said to myself. It didn’t seem possible, and yet I remembered stories of such a thing on Earth, a pool that was bigger
 than all the dry ground put together. The C, it was called for short, but no one in Eden knew any more what that had stood for.


 ‘Think of bloody old Mehmet and the other five,’ said Dix with a snort of laughter, ‘stuck back up there on their own in Tall Tree Valley, figuring out how to keep warm next
 time it snows.’


 ‘Yeah,’ shouted Harry. ‘Ha ha! Sitting by themselves in the snow.’


 He laughed and laughed, as Harry sometimes did, going on until it was almost like it was hurting him or he was having a fit. It often got on people’s nerves so much that they ended up
 telling him to bloody shut up, and then he’d get upset, which was even noisier and more annoying than his laugh. But this time everyone joined in with him happily, laughing and laughing up
 there on that ridge in Dark, with the wide bright world below, all glittery and fresh and new. No more snow and dark and snow leopards. All of that was behind us. No hungry wakings. No having to
 eat bats and slinkers because there wasn’t enough buckmeat. A new start for us, a new world, and all the space we could possibly need for generations and generations and generations.


 We started down the mountain. In a couple of hours we were walking by a stream with trees humming all around us, and their lanterns lighting our way, white, blue, pink, yellow. Herds of
 stonebucks lifted up their heads from the shining starflowers and watched us pass. They didn’t even try to run away.
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 Tina Spiketree


 So now we’d crossed Snowy Dark and found Wide Forest, the wide wide space that John had always insisted would be there. And in some ways life was easy easy, easier than
 it had ever been back in Circle Valley. There was so much fruit and so many birds and bucks – stonebucks and woollybucks and a new kind of buck we called a widebuck, big like a woollybuck,
 but with smooth smooth skin – that we could get together the food for a waking in just an hour or two. You didn’t need to have everyone working working all waking long just to get
 enough to eat, like we used to have to do back in Family. John said we should start School again when our children were a bit bigger, and teach everyone to write and do sums. He said we should use
 all that extra time to learn things and find out new things, like they did on Earth.


 We found a place to stop, a quarter waking’s walk from bottom of Dark. It was next to a long warm shining pool that bent round like a knee or a letter L, so we called it L-pool. It was
 full of fish and oysters and ducks. Trees grew round the edge of it and out into it too, waist-deep, and their big bright lanterns hung down over the water, white and green and yellow, giving out a
 thick sweet scent. The water gave us protection from leopards on two sides, and we quickly made a short fence out of branches near where the two sides of the L joined, so as to make ourselves a
 little safe triangle. Inside this fence we built a half-circle of shelters, and two big fire holes in middle, deep deep so as to be sure that there’d always be red embers glowing there.


 ‘Right,’ said John, as we sat round the fire inside our newly finished triangle fence. ‘We’re safe from leopards now, so let’s start building a proper
 fence.’


 He wanted to enclose a big big space, big as whole of Family area back in Circle Valley, so that it would give us enough room to grow as big as Family itself, and he wanted us to help him build
 a huge L-shaped fence so as to make a square with the two whole sides of L-pool.


 ‘But why do we need that, John,’ Gela asked him, in her sensible way, ‘when there are only fourteen of us plus a couple of babies?’


 ‘This is a new family,’ John said. ‘This is a beginning again, free of all the bad things that happened in Old Family. Clean and fresh and new. Without Oldest. Without Circle.
 Without Council. Without David Redlantern and his crew. Without Any Virsries where only Council can speak.’


 He looked round at us.


 ‘A new family without all those things, yes, but still one that will grow as big and strong as Family itself. Bigger, even. Stronger.’


 Harry jumped up and danced a silly jig. He could tell that John wanted us to be excited about his idea and he was trying in his own way to get us going.


 ‘Harry’s happy! Harry’s happy!’


 I suppose it looked cute when he was a little boy, before I was born, and I guess back then everyone laughed and encouraged him, but it didn’t look cute now, not when he was older than
 anyone else there. No one joined in and no one laughed.
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 And we weren’t so crazy, either, about that ‘fresh and new’ thing of John’s any more. We helped work on his big fence from time to time, to keep him
 happy and because it wasn’t such a bad idea to stop leopards from coming in too close to the little fence around our shelters, but mostly we just got on with doing the ordinary things we
 needed to do to keep ourselves going.


 Life was easy in one way, but in another way it had turned out hard. Sometimes I felt lonely lonely. There were so few of us. Okay, there was my Dix, and his mate Mike, and my good friend
 Gela, and my batface sister Jane, and little sharp Clare, and cheerful Janny, who was always up for a laugh and a joke. And Gerry was alright, I suppose, boring but alright, and so, in his own
 funny way, was clever weird Jeff. And bloody old John was okay too, at least some of the time, and I guess I cared about my brother Harry, or I felt responsible for him anyway, though it drove me
 nuts having to sort things out for him when he annoyed people with his noisy stupidness. I even got on alright with Lucy Batwing, and the two London girls.


 But that wasn’t a lot of people to fill a whole world with, not when there was forest forest forest stretching away on both sides of us for miles and miles and miles. Thousands and
 thousands of trees shining and pumping – hmmph, hmmph, hmmph – thousands of flutterbyes and bats and bucks and treecats and slinkers and leopards, all with their
 flat eyes and their two hearts and their greeny-black Eden blood, taking no notice of us, carrying on with the things they’d been doing for hundreds and thousands of wombs, ever since they
 first came up from Underworld: it was lonely lonely when you thought too much about it. So much space, so much life going on that didn’t know or care we existed – and then us, just us,
 us few human beings, by ourselves in the middle of it all.


 We made babies as quickly as we could. Even I worked on making babies, though I was never that keen on being a mum. I slipped with Dix, I slipped with John, I even slipped with Mike once
 twice. And often I found myself doing it like a broody oldmum back in Family, not really thinking about the thing itself and what it felt like, just waiting for the job to be done, and then laying
 back after the bloke was finished, whichever one it was, and trying to keep his juice inside me. All the girls did the same.


 ‘Slipping should be a special thing,’ John said one time, when a bunch of us were together by the fire, scraping buckskins clean. ‘Not just something you do with anyone you
 feel like, or anyone needing a bit of juice. We should go back to how it was on Earth. One man just slips with one woman, so he knows which kids he was the dad of, and a kid knows which bloke is
 his dad. This way of doing things we’ve got into on Eden, where everyone slips with everyone: it only began here on Eden in First Harry’s times, when there was only one man in
 the world and it was him.’


 He looked straight at me as he said it. He hated that I slipped with Dix, and he knew I knew that he hated it. And in a way I understood what he felt, because I didn’t used to like it much
 either when he slipped with the oldmums back in Family. Back then I wanted him for myself, and now he wanted me to be just his alone. But how could I agree to that with a bloke like him, who wanted
 to slip with me one waking and then, for wakings and wakings after that, wasn’t even interested in even telling me anything, let alone touching me?


 ‘How would that work, though, John,’ Janny Redlantern asked, practically, ‘when there are eight girls here and only six blokes?’


 ‘Yeah,’ said Clare, lowering her voice and looking round to make sure my brother was out of earshot, ‘and out of the six of us that did get a bloke, how would we decide
 which one got bloody old Harry?’


 They all laughed at that, though a couple of them looked guiltily at me and my sister Jane.


 Even John laughed.


 ‘You’ve got a point there, Janny,’ he said. ‘I admit you have a point.’


 Five six wakings later I came across him in forest with ugly merry Janny Redlantern, giving her a slip from behind, while she chattered away to him, just like some oldmum back in Family. He
 looked up and spotted me. Gela’s heart, I could tell how much he hated that I’d seen him. And soon afterwards he took his spear and a leopard tooth knife and a rope, and went off into
 Wide Forest on one of his long lonely trips.
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 He was always going off into forest and, if he wasn’t in forest, he was toiling and toiling away on the big fence, dragging up branches, hacking at trees, all by himself
 if no one would help him, to enclose that stupid massive space that we wouldn’t need for bloody generations.


 He was restless restless all the time.


 Gela’s tits, he’d broken up Family, he’d killed Dixon Blueside, he’d led us though ice and darkness, he’d lost Suzie and nearly killed the lot of us, all because he
 wanted to cross Snowy Dark and start again on the other side, but now we were here, it wasn’t enough for him, this little group of familiar faces, this ordinary waking-by-waking
 routine of hunting and scavenging and cooking and mending spears and scraping skins. It didn’t leave him with any outlet for all that energy of his, squeezed tight up inside him, like sap
 inside a tree.
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 Sue Redlantern


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 I’d just got off to sleep when the horns started for another bloody Any Virsry: one hundred and sixty-sixth. Of course I knew it was coming but, Michael’s names, I’d been
 dreading that sound. I didn’t care much how many years it was since Angela and Tommy came to Eden, but what I hated hated was that each Any Virsry was another year since my two boys
 Gerry and Jeff and all those others disappeared from Cold Path Neck and never came back.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 I crawled out of my shelter to make sure everyone was moving, and to help the youngmums with the little kids. Fox was out there already hurrying people along. He was Redlantern group leader now.
 It had been David for a bit, but then he became Head of Guards, and he moved out of Redlantern and set up his own fires and shelters with the other Guards over beside Greatpool, like a group all of
 their own with only men in it, a group over all other groups.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 ‘Come on, darling, don’t cry, mummy’ll be back out for you in a minute when she’s got your baby brother . . . Gela’s tits, Fox, give them a moment. Kids can’t
 wake up just like that. It takes them a bit of time . . . Here’s mummy look, darling, coming out of her shelter now . . .’


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 ‘Yeah, yeah. We know, we know, give us a break. It’s all fine and easy if you’re on London time, but we were deep asleep over this side . . . Come on, sweetheart, you
 can’t go back into your shelter now. Wait till we get to Any Virsry, eh, and then you can lie down and have a little kip again . . . Michael’s names, but you are a big big boy, Dixie,
 aren’t you? You look like you’re ready for a leopard hunt, mate, never mind an Any Virsry. What do you reckon? You could go out and do for a leopard easy easy, I’d say . . . Yes I
 know, Fox, but the Guards won’t kill you for giving the littles a few minutes to sort themselves out before they go.’


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 ‘Yes alright, Roger, you can lean on me. But don’t get any ideas, alright?’


 And off we went, whole Redlantern group – Fox, blind Old Roger, Lucy Lu, Jade, all of us – through Spiketree (who were still getting themselves together) and Brooklyn and across
 Stream’s Join to Circle Clearing. I was doing my usual job of jollying people along – Fox might be leader but he hadn’t got a clue about all that – but inside me all the
 time it was cold and empty and dark, because I knew too well what I was going to have to see and what I was going to have to hear and what I was going to have to swallow.


 There was a fug sinking down over us. It was warm and close and the rain was coming, just like it did that Strornry after one-sixty-three, when John destroyed the Stones. Such a terrible time
 that seemed then, the worst time, like everything was poisoned and spoiled: Gerry and Jeff and the others going off after John and Tina, Bella hanging herself like Tommy from a tree . . . But,
 looking back on it now, it wasn’t really so bad after that Strornry, not for about a wombtime. A lot of newhairs were outside of Family over Cold Path Valley way, it was true, and we
 missed them and things were tense. But we could still see them at Lava Blob and in forest round there, still see them and get news of them, and still look after them in a way.


 But then, not long before one-sixty-four, horrible Dixon Blueside went off with our Met and with John Blueside and the three of them never came back.


 Well, David obviously knew something that we didn’t know, something about where they went and what they meant to do. He and a bunch of his newhair boys – we didn’t call them
 Guards then, but that was what they were becoming – they all rushed off into forest with their spears and their clubs and their angry puffed-up faces. They found the bones that the foxes and
 starbirds had left – this side of Lava Blob, they all insisted, this side – and then they went on to the camp that John and the others had started over at the mouth of
 Cold Path Valley. They found all of them gone. It was obvious, David told us: they’d all gone up onto Dark to die of cold with Juicy John and Teasy Tina. ‘I’m sorry for those of
 you who’ve lost your kids,’ he said, ‘but didn’t I tell you we should have spiked that John up like Jesus? Didn’t I say it? “Spike him up until he
 burns,” I said. But you all said I was being too hard.’


 He said the same things again at one-sixty-five and I knew, I knew, I knew, he’d say the same things again now, at one-sixty-six: they were all dead up in Snowy Dark, they were
 fools for following John, we were fools for not doing for John when we had the chance.
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 Anyway, here we were back in Circle Clearing in the space between the trees and the stones – the new stones: they’ve never seemed the same to me as the old
 ones – and there was Caroline inside Circle looking sort of tired and shrunken and old. Mitch was beside her, the last of Oldest, the last one of Tommy and Gela’s grandchildren, with
 his scrappy white hair and beard, and his blind eyes, and his hands that grabbed and groped around him all the time, like he was frightened he was sinking into the earth. Just outside Circle,
 Secret Ree stooped over her bits of bark.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp! The Council helpers were still blowing those old hollowbranch horns because the most important people hadn’t yet arrived and the meeting couldn’t
 start without them.


 Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!


 Parp–parp–parp–parp! came the reply at last, and then into the clearing rode David Redlantern, the Head of Guards, in all his ugliness, up on the
 back of the woollybuck they’d managed to train for him over the last year. He glared round at us, and behind him his Guards, thirty forty young men, grinned and smirked at each other with
 their big blackglass spears over their shoulders. And he led them right round the clearing, right round the edge of Circle, so we could all see who were really the ones that decided things around
 here: the ones that could arrive as late as they liked at Any Virsry and still everyone would wait for them and not complain, however long they took. It wasn’t tired old Caroline any more who
 was in charge.


 And then, when they’d made that point, they all stopped in a group together in the space between Circle and the rest of Family. Two of them helped David down from his buck, and they all
 squatted down, and David gestured to Caroline to carry on.


 Tom’s neck, how did he get all that power? Why did we let him take it? He was only a Redlantern boy after all. I remembered him when he was a little kid and I was a newhair. I
 didn’t like him much even then. He was sort of loveless from the start, but when I was little I used to keep an eye on him. We batfaces took a lot of stick and we had to stand up for each
 other. I didn’t expect him to grow up into anyone nice or special, and I was right: he didn’t. He grew up into a sour sarcastic lump of misery. But sour and sarcastic is one thing, this
 was another. Who could have imagined this?


 But anyway, it was time for the count. The leaders came out from their groups to report how many in their group were here now, and how many were out hunting or scavenging and all of that, and
 Secret Ree scratched the numbers down with a shaky hand, though she was nearly blind. Then we waited while they added up the group counts and worked out the count for whole Family. It went on and
 on, like it did every time. Harry’s dick, how hard can it be to add up the numbers from eight groups? Babies cried. Newhairs gave each other looks.


 Then at last Caroline stood up.


 ‘There are five hunded and eighty-one people in Family,’ she announced, ‘more than ever ever before!’


 My clever Jeff wasn’t in that count, was he? Nor my Gerry, nor Janny Redlantern, nor John. They weren’t part of it any more. And yet, even without them, the number had gone up. It
 was like they didn’t matter somehow, like they made no odds at all.


 Caroline yelled the number into old Mitch’s ear, and they levered him up to his feet, and he began to quaver on about rememfer this and rememfer that, and how a big round boat came down
 from sky, and how there were only thirty people when he was a kid, thirty in whole world.


 We were supposed to be impressed or feel sorry for them, for managing to keep going when they were so few. But there were only twenty with John that went up on Dark.


 How does David know they died? I thought. How could he really know? John believed it was possible to cross right over or he wouldn’t have led them there, and who’s to say he was
 wrong? He was no fool. He figured out how to make warm wraps. And my own Jeff figured out how to turn a buck into a horse for them to ride. (David would never have thought of that, never, not if he
 lived for a thousand wombs, though he was happy enough to steal the idea from Jeff.) So who was to say that they didn’t make it over to the other side?


 There was a new part in Any Virsry now. There was a special bit where bloody old Lucy Lu got up and started telling us the messages she’d had from Angela and Tommy and dead Stoop and all
 the other Shadow People.


 ‘John is with them now,’ she told us, ‘John Redlantern, and all his little gang. They froze up on Dark and now they’re Shadow People with the rest of them. But none of
 the other Shadow People . . .’


 She broke off here, rolling her eyes and screwing up her face as if she was in terrible pain. That woman has always been a liar and a faker, ever since she was a little kid.


 ‘Gela’s heart,’ she cried, ‘Gela’s dear good heart, but they are lonely lonely. None of the other Shadow People talk to them because they broke up our
 Family. And they know now they did wrong. They know it, because all is revealed in the Shadow World, all is revealed. And they feel ashamed ashamed, and they hate themselves and they
 hate each other, and that’s how it’ll always be for them, poor things, poor poor things, for ever and ever and ever.’


 David stood up, one hand on the back of his buckhorse. Michael’s names, I hated all this. It was my boys they were talking about, my boys and their friends. How dare they
 talk about them like that? But I knew from the past what would happen if I tried to speak out. Everyone would yell at me and shout at me. People would warn me I’d end up being an enemy of
 Family too if I wasn’t careful. People would ask whose side was I on. People would hiss that they could see where my boys got it from. So I kept quiet, with only silent tears to show how I
 felt inside.


 ‘Yeah,’ David said. ‘Dying in the cold and hating themselves forever. That’s what you get for trying to break our Family, and that’s why we have Guards now to make
 sure it never happens again.’


 ‘Oh I know, I know,’ wailed Lucy Lu, ‘I know it has to be. But when you see them as I see them, you can’t help feeling sorry for them: always lonely, always miserable,
 always with the cold of Snowy Dark creeping through them and always . . . always . . .’


 She stopped because we could hear shouting voices coming from forest behind us on the Peckham side of the clearing. In came three more of David’s Guards, dragging along another young man,
 with a buck on a rope following behind them.


 The Guards didn’t take any notice of the fact that an Any Virsry was going on, and they paid no attention to the person in middle of Circle who was supposed to be Family Head.


 ‘David! David! Look who we found skulking around outside Family. Look who it is!’


 Who was it? He looked familiar – that narrow, clever face with the wispy blond beard – but we hadn’t seen him for a long time, and he’d grown, and we’d never
 seen him looking so scared before. But Gela’s sweet heart, it was one of them! It was one of our lost kids!


 ‘Let go of me,’ snapped Mehmet Batwing, ‘I wasn’t skulking. I came down here to talk to you. I’ve got things you might want to know about.’


 ‘Talk then!’ growled David. ‘Talk!’


 ‘Never mind David, Mehmet,’ I yelled. ‘Talk to us! Where’s our kids? Where’s Gerry? Where’s Jeff? Where’s John?’


 Other people started calling out and coming forward too, mums, sisters, brothers. The Guards quickly stepped in to keep us back and away from Mehmet and David, but they couldn’t stop us
 calling out.


 ‘Where’s Tina and Harry? Where’s Jane?’


 ‘What about Dix? Dixon Brooklyn, I mean? And Gela and Clare, are they alright?’


 ‘No, talk about Lucy first. Lucy Batwing. Tell us about her!’


 David raised his hands for quiet before Mehmet could answer.


 ‘One at a time, one at a time!’


 He turned to me.


 ‘And you can forget John,’ he said. ‘He’s not part of Family any more. He’s none of our business.’


 ‘That’s right,’ chipped in Lucy Lu, staring at us all with her weepy eyes. ‘Tommy and Angela told me themselves, remember? They told me we should forget that John
 Redlantern ever existed, and never speak of him again.’


 ‘Oh shut up, Lu, you silly woman, you just told us they were all dead!’ said a big Batwing woman called Angie. She was Mehmet’s auntie. It had been her who’d raised the
 boy up after a leopard did for his mum. ‘You come here, Mehmet my pet. Come to Auntie Angie.’


 ‘Yes, and I want to hear about John,’ called my sister Jade, ‘I want to hear about him!’


 And she looked at me guiltily, as if she doubted her own right to get involved.


 ‘Gela and Clare Brooklyn,’ someone else was calling. ‘Are they alright? Tell us that they didn’t die in the snow!’


 ‘What about Julie Blueside? And Angie and Candy?’


 Everyone was pushing forward, crowding round Mehmet and David and the Guards.


 ‘What about Dave and Johnny and Suzie Fishcreek. How are they? Suzie’s alright, isn’t she?’


 It was weird. Even before I heard Mehmet’s answer I knew what it would be. Everyone was yelling yelling at the same time, but when Suzie’s mum called out, a kind of hollowness
 suddenly opened up in middle of all that noise.


 ‘No,’ Mehmet said, ‘Dave and Johnny are still alive, but Suzie is dead.’


 And whole Family was silent then, completely silent. You could hear the hmmmmmmmm of the misty forest all around us, the hmmph, hmmph, hmmph of the trees nearby.


 ‘Dead?’ said Suzie Fishcreek’s mum, smiling broadly like he’d just told a joke. ‘Dead? No, that can’t be . . . You just told us . . . Well, you
 didn’t tell us but the fact that you’re here proves that . . . Well . . .’


 She giggled.


 ‘No, not dead,’ she said firmly.


 Poor woman. Mehmet had brought her sons and her daughter back to life for her when he came into the clearing, just like he’d brought Jeff and Gerry back to life for me. Suzie had leapt out
 of Snowy Dark for her, alive and well. And now, a few minutes later, she was dead again.


 ‘Yes, dead,’ said Mehmet. ‘That fool John led us up onto the snow. He had no proper plan. He didn’t know what to expect. It’s only luck that we didn’t all
 die. But Suzie did die. There’s a terrible kind of leopard up there, a white leopard that can throw its voice from one place to another. It did for her up there, her and one of our
 bucks, and it drove off the other one with Jeff on it, so we were all left in Dark.’


 My heart went cold. The world closed in round me. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Was Mehmet going to kill off my child as well?


 ‘Jeff?’ I cried. ‘It drove Jeff off? What happened to him? Did he come back? Is Jeff alright?’


 ‘He was alright last time I saw him.’


 ‘Well, so’s Suzie then,’ said Suzie’s mum, smiling round at the people around her. ‘She’s not dead. Mehmet’s here, isn’t he? Mehmet is here to
 prove that they’re all okay!’


 ‘Suzie died,’ Mehmet said. ‘Last I heard all the others were alive. Dave Fishcreek was with me earlier this waking. He came down with me from Tall Tree Valley, but he ran off
 when you guys started yelling at us and waving spears. Johnny Fishcreek, and Julie and Angie and Candy Blueside, they’re all back up there in Tall Tree Valley. We’ve got our own little
 Tall Tree group up there. Three babies too.’


 ‘And Jeff? And Gerry?’


 ‘All the others stayed with John. He had to keep going, didn’t he? Tall Tree Valley is a good place – all the bucks you could wish for – but he had to go back up onto
 Dark again, trying to find the way across to the other side.’


 So of course me and all the other mums and sisters and brothers and friends were calling out to know more again.


 ‘It gets cold up where we are sometimes,’ Mehmet said, ‘and snow comes down. But it doesn’t kill us, does it? It’s not cold like up on Snowy Dark. And it’s
 not dark either. But, first time the snow came down, off they all went, the bloody fools, Tina, Dix, Janny, Gerry, Jeff, dumb old Harry, all that lot, following that crazy John, that crazy killer
 John, back up onto Dark where Suzie died, and where we all nearly died, and would have done too if Jeff hadn’t come back for us. Good luck to them, they’ll need it.


 ‘But me and Dave and Johnny and the Blueside girls, we figured we could work out how to deal with a bit of snow. We have figured it out too. We wear thick wraps. We make strong
 shelters and big fires. We turn bucks into horses. It’s a good life up there. We get all the buckmeat we could ever want, and all the . . .’


 ‘My Jeff came back for you, you said,’ I called out. ‘What did he do? Where had he gone? Where did he come back from?’


 But David stepped in before I got an answer.


 ‘Never mind that now. Tell us what you mean by killer John?’


 Mehmet gave a weird little smirk. His head was cradled against his big fierce auntie’s enormous breasts – she’d pushed her way through the Guards like they were little kids
 – and he had other Batwing people standing round him, stroking him and touching him like they couldn’t believe he was real. He could tell he wasn’t in danger now and he was
 enjoying the attention and the power he had over us all.


 ‘Oh, didn’t you know, David?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t you know that John did for your friend Dixon Blueside? Speared him from behind when he was trying to get back here.
 And Gerry and Harry – you know, Gerry Redlantern and big old, dumb old Harry Spiketree – they did for the other two that Dixon had with him. Harry did for John Blueside. And Gerry,
 well, I’m afraid Gerry did for his own groupmate Met.’


 Oh Gela’s crying eyes! What a thing Mehmet had let loose! We’d guessed that something bad had happened, something bad enough to make whole bunch of them suddenly head off up to Dark,
 but we’d never known what that something was. Now John Blueside’s mum, and all the rest of Blueside group too, began to yell and bellow across the clearing at Redlantern and Spiketree,
 pushing forward against Guards, who held them back with the sticks of their spears.


 And Met’s mum, my own cousin Candice, turned on me.


 ‘No, no, no, no, no, no!’ she screamed. ‘I hate Gerry, I hate him, I hate him, I hate him.’


 She snatched at my eyes with her nails like a tree fox, scratching my face so I bled. People pulled her off me then, but she carried on screaming. Other people were joining in too, screaming and
 screaming: Blueside people screaming at Spiketree and Redlantern people, Redlantern people screaming at one another, all in the little fuggy space of the clearing with the thick fug all around and
 the fake Circle in middle of it all.


 And then Suzie Fishcreek’s mum finally heard in her mind what her ears had heard a little while ago. Suzie was dead. Her daughter had been torn apart by a white leopard that lived in Dark
 and the snow. Over all the other screaming and shouting, she let out one single horrible high-pitched shriek.


 ‘Silence!’ bellowed David.


 Everyone was quiet.


 ‘Silence,’ he said again, glaring round at us.


 Gela’s eyes, I’m a batface too and I’m no beauty myself, but he looked ugly ugly.


 ‘Screaming and yelling won’t solve anything,’ David said. ‘What’s needed now is to get that killer John and spike him up, just like I always said we should. Him and
 his creepy friend Gerry and that baby-man Harry. You all thought I was being hard, but if we’d spiked Juicy John up when I first suggested it, there’d be four people alive now who are
 all dead. This time we’re going to do it my way.’


 ‘Yes, but they’re right across the other side of Snowy Dark,’ I whispered to myself. ‘Thank Gela, they’re far away from here. David is only play-acting.
 There’s nothing he can really do.’


 ‘Yes, John is a killer,’ Mehmet said. ‘He could have killed any of us. That’s the only reason I went with him over the top in the first place. I didn’t want to go.
 I spoke out against it. I told him I didn’t agree with the killings. But . . .’


 David took no notice of any of this.


 ‘You bring us down some of those buckhorses of yours, Mehmet, if you really want to be our friends. And bring us some of those warm wraps. And show us the way the others went over the
 mountains.’


 ‘Oh yes, I will,’ Mehmet said. ‘I surely will. I don’t want to break with Family. We Tall Tree people don’t want to break with Family. One of us was a cousin of
 John Blueside, don’t forget, and three of us grew up with him and Dixon Blueside in their group. We want to get back at their killers as much as you do.’


 ‘Then maybe we can sort something,’ David said, ‘us and you. Maybe you can be part of Family again.’


 ‘I don’t think that’s down to you, David,’ came Caroline’s voice from behind him. ‘It’s for Council to decide things like that, Council and me as Fam .
 . .’


 ‘Bucks and wraps and information,’ David said to Mehmet, completely ignoring Caroline – and from that moment on, we lost any last notion we had that her or Council counted for
 anything at all – ‘bucks and wraps and information. That’ll show us which side you’re on.’


 ‘Gela is talking to me,’ cried Lucy Lu. ‘Gela is talking to me now. She’s explaining things. And I see now why I thought that John and the others were dead. The truth is
 that they’re worse than dead. Even to the Shadow People they seem dead. Even to the Shadow People, think of that! In one way I misunderstood what the Shadow People were telling me,
 that’s true, but in a deeper way, I did understand, I understood too well. That’s what Angela says. They’re not just dead. They’re worse than dead.’


 ‘John says he talks to Gela too,’ Mehmet said.


 Michael’s names, you should have seen how Lucy Lu changed when she heard that! All the dreaminess and weepiness disappeared in a moment. Her face went all twisty. She looked like she was
 crouching ready to pounce. She looked like a hunter about to make a kill.


 ‘Him?’ she snarled. ‘Him talk to Angela? Ha! Don’t make me laugh.’


 ‘Yes, but listen to this. He fools people because he’s got Gela’s ring!’


 There was a gasp from whole Family.


 ‘What do you mean?’ demanded David. ‘What do you mean, her ring?’


 ‘The lost ring, like in the story. The one she lost and then cried and cried for wakings afterwards. I’ve seen it myself. You can tell it comes from Earth easy easy. It’s made
 of metal – it’s smooth smooth, and shiny – and it’s got tiny writing inside it: “To Angela with love from Mum and Dad”, that’s what it says.
 I’ve seen it myself. John found the ring in forest near here and told no one, kept it all to himself, and then he destroyed our Circle.’


 ‘You went over to him after he destroyed Circle, Mehmet,’ I called out. ‘Stop trying to pretend that you . . .’


 But people yelled at me to shut up. They didn’t want to think about that. They didn’t want any complications. They wanted to think about the wonderful ring from Earth, the lost ring
 in the story, being found again, and they wanted to be angry angry with the arrogant newhair who’d destroyed Circle but kept the ring. He’d taken away our bit of the past without
 even asking us, and kept his own bit without even telling. He was my nephew and I loved him, but even I thought that was selfish and bad.


 ‘This is Gela’s Family,’ David said. ‘We’re her children. That ring belongs to us.’


 ‘Gela says we must get it back,’ Lucy Lu confirmed, rolling back her eyes so you could only see the whites of them. ‘I hear her now. Gela says we must get it back. Get the ring
 and punish wicked wicked John, who says he speaks in her name when he doesn’t, he doesn’t.’ Her voice rose into a shriek. ‘How dare he? He doesn’t! He
 doesn’t! He doesn’t!’


 She began to shake and tremble, like people do when they’re having a fit.


 ‘He must be killed. He must be killed like a slinker,’ she hissed. ‘Him and Gerry and Harry, all three of them. Kill them! Kill! Kill!’


 Other people began to yell out the same thing, ‘Kill! Kill!’ and gradually it turned into a chant:


 ‘Kill! Kill! Kill! Kill! Kill! Kill!’


 Jade reached out her hand to me and we held onto each other while the crowd around us shouted for the death of our own sons.


 ‘Kill! Kill! Kill! Kill! Kill! Kill!’


 Mehmet had a strange look on his face. Standing there with his auntie’s arm still around him, he looked half-pleased by the effect he had had, half-scared by what he had set off. He had
 done a terrible thing, coming down from Dark, and feeding our fear and hate to serve his own ends. But all the same, you couldn’t deny – even I couldn’t deny – that it was
 John who’d started it, John who’d killed another human being for the first time ever in Eden. And that was like the spark that lights a fire. There would be no end to the killing now,
 no end, not unless it killed us all.
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 John Redlantern


 I’d destroyed Circle of Stones. I’d got a bunch of people over Dark. I’d proved that human beings didn’t have to live forever in Circle Valley.
 I’d done all those hard hard things, but what was left for me?


 Did I do all that, I thought, just to live quietly quietly in our own little family, hunting and scavenging and raising up kids?


 Everyone could hunt and build shelters and raise up kids, that was the thing, and some of the others could do all that a lot better than me. Dix was a better hunter. Harry was stronger.
 Gela was better at sorting out quarrels. Jeff was best at turning baby bucks into horses that would let us ride them. The one thing I was good at, the one special thing about me, which no one could
 do even half as well as me, was breaking out of something old and making something new. Was I going to accept that I’d never do any of that again, when I was only barely grown up, and
 that from now on other people were going to be better than me at doing everything?


 Tom’s dick and Harry’s, no I wasn’t! I needed to make something else happen, and, what’s more, they needed me to do it too, even if they didn’t know
 it themselves, because otherwise they would get bored bored bored. That’s why people let me lead them, because I knew what they needed even before they did, and because I saved them from
 getting bored.


 ‘We should go further,’ I said to Tina, sitting at the end of a waking on the bank of L-pool. ‘We’ve been here for two wombs now, less than a waking’s walk away
 from bottom of Snowy Dark, with whole of Wide Forest out there waiting for us.’


 ‘We’re far enough from Family already, John,’ she said. ‘No one wants to go further than this from their friends and their mums and everyone.’


 ‘Okay, well, maybe we should go back to Family, then? Go back over and get some more of them to come and join us.’


 ‘John,’ Tina said, almost like she was explaining something to a kid. ‘You destroyed Circle, remember? You broke up Family. You did for Dixon Blueside. Okay, Family
 doesn’t know what happened exactly but they know something did, and they’re not going to forgive us for it, are they? David Redlantern isn’t, that’s for sure. Come on, you
 know that!’


 ‘Of course I know but . . . I reckon we could sneak up on Family without him knowing. See if more of them want to come and join us?’


 Tina snorted. ‘Yeah, we could try, until it ended up being us with spears stuck through us and our heads cracked open. There’s a lot more of them than us, remember,
 John.’


 I sat with my feet in the water, with tiny shining fishes nibbling at my toes. Three four yards out, beyond the trees that grew up out of the edge of the water, I could see pink oysters shining,
 and I thought of suggesting we dive for them like we’d done back at Deep Pool.


 ‘Or maybe David and his mates would decide not to do for all of us,’ Tina said. ‘Maybe they’d keep some of us girls, and do to each one of us what Dixon Blueside
 tried to do to me.’


 She chucked a bit of stone out into the water.


 ‘Yeah,’ she added, glancing round at me, ‘and come to that, maybe they’d do to you what David first suggested they do. Remember? Tie you to a spiketree to burn, the way
 hunters cook meat.’


 ‘Yeah, well. It’s just something to think about, that’s all. Either going back to Circle Valley to get more of them to join us, or pushing forward ourselves. There’s no
 point in just sitting here.’


 She didn’t even answer that. She pulled her feet out of the water and turned to face me. Her face was tired but she managed to smile.


 ‘So do you want a slip, then? Have a go at making another baby?’


 I said yes, but, once she’d got my juice, all Tina wanted to do was go back to the shelters and sleep.


 I couldn’t rest, though. I got my spears and my hunting bag and went out into forest alone. I’d often gone out on long trips, for two three four wakings. Sometimes Gerry came with
 me, sometimes Jeff came, riding on the back of Def, sometimes one two of the others, but often I went on my own. I’d scald my meat on a hot spiketree, and sleep between whitelantern roots
 with my spear ready in my hand.
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 Once, thirty forty wakings after we first came down into Wide Forest, I’d been been out on my own like that, a waking away from L-pool, when I woke up from a short sleep
 to hear a snuffling scrunching sound ahead of me. Thinking it would be bucks of some kind, I crept forward on my belly through starflowers to try and do for one of them. Buckmeat would be too heavy
 to carry, but I reckoned I could manage to take back a skin.


 I was almost on top of the creatures before I saw them, and realized they weren’t bucks at all. They were tall as trees, standing on four legs that were each the height of a man, and black
 all over, black black like leopards. They had long long necks, and at the top of their necks, just below their big long heads, they had two strong arms with hands. Two of the animals were
 slowly feeding from the trees, pulling the branches towards their mouth feelers with their hands and biting off the shining lanternflowers. A third one had its neck bent down to the ground, and was
 pulling up starflowers in armfuls and feeding them to its slowly scrunching mouth.


 I put an arrow on my bow, but I found I couldn’t bring myself to shoot. It seemed wrong somehow to try and do for something that had grown so big. And anyway, what could one person do with
 a thing that size? So I lowered my bow and, instead of shooting, I called out to the creatures.


 ‘Hey, big guys! Look at me!’


 All three of them stopped. The one with its head down lifted it a bit, the two with their heads up lowered them, and the three of them together stared at me with their round, flat, flickering
 eyes, snuffling and blowing and chewing. One of them gave a belch – I could smell the sour stink from where I lay – and then all three of them just carried on eating as if I
 wasn’t there.


 I found that they’d left a wide strip of darkness stretching away through forest where they’d been. It was twenty thirty yards wide, a wide dark strip with no lanterns or starflowers
 growing in it. Even flutterbyes left it alone. I followed it for half a waking, further away still from L-pool and all the others, thinking to myself that this was what it would be like on Earth to
 walk in a forest at Night.


 But then, ahead and over to the right, I saw a new light shining through the trees, smooth and soft like the light of pools and streams. I knew straight away that it was that smooth watery light
 we’d seen from the ridge, and ran towards it.


 Gela’s sweet heart, I came to the edge of the trees, and there it was: a huge shining pool, so big you couldn’t see the other side, and deep deep, with giant wavyweed shining down
 there, like another Wide Forest under the water.


 I stood there for a long long time, looking down on it from a low cliff. Fishes swam through its branches like bats and birds. Little hills of water moved steadily across it until they toppled
 over on the shore. I couldn’t see the ends of it to the left or the right.


 ‘You can’t see the other side!’ I shouted to the others as soon as I got back. ‘You can’t see the ends of it! It’s like that C back on Earth. Worldpool, we
 should call it. It’s another whole world, like Forest, or Dark, or Underworld! Think of that! Maybe we should leave this place, move over there, make strong boats and go and see what’s
 on the other side!’


 But Gela just laughed.


 ‘All that work you put into building that wide fence here, John, and now you want to leave it all when you haven’t even finished.’


 ‘And how would Earth find us when they came?’ asked Dix.


 It had been two three wakings before I’d even managed to persuade any of them to come over to Worldpool and look.
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 Remembering that made me feel me feel angry and sad as I headed away from L-pool and back to Worldpool again. I must have been there twenty thirty times since my first
 visit.


 Somehow I needed to get them all to move again. And at some point, somehow, we’d need to get back in contact with Family. Okay, Tina was right, we might end up being speared, or spiked up
 on a tree, but everyone had to die some time. People drowned, and got eaten by leopards, and died from infected slinker bites, and cancer, and sap-burns. Babies got born that couldn’t suck,
 and starved while their mothers’ breasts ached with milk. Everyone had to die, and death was usually nasty nasty, but there were still choices in life, it could still be better or
 worse.


 I slashed out at a jewel bat swooping down in front of me.


 ‘Tom’s neck, I didn’t split up dozy Old Family just to make another dozy Family on the other side of Dark. I did it to make things new.’


 But the only one of the others that was still trying to make new things happen was Jeff with his baby bucks.
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 Tina Spiketree


 My first baby I called Peter. He was a little batfaced boy, who looked like my sister, and I knew for sure his dad was Dix.


 My next baby was a girl and I called her Star. I didn’t expect this, but John loved her straight away. He was always picking her up. He was always offering to take her over to the pool to
 bathe her. And for a while he even stopped wandering off on his trips through Forest over to his precious Worldpool.


 I thought for a little while that he’d finally learnt how to be at ease with ordinary life, and then I remembered how John found it hard to be with his equals, and thought maybe
 that was why a baby was easier for him. A baby doesn’t answer back, does it?


 ‘I am Star’s dad, right?’ he asked me, when Star was five six periods old. ‘We made her that time we slipped next to the pool, didn’t we?’


 We were by the pool now, in pretty much the exact same spot he was thinking about. He was holding Star in the water, and she was kicking her little fat legs.


 I wished he hadn’t asked me. I knew he longed for me to say yes, and I thought, Shall I lie and tell him he’s the dad for certain? But I didn’t like lying, and nor did John, so
 I told the truth.


 ‘She could be yours, John, but she could be Mike’s too. Not long before I fell pregnant with her, I slipped with him once twice while we were out scavenging, and you were way away
 over bloody old Worldpool or somewhere.’


 When he heard that, he lifted Star out of the water, handed her over to me and went off into forest for half a waking. I wished then that I’d told him a lie. It wouldn’t even have
 been a big lie, because it could have been him that was Star’s dad, and I felt I’d been mean to him, insisting on the truth. I could see how it would be a special thing for
 someone like John to have a little girl or boy that he knew for certain was his own.


 ‘It probably was you, John,’ I told him when he got back. ‘It really probably was you that time by the pool.’


 I tried to reach and kiss him but he sat stiffly and wouldn’t relax into it. He nodded, and ruffled Star’s head, and then turned and gave me a little stiff smile.


 ‘It doesn’t matter anyway,’ he told me. But I could see it did. All the restlessness had come back into him.


 And at the end of that waking, when we were all eating fruit and stonebuck meat round our fire, with bats swooping overhead, he announced that he was planning to go back up Tall Tree Valley.


 ‘Why?’ I asked.


 ‘No point in cutting ourselves off from Mehmet’s lot, is there?’ he said. ‘We all set out together across Dark, didn’t we? There’s no reason why we
 can’t be friends. They might even want to come down here with us, if we told them what it was like.’


 ‘But wouldn’t this just be stirring up an ant’s nest?’ Janny said.


 ‘Yeah,’ Jane said, ‘it’s been three wombs since we left them. What makes you think they’d want to see us now?’


 ‘And do you really think Mehmet will be so glad to see you, John?’ asked Gela, looking up from her second little one sucking at her breast. ‘Let’s face it, he
 wasn’t exactly crazy about you even before you left him up there with just the other five for company.’


 ‘Who’s Mehmet?’ asked little Fox.


 His mum Clare laughed. She had three kids around her now. Our little group had grown. The fourteen who’d walked here from Tall Tree Valley were all grownups. The two babies that came with
 us – Fox and Flower – were little kids. And there’d been another ten new babies since, ten that had lived, with more on the way.


 ‘I think they’d be glad to hear from us up there,’ Clare said, ‘I reckon they’d be glad to see anyone after all this time. I mean there’s not so many of us
 here, but there were only six of them up there, remember. They must be going completely nuts if they haven’t already done for each other.’


 ‘That’s true,’ Gela admitted, ‘and they’ll have had kids too. It’d be nice to see their kids.’


 ‘It would be nice to see anyone at all that wasn’t us,’ Janny said.


 ‘It could be they’ve all gone back to Family,’ said Jeff.


 Jeff had grown his new hairs now and he had changed. He was beautiful beautiful, with fine features and a strong slim body to go with his big deep eyes. All the other seven girls wanted
 to slip with him and he obliged them just as much as they wanted, like he was making up for all the time when no one would accept him as a proper boy, only as a clawfoot who was outside all of
 that. For myself, though, somehow I couldn’t quite forget Jeff the funny little kid whose sore feet I’d washed back at Cold Path Neck.


 ‘They’d never do that,’ John said with a snort. ‘Go crawling back to Family after what happened to Dixon and Met and John Blueside? They wouldn’t dare.’


 ‘They might, though,’ Jeff said. ‘It wasn’t any of them that did for those three. Remember how Mehmet liked to remind you about that?’


 John shrugged.


 ‘Only one way to find out.’


 He stood up, looking back towards Snowy Dark.


 ‘Eventually we’ll need to get back in contact with Family itself anyway. Not now, obviously, but when we’re strong enough.’


 We all looked at each other. Gela’s tits, was this man never going to leave anything alone? Must he constantly be poking and meddling around with the lives of everyone on Eden?
 ‘You’ll get us all done for, one waking,’ said Lucy Batwing. ‘The way you keep putting us in danger again and again.’


 ‘Well, I’m not suggesting we get in touch with Family now, am I?’ John said, laughing. ‘I’m just suggesting going up as far as Tall Tree Valley, to see
 Mehmet and the others. Surely there’s no harm in that?’
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 John Redlantern


 Me and Gerry and Jeff went back to Tall Tree Valley. It meant going up over Dark again, but crossing Dark wasn’t the same as it had been before. It didn’t seem so
 far when you knew for certain there was something there to get to and you knew how to find it. (And that made me realize that it wasn’t really so far back to Circle Valley either. This
 journey that everyone had said was impossible for five six generations: you could walk whole of it easily in six seven wakings.) We each had a fullgrown woollybuck of our own to ride on now, and we
 each pulled a big snow-boat behind us. Mine was loaded with food and spare wraps for us. Theirs were piled with things to trade with the Tall Tree people: smooth widebuck skins that they’d
 never have seen before, and fruits you couldn’t find up there.


 It was weird weird when we’d got over the high Dark and dropped down into Tall Tree Valley to find Mehmet and Johnny and Julie still up there near the place where we’d all once lived
 together after Jeff saved us from Dark. And they were men and women now, young men and women, not newhairs any more, and they had five six little kids running round, and strong strong shelters
 they’d made with stones. They’d covered them over with branches and sealed up the roofs and walls with mud and buckskins so they’d keep out the cold, even in the snow.


 Tom’s dick, they were surprised surprised to see us, surprised and scared, like we were Shadow People or something, come back to life again from death.


 ‘We thought it might be time to make friends again,’ I told them.


 Mehmet stared at me for a moment, and then suddenly he smiled.


 ‘Friends! Yes, friends!’ He rushed forward to shake my hand. ‘That’s right, John, we should be friends. We’re grownups now, after all, not newhair kids. We should
 put our little arguments behind us, like kids’ quarrels.’


 And he hugged me and gestured to the other Tall Tree people to come and do the same.


 ‘Let’s get a buck roasting,’ he called out to them. ‘Let’s get the fire built up, get a good blaze going for a big roast.’


 Julie kissed me and Gerry and Jeff.


 ‘Wow, look at you, Jeff!’ said Julie. ‘Wow! You look fine fine. I can’t believe how you’ve changed.’


 Who would have thought weird little Jeff would turn out to be the one that girls wanted to slip with as soon as they saw him, clawfeet and all?


 ‘The others still around, are they?’ I asked. ‘Dave Fishcreek? Angie? Candy?’


 ‘Candy died having her baby,’ Julie said shortly. ‘The others are out hunting with . . .’


 Mehmet hastily interrupted.


 ‘Yes, I should explain, John. We’ve got a couple of visitors up here from Family. Don’t worry,’ he gave an awkward laugh, ‘it’s not David Redlantern or anyone
 like that. Just a couple of Fishcreek people, come up to trade a few bucks for some blackglass. I don’t know how you’re fixed where you are, but we haven’t got any blackglass up
 here and we kind of need it.’


 And then he sort of peeked at us, like he was in a hiding place and peering out, and not really standing right there in front of us at all.


 ‘You got blackglass at all where you are?’ he asked.


 ‘Come to think of it,’ he said, without even waiting for us to answer that first question, ‘where is it exactly that you’re staying now? Is it far from
 here?’


 ‘Not really,’ began Gerry, ‘just over the ridge there and then . . .’


 Mehmet was leaning forward, listening intently.


 ‘Oh, it’s a fair distance,’ I said, to cut Gerry off, ‘quite a few wakings’ journey. That’s why we’ve never been up before.’


 Mehmet looked between Gerry and me and smiled his complicated smile. And presently Angie and Dave Fishcreek came back with a couple of young Fishcreek men called Paul and Gerald. Harry’s
 dick, those two’s faces looked even more like they thought we were Shadow People come back from the dead than the faces of the Tall Tree people had done. As soon as they saw us, they
 stopped dead where they were, their muscles tensed up, ready to fight or run, and their fingers tightened around their spears. But Mehmet ran over to them, gabbling excitedly.


 ‘Who’d have thought it, eh? We thought maybe the rest of them hadn’t made it through Dark, after they left us here. But it’s John, look. Old John Redlantern himself, and
 Gerry and Jeff with him. Nice to see them, eh? Nice to have a chance to put old troubles behind us.’


 ‘Er . . . yeah . . .’ said Paul Fishcreek and Gerald Fishcreek, uncertainly, still fingering their spears.


 ‘So how is Family these wakings?’ I asked them. ‘Caroline still Head, is she?’


 ‘Caroline? Um. Yes,’ said Gerald, looking at Paul.


 ‘How about our mum?’ Gerry asked. ‘Sue Redlantern. She okay, do you know?’


 ‘Yeah. She’s good,’ said Paul.


 ‘You guys still hate us down there, then?’ I asked.


 Gerald and Paul Fishcreek looked at each other like they were in agony.


 ‘Oh no, no . . .’ they both began.


 Tom’s dick and Harry’s, there was weird stuff going on, weird weird, but I couldn’t tell exactly what it was. When we’d eaten Tall Tree’s buckmeat and the
 Tall Tree people had got to their usual sleeping time, I refused Mehmet’s offer of a space in one of their shelters and found somewhere else a little way from them, where me and Jeff and
 Gerry and our bucks could get some rest with solid rocks against our backs, and could get a good view of anyone that came near.


 ‘It’s not so cold that we need a shelter,’ I explained to the Tall Tree people, ‘and of course we’ve been keeping different wakings to you. We’ll be more
 comfortable out there where we can talk and get up and move around without disturbing you.’


 I told Gerry and Jeff I’d keep the first lookout, but none of the three of us had actually gone off to sleep when, after an hour or so, we heard someone creeping up. We grabbed our spears
 ready. But it wasn’t Mehmet or Dave or Johnny or the Fishcreek blokes, which I’d truly thought it might be, sneaking up on us with leopard tooth knives. It was Julie.


 ‘Hey, Jeff, do you want to slip with me?’


 I suppose life wasn’t much fun for them up there. It was cold, and nothing happened, and, when they didn’t have visitors, each of them only had four other people to talk to, apart
 from the little kids.


 ‘That would be good, Julie,’ Jeff said.


 And he did it with her, right there in the space beside the rock, slowly slowly and gently – and quietly quietly like you do when other people are near – and afterwards he held Julie
 in his arms on the sleeping skins and they talked, softly softly so as to let me and Gerry sleep if we wanted to. But I didn’t sleep. I lay there listening to the sound of their talking,
 while the strange tall trees hummed all around us.


 Most of the time, it was too quiet for me to hear the words, but once Jeff raised his voice slightly, not in anger (he was hardly ever angry) but firmly to make a point.


 ‘They were protecting me and Tina, Julie!’ he said. ‘They didn’t just do it for no reason! You know that!’


 I didn’t pick up any more of what they said after that but after a while I heard Julie begin to sob and Jeff comfort her. That’s why girls loved him, not only because of his
 beautiful eyes and his face and his golden hair and his long fine fingers and the way he could slip on and on until they’d had enough, but because he was kind.


 Maybe an hour later a kid began to cry over in one of the stone shelters, and Julie recognized it as her own.


 ‘Michael’s names, Jeff,’ muttered Gerry enviously, after she’d gone. ‘How do you bloody do it?’


 But Jeff had more worrying things to talk about.


 ‘John, Gerry, listen to this,’ he whispered. ‘Mehmet has been down to Family. It wasn’t so long after we left Tall Tree last time. Apparently David Redlantern is the only
 one who really decides what happens in Family now. He’s got a whole bunch of young guys called Guards, who make people do what he wants, and Caroline doesn’t matter any more. Julie says
 Mehmet’s done a deal with David to get the friendship of Family back. She doesn’t know what the deal is exactly, and she’s sure that Mehmet hasn’t told them whole story, but
 she reckons he’s promised he’ll help them to get to you. One thing Mehmet has told her and the other Tall Tree people is that David still wants to kill both of you two, and Harry as
 well. He still says he wants to spike you up to burn like Jesus, for killing Met and Dixon and John Blueside. And Julie says Mehmet’s told David about Gela’s ring. Apparently David
 hates you for that too, he hates you for keeping it for yourself.’


 ‘Bloody Mehmet Batwing,’ I said, taking my spear and jumping up. ‘That treacherous little slinker.’


 In my mind I saw that giant bat on the top of the tree, with the slinker creeping up towards it through the steam.


 ‘I’ll go and do for him now,’ I said. ‘I’ll kill him before he can do any more harm.’


 ‘That won’t work,’ Jeff said. ‘Just killing another person won’t work.’


 Well, no, I had to admit it wouldn’t. Not unless I killed everyone here: the two Fishcreek guys and Johnny and Dave and Angie and Julie and all their kids. Otherwise there’d
 still be someone left to tell Family that we’d been here and that our camp wasn’t so far away, somewhere just over the ridge.


 ‘Not all of Family is your enemy,’ Jeff reminded me. ‘And not all of these people here are either, not any more. But if you killed again you’d make more enemies,
 wouldn’t you? You’d make it easier and easier for everyone to see you as nothing but a killer, like a leopard that needs to be hunted down. You were the first one in Eden to kill a
 human being, after all.’


 Gerry just sat on his sleeping skin looking up at us. This was outside of his reach. This was difficult grownup stuff between me and his little brother.


 ‘Gela’s eyes,’ I muttered, after I’d thought about it for a bit. ‘I’ve got it all wrong, haven’t I? Things weren’t perfect before I chucked those
 stones into the stream, but look at it now! I’ve taken Eden and broken it up into pieces.’


 There are lots of different stories branching away all the time from every single thing that happens. As soon as a moment has gone, different versions of it start to be remembered and told
 about. And some of them carry on, and some die out, and you can’t know in advance which version will last and which won’t. It had never occurred to me before that the story of John
 Redlantern might end up as the story of a famous killer, the first one in Eden ever to do for another human being. But now that story suddenly took shape in my mind.


 I could see it being acted out in the future. John the Leopard-Man; John who killed a leopard and ate its heart and somehow the heart crept into him and became his own; John who sang
 sweetly and treacherously like a leopard does, and promised wonderful things, and made people leave everything and walk towards him, but really all he did was to lead them to their deaths. Death
 followed after him. It spread out from him across the world like ripples across a pool, like evil ripples. But then at last brave David Redlantern hunted him down, just like you’d hunt down a
 leopard that had taken to prowling around outside the fence and watching the kids playing inside. Brave ugly David hunted him down with his Guards, and then the world was safe again and Family was
 whole once more.


 ‘No, John, you didn’t break it, you opened it up,’ Jeff said. ‘That was why we followed you. It needed to be opened up. It needed to happen.’


 He looked at me with his big deep eyes, putting his hands on my shoulders. I’ll tell you, I was pretty near to crying.


 ‘Still,’ he said, ‘that’s not to say that you don’t sometimes make mistakes.’


 I nodded.


 ‘We’d better go then,’ I said. ‘Let’s just get straight on these bucks and go back over Dark.’


 Gerry looked at his brother, his eyes big and as gentle as Jeff’s but without the depth, waiting to hear Jeff’s judgement. Jeff shook his head.


 ‘That won’t work, though, will it, John? That’ll tell Mehmet we know something. It will tell him that someone here has told us something that worried us enough to make us leave
 in a hurry. If we don’t want that, we should stay till everyone wakes. We should let them have the widebuck skins and the fruit we’ve brought for them, trade them for some of the
 blackglass they get from Family. And then we should tell them we’ll come up and see them again soon soon, and hug and kiss them, and say goodbye, and go.’


 Gerry looked at me.


 I laughed.


 ‘I didn’t know you were capable of being so devious, Jeff.’


 To my surprise, Jeff hung his head. He really hated lies and tricks.


 ‘I know. But I don’t think we have a choice.’


 We looked out at the strange tall trees, humming and shining, with the bats and flutterbyes diving and swooping among their high branches.


 ‘We are here,’ Jeff muttered, as if to remind himself of a truth that stayed true no matter how much we lied and tricked each other. ‘We really are here.’


 I touched Gela’s ring on my little finger, felt its hardness, turned it round a bit. We were brothers and sisters really, all of us, that was the weird part. Me, Mehmet, David Redlantern:
 every one of us in Eden came from the same mother and the same father.
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 So when Mehmet and the others began to stir and poke up their fire and get things ready for another waking, we went down to them, pretending that nothing had changed.


 ‘We need to get back to our own people,’ I told Mehmet. ‘It took us a long long time to get here, and they might think a snow leopard has got us if we don’t show our
 faces soon. But maybe you’d like to trade with us a bit before we go? We’ve got these skins, look, like woollybuck skins but smooth. And fruit, like you get down in Circle Valley. What
 can you trade us for this lot?’


 And then we were off again, up over Dark, till we came to the ridge looking out over the Wide Forest.


 ‘Look at that!’ I said. ‘Even from here you can see the smoke of our fire down there. They could easily find us.’


 The air was still, and the smoke went straight up like a tree trunk, lit up clear and white by the lanternlight of Wide Forest.


 ‘Yes, and look at that!’ said Jeff, pointing back.


 I looked round. On the snowy slope behind us were three patches of light from the headlanterns of three woollybucks. It was Mehmet and a couple of the others. They’d been behind us all the
 way, following to see which way we’d go. They’d only need to come as far as this ridge we were on now to see Wide Forest below them, and the smoke rising up from our fire, all lit up by
 the firelight and by the lanterns all around it. And then Mehmet would know where we were living and he’d know we’d been lying when we said our camp was far away.
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 Tina Spiketree


 When he came back down from Tall Tree Valley John was full full of himself, like he hadn’t been for a long long time. He had all his authority back. He knew exactly what
 he was doing and how to carry everyone with him. And the funny thing was, he didn’t have good news at all. He had bad bad news, but he was happy happy happy. It was just like when the
 snow came down into Tall Tree Valley: he liked having trouble to deal with.


 ‘We need to leave this place,’ he told us. ‘David Redlantern and his lot could soon be down here after us. We need to get far enough away from here that they can’t see
 the smoke from our fire from the top of the ridge. Where we are now, they could be here within twenty wakings if they put their mind to it.’


 He looked back the way the three of them had just come down. There was a dip going on and Starry Swirl was filling up sky, bright bright and big as whole world, with the black shadow of Snowy
 Dark sharp up against it.


 ‘We won’t always run from them,’ he told us. ‘Time will come when we’ll turn round and face them. And, if we need to, when that time comes, we’ll fight David
 and his lot and beat them. But we’re not ready for that now. There’s only sixteen of us here, not counting little kids, and he could bring maybe fifty sixty grownup men and newhairs
 with him over the ridge, with blackglass spears and bows and everything. We’re not ready for that. But a waking will come when there’ll be more of us, and we’ll have found our own
 blackglass, and then . . .’


 ‘And then,’ said Gela with a sigh, ‘there’ll be a lot more killing. There’ll be lots and lots more red red blood. Harry’s dick, John, you don’t have to
 apologize for telling us to run away! Surely there’s enough space in Eden for people who feel like doing for each other just to move apart and keep out of each other’s way?’


 ‘Yeah, and let’s stop talking about killing, if you don’t mind,’ Clare said. ‘What’s poor Fox and Flower going to make of it, eh?’


 The two children were both listening intently, their faces stiff. Poor things. It was never like that when we were littles. We might have been scared of leopards or slinkers sometimes, we
 might even have felt scared of grownup people who were angry or unkind, but we never never thought that other people might come and do for us on purpose.


 ‘We need to take everything we can,’ John said, ‘skins, wraps, blackglass, spears, everything. Load it onto bucks, or carry it. We’ll go that way,’ he was standing
 facing Dark, and he pointed behind and to his left, ‘along between the hills and Worldpool, but making our way over towards Worldpool till we’re going along the edge of it. We’ll
 keep going for ten wakings. That’ll take us far enough from the ridge. After that we won’t have to move so fast, but we’ll still keep moving on every few wakings for a while, to
 get us a good long way away. We should be safe then for wombs and wombs, by Worldpool somewhere, far off from here. We could even make boats, if we wanted, make boats and figure out how to cross
 the water. Then we’ll have somewhere else to go to if we have to get away again.’


 Yes, we could be safe, I thought, but you won’t like that, John. You’ll get bored again. You’ll do something to make things more exciting, just as you’ve just done
 by going up to Tall Tree Valley and stirring up an ant’s nest, just like we feared would happen.


 But I didn’t say that then. We needed to move. Tom’s dick, I did not want to be around when David Redlantern and his lot came over Dark, and I certainly didn’t want my
 little ones to be there to see what they did to us. We needed to move. And of course I had to admit John was good at getting things moving.


 We started to pack stuff up, sort things out, figure out just how much we could carry on our backs or load onto the seven woollybucks we had now managed to turn into horses. It wasn’t all
 that much we could take with us when it came to it, not when Jeff had to ride on one buck, and we had twelve little ones to bring along with us, and we needed to take embers on a bark so we could
 make fires again without spending whole wakings trying to get a spark from twigs. Within a waking we had loaded up everything we could carry and were ready to leave our camp at L-Pool behind us,
 that big empty space inside John’s fence that we’d hardly begun to fill up.


 ‘The annoying thing is,’ said Gela, ‘that when David’s lot do come over the top they’ll find this place and make it their own. We’ve done all the work for
 them.’


 It was probably true. From what John and Gerry and Jeff had heard up at Tall Tree, Family had been happy to steal all the ideas that John and the rest of us came up with, even though they
 condemned us for having them in the first place: they were turning bucks into horses over there now; they were making footwraps and headwraps and bodywraps. Why wouldn’t they start their own
 camp in Wide Forest?


 But who cared, eh? We’d be long gone when they arrived here.
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 Hunting and scavenging as we went along, we moved slowly through forest. The trees went hmmmmmmm all around us. Starbirds called to each other. Two three times we heard a
 leopard singing in the distance. Once we passed two of those huge slow animals that John had named Nightmakers, and three four times we crossed the wide dark paths they made through forest as they
 slowly munched up every shining flower on the trees and the ground. You could tell how old the paths were by the number of flowers that had grown back.


 We went slow slow. There was a lot to carry, including all the little kids except for Fox and Flower, who’d walk a little way, and then ride up together on a buck, and then walk a little
 more.


 About three four hours into the second waking, I went up to the front with my little boy Peter riding on my back in a buckskin sling. John was up there already walking next to Jeff on Def, with
 Gerry following on just behind them. John had Star in his arms. She was fast asleep and he bent from time to time to kiss the top of her head. Now that things were moving on again for him, he
 seemed to have forgiven her for maybe being Mike’s kid and not his own, and he loved the sweet fresh smell of her hair.


 ‘Why do we need to stop in one place at all?’ I said to John. ‘We could just keep moving on slowly forever.’


 John beamed round at me. He was in a good good mood, relieved relieved to get away from that little place we’d made for ourselves by L-pool. Tom’s neck, he’d worked for
 wakings and wakings on that big fence, scratching and cutting himself, wearing himself out, but now he’d left it behind without even a moment of regret. Moving was what he liked to do
 best.


 ‘Now you’re talking, Tina,’ he said laughing. ‘It could work, couldn’t it? Just going a few hours further on each waking, perhaps, so we had time to hunt and
 scavenge and rest. We’d just need a few more bucks to ride on and carry our stuff, and we’d be fine, we’d never need to stop anywhere.’


 We walked on a bit.


 ‘You know,’ John said after thinking for a little while, ‘you really are right, Tina. It would be good to keep moving.’


 I’d hardly ever heard him so willing to discuss anything that another person had suggested to him.


 ‘But not heading away all the time,’ he went on. ‘Sooner or later we need to turn and face them. When there’s a few more of us, I mean. When we’re stronger.
 When we’re ready. It’s not good just to keep running away.’


 I shrugged. Why should we ever turn round? Why should we face them? Eight nine wakings’ journey from here, back in Circle Valley, Mehmet had probably already talked to David
 Redlantern. Now, or soon, David and his Guards would be gathering themselves together – their blackglass spears, their horsebucks, their bows and arrows, their knives, their clubs – and
 making their way up to Tall Tree Valley and on to the ridge beyond. And when they got there, they’d look down on Wide Forest as we had done. They’d be amazed amazed, like we’d
 been, and, for a while, their mouths would water at the thought of all that space and all that easy meat. But then they’d remember why they came, and they’d stop admiring Wide Forest
 for its own sake, and start searching searching searching for signs of us.


 They’d have ridden on the backs of bucks, which was Jeff’s idea, and they’d have followed the route that no one would have taken if it wasn’t for John, but that
 wouldn’t make any difference to them. They’d use the things we’d found, to hunt us down for daring to find them.


 I didn’t doubt, now Caroline was out of the way, that David Redlantern really would stick John onto a spiketree if he could, and let his skin burn off on its scalding bark, just as
 he’d always said he would. And I didn’t doubt that if he got hold of me, he would do to me what Dixon Blueside would have done if John and the others hadn’t come back to stop him.
 He’d hold me down and force himself up me and spurt his juice inside me, just to show how much power he had, and how little I had, however pretty I might be and however horrible and ugly he
 was. And if there was no one to stop him he wouldn’t just do it once. He’d do it again and again and again, until he’d used me up, and he could chuck me aside, like the empty husk
 of a whitelantern fruit with its sweet flesh eaten away.


 Why should we face all that, any more than we would choose to stick our arms down an airhole with a slinker hiding in it or pick up a piece of shit and force it down our throats? No, I
 thought, we should just go on and on and on. I even began to think that I’d go along with paddling out across Worldpool, if that’s what it took to keep us safe. In fact I could see
 myself agreeing to any plan at all that would distract John from his idea of turning round and facing David.


 But then my mood changed, and I thought that the further away we travelled from Circle Valley, the further we left behind all those other human beings too, the nice ones, like my mum, and nice
 batfaced Sue Redlantern, and all those others back in Family who weren’t like David Redlantern at all. And even though we hadn’t seen any of them since we left Cold Path Neck, it was
 sad to think that we might go so far far from them that there stopped being any possibility of contact again.


 Yes, and there was Earth to think about too of course. It was dreadful dreadful to think of Earth coming for us and not being able to find us because we’d gone too far, so that David and
 all the others went back to that world of light, and we few were left behind here like Tommy and Angela had been, all alone in dark dark Eden.


 And now I understood why John wanted to turn and face them. It wasn’t just about fighting and killing. That was part of it, but it wasn’t whole thing. It was also about staying
 connected. Even fighting was.


 ‘Jeff was just saying that maybe we could get some baby leopards somehow and train them up like bucks to protect us,’ John said, looking round at me for my opinion. ‘Sounds
 worth a go, don’t you think? If it works with bucks, why wouldn’t it work with leopards too?’


 He wasn’t expecting it but I put my arm round his neck and kissed him. And he let me this time. He relaxed and laughed and kissed me back.


 ‘And another idea me and Jeff had was about cars,’ he told me. ‘Do you remember that model Car that Oldest kept back in Family, with its four wheels? I reckon we could
 figure out how to make a kind of snow-boat with wheels that we could get bucks to pull along with our stuff on, even if there wasn’t any snow.’


 And then he talked about catching a baby nightmaker and turning that into a horse.


 ‘Think of the load a thing like that would carry!’ he said, looking round at me again to be sure that I was as excited about it as he was.


 I laughed and kissed him again, and then fell behind a bit to see Dix, and ask him to take a turn with Peter, who was getting big now and was hard to carry for too long.
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 In two more wakings we reached Worldpool.


 I’d been to the edge of Worldpool three four times since John first found it, but just seeing it was a different thing from walking along next to it. This way you really got a sense of how
 big big it was. It was a pool that you could walk alongside all of one waking and still not reach or see the end of it, a pool with ripples on it half as tall as a grownup, like moving hills
 of shining water, which you could look into and see shining fishes swimming inside, before they came toppling over to swirl round the rocks in white bubbles that caught the light from the plants
 and creatures below. It was a pool that stretched away from us, softly shining into the distance, but didn’t reach another bank, like all the other water we’d ever seen, but stretched
 out instead to a far-off place where it seemed to touch the edge of the black black starry sky in a long straight line. But it wasn’t really touching sky. That line was Eden itself, our own
 dark Eden, curving down and away from us, hiding even more wonders from our sight.


 After we’d walked for half a waking, we came to a place where a river, thirty forty yards wide, had cut through the cliff and was pouring out into Worldpool over a shallow bed of stones.
 We and our bucks had to wade across it – it was waist deep in the middle – carrying our kids and all the stuff we had with us. Dix and Gerry carefully lifted the fire-bark above the
 water, with the embers glowing on their flat stone.


 ‘Hey, look at this!’ shouted Lucy Batwing in the middle of the stream.


 She’d noticed something that was floating by. She caught it and brought it to shore to show John. It was a little toy boat made of a dry fruit skin rubbed with grease, like the ones little
 kids used to play with back in Family. But, Michael’s names, how could a little thing like that end up here on the edge of Worldpool?


 ‘Well, this must be Main River,’ Jeff said. ‘This must be where Main River comes to from the bottom of Exit Falls.’


 It was strange strange to think that this exact same water had flowed down from Dixon Snowslug, and Cold Path Snowslug and all the other snowslugs and streams that fed into Circle Valley,
 strange to think it must have come through Deep Pool where me and John had dived for shining oysters, and through Longpool and Stream’s Join and Main Stream, and on through Greatpool. It was
 strange to think that some little kid in Family, some kid probably not even born when we were back there, had played with this little boat up there, just like we used to do, among all those old
 familiar places. It can’t even have been all that long ago. Grease or no grease, those little boats didn’t last many wakings before they turned to mush.


 ‘We’ll come back here one waking,’ John said, ‘and follow the water up towards Dark. Maybe this is another way back into Circle Valley. Maybe we could climb up Exit Falls
 from below.’


 Tom’s dick, did he never let up?
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 There was a warm wind blowing in from Worldpool as we continued along the cliffs. It had a strange scent to it, rich and pungent, a bit like the way wavyweed smells when you
 spread it out on branches to dry it out for rope, but sweeter and more complicated. Birds and long-winged bats of kinds we’d never seen before gave out strange hoots and cries from little
 hiding places in the cliffs below us, and looked down at us from high high up under Starry Swirl.


 We came across a completely new kind of creature lying below us on the rocks beside the water. There were twenty thirty of them, as big as widebucks and with a buck’s mouth-feelers and big
 flat eyes, but they had no legs at all, only two little arms at the front with webbed hands on them like a duck, and four long fishy fins. They were slow slow when they were moving about on
 the rocks, just like a woollybuck or widebuck would be if it lost its legs and was trying to wriggle around without them. But in the water, among the wavy trees that swayed down there with their
 watery lanterns shining yellow and green, those great fat things swooped and dived as quickly and gracefully as bats hunting flutterbyes among the lantern trees in Circle Clearing.


 Dix shot one of the creatures with an arrow. What a screaming and a yelling it made! Eeeeeeee! Eeeeeee! Eeeeeee! And then all of the other ones started up as well. Eeeeeeee! Eeeeeee!
 Eeeeeee! they screeched as they wriggled to the edge of the rocks, tipped themselves into the water and then shot off down into the depths like they’d suddenly become arrows themselves,
 shot from a powerful bow, heading down and down and down.


 Dix and me and John and Gerry put down the kids we were carrying and scrambled down the rocks to finish off the squirming thing with clubs and spears. We skinned it and cut it into pieces. We
 didn’t cook it on a fire, because we didn’t want to make smoke, but we cut the meat in strips and scorched it on a spiketree. It was rich fatty meat. It filled you up quickly and lay
 heavy in your stomach for a long time, and it made a couple of people get sick. But, Gela’s eyes, that was good thick fat, and, like John said, if you needed fat for snow-wraps or to seal up
 a boat, those creatures would be the place to go to get it. So we called them fatbucks.
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 Next waking, John went out in front as usual, this time with Jeff and Gerry and Harry, excited and keen to find more new things. Pretty soon they were so far ahead of the rest
 of us that we could hardly see them at all. The brightness of Worldpool made the cliffs along its edge look dark by comparison and we could just barely make out the four of them – John, Jeff,
 Gerry and my big dumb brother – as little dark specks on top of that dark mass of rock, with the shining water on one side of them, and the shining forest on the other. Far off ahead of them
 – so far off you couldn’t tell if it was in forest or out in Worldpool or in Dark or what – a volcano was burning. You could see its dark red flame where Eden’s shadow met
 sky, and then, above that, the stain of black smoke trailing across Starry Swirl.


 The rest of us plodded along steadily behind for some time, until suddenly we realized that the ones in front were yelling and hollering. We couldn’t tell what they were saying, or whether
 they were excited or scared – the warm wind coming off the water was blowing in our ears and buffeting our faces – but John and Harry and Gerry were waving and jumping up and down on
 the cliff like they were crazy. Only Jeff was still calm, sitting up on the back of his buck and watching the others shout and yell.


 Gela’s tits, what was it? What could they have found?


 We began to run forward.


 As we drew nearer we saw they were standing in front of some big solid thing lying in the trees some ten fifteen yards back from top of the rocks. At first it looked like a boulder of some kind,
 a big big boulder, almost a hill. And then – Tom’s neck – as we got closer we began to see why their cries had sounded so strange. They didn’t know if they
 were excited or scared. They didn’t know if this was good good or bad bad, because it was something we’d never seen before. We’d never seen anything that was even a bit
 like it.


 You had to stand and stare at it a long long time before you could even get your eyes to tell you what sort of shape you were looking at. Even the stuff it was made of was something new, not
 wood or rock or earth or anything like that at all. It was smooth and shiny, like . . . like metal. But it was hard to believe so much metal could be all together in one place,
 because this thing wasn’t the size of the little metal ring on John’s finger, it was the size of Circle of Stones itself!


 It was that shape too. It was a huge huge circle of metal, tipped a little bit on its side with the lowest part of it sticking into dirt of the forest floor, all mashed and broken up. It
 was like this huge thing had somehow fallen there, or been thrown down hard into the edge of forest, like you’d throw a lump of stone. But what could possibly have thrown a thing as
 big as that?


 We went up to it. We gingerly touched it and then, when it didn’t sting or burn, we felt it all over. It really was metal, hard like stone but colder, and smooth smooth all over, with no
 grain in it, no roughness, no texture, only from time to time straight lines that divided the surface up into square shapes, and straight rows of little round dots. But the metal was only the
 beginning of the strangeness of it. At the top of it, in middle, there was a smooth shape sticking out like a bowl that you might use for water but twenty thirty times the size and made of what
 looked like smooth ice, so clear that you could see Starry Swirl shining right through it.


 Dix was nimble. He climbed up there and touched it.


 ‘It’s not ice,’ he said. ‘It’s warm and dry. And it’s smoother even than metal, smooth smoo . . . Oh Gela’s tits!’


 He came scrambling and tumbling down like he had six leopards after him.


 ‘What is it? What is it?’ we were all yelling at him.


 ‘Faces,’ he said, ‘faces inside that ice thing looking out. White grinning faces with huge eyes!’


 Lucy and Clare and Mike grabbed their kids and started to run. The little ones began to scream. But John and me climbed up the top and looked in. It was dark inside, but there was just enough
 light from forest and stars for us to make out two white faces staring up at us, with big dark eyes and toothy gaping mouths.


 ‘They’re just skulls,’ said John, ‘that’s all. They’re just human bones.’


 Human bones weren’t something we saw too often because we always used to bury dead people back in Circle Valley under stones. In fact I’d only ever seen the clean white bones of a
 person once before, when a bunch of us found the remains of an old Batwing bloke called Johnny in forest when I was a little kid. (He’d been out there scavenging by himself and he’d
 died for some reason – maybe a heart attack or something – and had the flesh eaten off him by starbirds.) I looked through the smooth hard icy stuff at the faces looking out at us.
 Their mouths hung open like they were roaring with laughter. Ugh!


 ‘Just bones,’ John called out. ‘They can’t hurt us.’


 The others who’d scattered in panic came reluctantly back to the metal thing.


 ‘Hey, look here!’ Gela called. ‘There’s a hole under here. You could get inside.’


 John and me jumped down to look. It was only a small hole, but certainly big enough to crawl through. John wriggled straight in there, with faithful Gerry following him and then me and Jeff. The
 rest of them seemed to think it was our special job, mine and Gerry’s and Jeff’s, to be the first to follow John into strange and scary places.


 There was a hollow cave in there under the hard ice-like stuff, a tilted-over cave that smelt like a kind of mud. Three skeletons were sitting in there on special seats made of some soft dark
 crumbly stuff that we’d never seen before. We hadn’t noticed the third skeleton from outside because its skull had fallen off its neck and had rolled down to the bottom edge of the cave
 with its skull eyes looking away from us. The skulls and bones stood out because they were white, but it was too dark to make out much else. I went back to the opening and called for someone to
 pull down some branches of whitelanterns for us to see by.


 When I went back inside to the other three, I reached out for their hands. We were all shaking. I don’t honestly know if it was fear or what. We really didn’t know what to think or
 feel.


 Then Gela crawled in with three four bright whitelanterns on a bit of branch, and now we began to see just what a weird weird kind of cave this was. All round us were strange brown
 surfaces covered with rows of little shapes. They reminded us of the Kee Board and the Screen that Oldest brought out to show us on Any Virsries, but there must have been thousands of those little
 square shapes here, dozens of different screens. We didn’t really know what to do next, so we began to touch the little springy squares, pushing them in and out like we used to push them in
 and out on the Kee Board as little kids when Oldest’s helpers carried round the Mementoes at Any Virsries.


 More people were trying to get inside now. Mike was crawling in, and Clare, and even little Flower, and the metal thing rocked slightly with the weight of us all moving around inside it, and
 creaked like a tree does in the wind.


 ‘It’s the Three, isn’t it?’ John said. ‘It’s the Three Companions. This is Dixon and Mehmet and Michael. The first Dixon, I mean, the first
 Mehmet. And Michael . . .’ He could hardly bring himself to say it, and when his words came they were all shaky and wobbly. ‘And Michael Name-Giver.’


 We didn’t answer him out loud.


 ‘And this is their sky-boat,’ Jeff said after a while. He spoke quietly, but more calmly than John. He was interested interested in everything, but he didn’t easily get excited
 or upset. ‘This is the Landing Veekle. They never made it back to Defiant at all.’


 In the fading light from the branch of whitelanterns, we could see the three skeletons more clearly and we could see that they still wore wraps around them, wraps to cover their whole bodies,
 like Tommy and Angela’s wraps that Oldest still kept bits of in the hollow log. The two skeletons with heads had white wraps, the headless skeleton had a blue one. And there was
 writing on the wraps. Gela’s eyes, once we’d got some fresh whitelanterns in to give us more light, we could see their names written there – Mehmet Haribey, Dixon
 Thorleye, Michael Tennison – names from that old old story which was so old that, though we believed it was true, we didn’t really believe it happened in the same
 world as us. But here they were, not in a story world at all, but right in front of us.


 Michael Tennison was the one whose head had fallen off. I picked it up now, that hard hollow thing with its white stony mouth that had first spoken the names of the animals and plants of Eden,
 all that long long time ago.


 ‘Just think,’ I said. ‘When we say “Michael’s names” this and “Michael’s names” that, this is the Michael we’re talking
 about!’


 People had got tired of pushing on the little squares by now and most had stopped doing it, but little Flower was still at it. She pushed in a square and suddenly – Tom’s dick, it
 was hard to believe – suddenly there was a voice speaking to us and a face looking out at us from a screen. Flower screamed, everyone shouted and yelled and jumped back, and the sky-boat
 rocked back and forth once again.


 ‘Be quiet!’ John yelled furiously. ‘Gela’s eyes, be quiet and listen!’


 It was a man’s face, a man with fair hair and tired grey eyes but no beard at all, his shoulders covered in a bright blue wrap.


 ‘ . . .Tennison,’ his voice was saying, but it sounded all thin and strange, like he was half-buried in the ground, and he spoke his words in a funny way that we could hardly
 understand, like he was speaking right up at the front of his mouth. ‘Michael Tennison. I’m afraid it looks as if the Landing Veekle must have been damaged when we . . .’


 And then the voice stopped, and the face disappeared, and the screen went black like all the others. And we pushed every one of those hundreds of little squares over and over again, over and
 over and over. We even got Flower to push them all again, in case there was something about her touch that made a difference, but we could not get the face or the voice to come back again, however
 hard we tried.
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 Sue Redlantern


 I was grinding up seeds to make some cakes for dinner when a Batwing kid came running into Redlantern area, shouting out that Mehmet Batwing had come down again from Dark.
 He’d come down with two Fishcreek boys, Paul and Gerald, who’d been the latest two sent up by David across Dark to the place called Tall Tree Valley where Mehmet and his lot lived.
 Mehmet, Paul and Gerald had gone straight to Guards up along Greatpool, without walking through the rest of Family at all. But one of the Guards had told his sister about it, and news was spreading
 from her across Family about what had happened. Apparently Paul and Gerald had met John up there: our John, John Redlantern! He’d been visiting Tall Tree too, but from the other direction,
 from some other place on the far side of Dark, some other forest.


 Harry’s dick, how many different places were there in the world?


 Not that I was worrying about that just then. As soon as I heard the news I knew something bad bad was going to happen and I ran straight over towards Guards, yelling out the news on my
 way to everyone I saw.


 ‘They’ve found out where John and his lot are!’ I called out. ‘They’ll go over after them unless we stop them! Go after our boys and girls. Spread it about!
 Quickly! Come over to Guards now!’


 It was already busy busy in Guards. They were getting out warm wraps for the snow and rolling them up. They were tying up bunches of arrows. They were taking out their strongest blackglass
 spears and their best leopard tooth knives.


 ‘What’s happening?’ I bellowed at them. ‘What in Gela’s name is going on?’


 Guards laughed and went on gathering their things together and tying them onto their backs with string and buckskin straps.


 ‘Get out of our way,’ David said, stuffing some wraps into a bag. ‘We’re busy. We’ve got a job to finish, and we’ll have no time spare until it’s
 done.’


 Mehmet was there beside him, already up on the back of his woollybuck, ready to lead the way back up Dark.


 ‘What job?’ Jade asked David.


 I looked round, surprised. There were ten eleven mums there, and Jade had come running up with the rest of them.


 ‘You know what job, Juicy John’s mum,’ David told her. ‘You know perfectly well what job. We’ve found out where your juicy boy is hiding out with his chums,
 and we’re going to do what we should have done long ago.’


 ‘They’re our boys and girls,’ I told him. ‘They’re Family’s. They’re not yours to do what you like with!’


 David came over to me and sneered into my face.


 ‘They’re our boys,’ he simpered in a fake little whiny whiny voice. ‘They’re part of Family. They’re not yours to do what you like
 with.’


 Then he snorted and stepped back from me so he could talk to all us women together in his normal rough hard voice.


 ‘Everyone listened to that talk before, didn’t they? All that stuff about how dear sweet Juicy John was our boy, how he was one of us, how we mustn’t hurt him. And look
 where it got us, eh? Four people dead who’d be living and breathing now if it wasn’t for him! Four people! And a baby inside its mum’s womb. Now get out of my way, and don’t
 talk to me about being sorry for people.’


 I ran forward and grabbed hold of his arms.


 ‘Listen to me, David Redlantern, I’ve known you since you were a little boy. I looked out for you. You know I did. I told you stories. I comforted you when the other kids teased you.
 I looked after you. So listen to me. You owe me that, and I’m not letting you go until you . . .’


 He turned and called over his shoulder.


 ‘Mike! Get her off me and keep her off me.’


 A hard young London boy called Michael came with his mate and dragged me roughly off David.


 ‘You’re in charge here until we get back, Mike,’ David said. ‘Meantime keep these blubbering oldmums out of our way so we can finish getting ourselves together and
 go.’


 David had his Guards divided into two groups. One group was to go with him up over Snowy Dark, with Mehmet Batwing as their guide. The other group – about twenty of them, all with spears
 and big clubs – was to stay back in Family with Michael London in charge, so as to hold us back and to keep us under control while he was gone. But of course all of this lot that had been
 told to stay and control us were men and newhairs that we’d known for wombs (as were the lot that went with David over to Dark), and quite a few of them were cousins and uncles and even
 brothers of the group of kids who’d gone over to John all those wakings ago.


 ‘Back off, all of you!’ shouted Michael London, prodding at us with the butt end of his spear. This silly self-important kid was no older than my Gerry. But he was determined that if
 he was going to miss all the excitement across Dark, he was going to have fun back here instead.


 ‘Back off or we’ll use these clubs on you!’


 And meantime David and the other lot of Guards – another twenty men and newhair boys – climbed onto their buckhorses with their weapons and their snow-wraps, two Guards on each buck,
 and started to head off Peckhamway.


 ‘David!’ I yelled after him. ‘David! Please stop!’


 He didn’t even look back.


 ‘Mehmet!’ I shouted then. ‘Don’t lead him to them! He wants to do for them all!’


 Mehmet Batwing did look round, and his face was strange strange because it was two things at the same time. He was trying to look cold and hard like David – and part of him really
 was enjoying the power he had – but part of him was troubled too. It was like he was only now really understanding what it was that he’d set loose, now that it was too late to
 stop. He had got a sort of power, a sort of importance, but he’d only got it by giving up having any real power at all.


 ‘Mehmet!’ I shouted, as he turned quickly away again. ‘You don’t want to do this, so don’t do it! We’ll back you up.’


 All the other mums were yelling now, and other people were still arriving from groups, and they were yelling too, calling out to David, calling to people they knew among the twenty Guards on
 buckback: ‘Johnny! Mike! Dixon! Mitch! Pete! Don’t go with them! Don’t go!’


 And some of the Guards looked back from the backs of their bucks, and some didn’t. But, either way, what could they do? They were in the same position as Mehmet. They’d gone too far.
 If one of them turned back, it would be him that the others would be spiking up next.


 We turned our attention to the Guards who were holding us back:


 ‘Let us go! Let us bloody go! They’re going after our boys and girls. They’re going after people that used to be your friends and your groupmates. They’re going to
 kill them! Is that really what you want?’


 They just shrugged. A few laughed mockingly but you could see a lot of them were troubled by what was happening. It made no difference, though. They still wouldn’t let us get past them.
 How could they? It was the same for them as it was for their mates riding out towards Snowy Dark on their bucks. If they didn’t do what they were told, they were at risk themselves. So they
 frowned and avoided our eyes and prodded us and hit us with clubs and spearbutts if we pushed forward or tried to get round them. And then, pretty soon, it was too late for us to catch up with the
 bucks anyway, so they shrugged and let us go.


 ‘Do what you want,’ said Michael London. ‘Just get out of Guards area and stop that bloody yelling. You’re making my head hurt.’


 And they turned their backs on us and walked off in different directions, pretending that they were busy and didn’t have time for our nonsense, but really just trying to get away from all
 of this, so as not to have to face us, or think about what they were doing.


 Some of the mums ran straight off into forest after David and his lot, but there was no point in that. People can’t run as fast as bucks, and David had made sure sure that no one in Family
 had horsebucks to use except only for Guards. So I ran instead after the two boys, Paul and Gerald Fishcreek, who’d come down with Mehmet from Tall Tree Valley and were now part of the group
 of Guards who’d been told to keep us under control.


 ‘What did you see up there? Who did you see? What did they tell you?’


 They looked at each other guiltily, and then looked round to see if anyone else was near.


 ‘John and your boys came up while we were there,’ Gerald said, with a silly fake shrug, pretending it was all nothing to him. ‘Gerry and whatsisname . . . Jeff.’


 ‘Gerry? Jeff? Both my boys?’


 I was shaking now. It was weird weird, to be talking to someone who’d seen my two sons only a few wakings ago, but there wasn’t much comfort in it, not with David and his lot riding
 towards them.


 ‘How were they?’ I asked him.


 Again Gerald looked at his groupmate. Then he shrugged again.


 ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Pretty good. They’ve grown. Jeff’s a big bloke now, with a beard and all. Quite a looker, actually.’


 ‘Do you hate them?’


 Gerald glanced at Paul.


 ‘Well, no,’ he muttered. ‘Of course not.’


 ‘But yet you came back here with Mehmet Batwing to tell David about them, knowing how badly David wants to spike them up to die?’


 ‘We didn’t . . .’


 ‘Come on, Gerald. You knew David would be after them the moment he got the news. Don’t try and tell me you didn’t.’


 Gerald looked desperately at Paul. I looked at Paul too. I gave him the look I give to naughty children, and he looked guilty and scared for a moment and then straight away he frowned, making
 his face hard hard hard, a proper Guard’s face. It was like he was putting on a mask.


 ‘Back off, Sue Redlantern,’ Paul said. ‘Back off or I’ll use this club on you, alright?’


 ‘What?’ I hissed at him. ‘Club me for asking you why you want to do for my own sons?’


 He cowered like I’d just hit him, but held his club tight in his hand.


 I let them go, the silly weak kids. And then I cried and cried. I cursed First Tommy and First Dixon and First Mehmet for bringing human life to Eden. I cursed Tommy and Angela for deciding to
 stay here and slip together and so bring all of us from peaceful peaceful nothingness into this cruel dark world. This was a bad bad place. People weren’t meant to live here. People
 were meant to live on Earth where it’s fresh and bright and new as the inside of a lanternflower. This place was only good for creatures from dark dark Underworld, with flat eyes and
 green-black blood and six limbs with claws. Nothing good would ever come to us in this miserable dark Eden. Never. Never. Never. There would only ever be pain and misery and blood, blood,
 blood.


 ‘Sue,’ a voice whispered behind me. ‘Sue.’


 It was Gerald Fishcreek back again, without his brother, without his spear.


 ‘Julie warned them, Sue. She slipped with Jeff up there, up at Tall Tree, and she warned him about David and Mehmet. She told him Mehmet would talk to David, and what David would do when
 he found out where they were.’


 ‘How do you know that?’


 ‘Because I spoke to her. You’re right, I don’t hate John and your boys. In fact when we met them up there I really liked them, specially your Jeff. And after the three of them
 had gone and there was no one else near, I said to Julie that I wished I’d warned them what was going to happen. And she said, “Well, don’t worry, Gerald, because I
 did.”’


 Well, I hugged him, and then I hit him hard hard round the face, because if John and the others were saved by that warning from Julie, it would be no thanks to this cowardly little
 slinker, whose conscience only started to prick him after it was too late, so that he could reassure himself that he wasn’t really bad without the trouble of actually doing anything that was
 any good. And then I hugged him again anyway for telling me.


 He pulled away from me, looking round guiltily. And now he put on his hard Guard face too, just like his groupmate Paul had done.


 ‘Don’t ever speak to me about it again, alright?’ he said. ‘Don’t ever tell anyone I spoke to you, because I’ll call you a liar if you do.’


 ‘Did they say what it was like over the other side?’


 He looked round again. He wanted to go. He was scared scared someone would see him talking to me.


 ‘Big,’ he said, ‘a big big forest. So big, they said, that you can’t even see where it ends. And there’s a pool there that’s just the same. You can’t
 see the ends of it. You can’t see across to the other side.’


 Off he ran. I sank down against a whitelantern trunk and cried some more. But it was a different kind of crying now. I was crying with relief. They still had a good chance of getting away from
 David, into that big big forest, which they knew and David didn’t.


 Yes, I thought, but it’s an odd thing, isn’t it, a sad sad thing, for a mum to be relieved that her sons can go further away from her, and hide in a place where she may never see
 them again?
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 John Redlantern


 We spent one two hours in there, just trying to get the talking face back on the screen. All the time people were pushing to get in, pushing each other out of the way, pushing
 the bloody little squares, pushing past the bones of the Three Companions like they were just dead twigs in forest.


 ‘Watch what you’re doing!’ I said. ‘You’ll knock the others’ heads off as well!’


 No one was even listening.


 ‘Try that one there!’ someone said.


 ‘No, try pushing the ones that Flower pushed!’


 ‘No, don’t do that! What’s the point of that? We’ve tried that a hundred times. Leave those alone and let me try this one.’


 ‘Hey! Back off and let me through, I’ve got some more lanterns here. Let’s get some light on this!’


 The strain in people’s faces! The desperation to get someone they didn’t know to appear for one moment more on that screen and speak words to them that they could hardly understand!
 That one thing, the screen with its voice, had taken over from all the other wonders here: the dead Companions, the Landing Veekle itself. Perhaps they just didn’t want to think about what
 all this really meant.


 I crawled back out through the hole and left them to it. Jeff and Harry and Gela were already outside. Gela and Jeff were looking after a couple of babies plus five six littles who didn’t
 want to stay in the sky-boat because they found it scary. And Harry agreed with them about that. He didn’t like the bones or the metal cave, and he’d hated hated the strange voice that
 spoke to us from the screen. Now he was pacing around and muttering and moaning to himself, wanting to get away.


 ‘Harry doesn’t like it. Harry wants to go.’


 Tina came out soon after me, then Janny, then Dix, all looking kind of shaken and a bit ashamed, like they’d let something bad come inside them and take them over, and now they regretted
 it.


 ‘I reckon we should stop this, ‘I said. ‘I don’t think the talking face will come back.’


 Tina nodded. I stood up.


 ‘Come out now! Everyone out!’


 No one argued with me. They all emerged one by one through the hole in the boat – Gerry, Lucy Batwing, Mike, Clare, Jane, little Flower, Clare . . . with Martha and Lucy London coming out
 last of all, both of them crying bitterly.


 ‘Listen up, everyone!’ I called out.
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 They all went quiet quiet, standing there next to the Veekle under the bright whitelantern trees, with the smooth soft sheen of Worldpool nearby.


 I looked round at their faces, grownups and children, excited, scared, hungry for something that they didn’t even understand, and I tried to figure out what I ought to say. It was hard
 hard because I’d been excited too, and I’d felt that same hunger, and, like all of them, I was still dazed dazed by the face of Michael Name-Giver himself talking to us from the screen.
 (Who could believe that such a thing would ever happen to us?) But somehow I needed to help the others make some sense out of it, when I hadn’t really made sense of it myself.


 ‘So . . .’ I began. ‘So now we know how the story of the Three Companions ended. After all this time. After . . . all these wombs, and . . . and all these
 generations.’


 I talked without knowing what I was going to say, but something was creeping up into my thoughts. It was like when you first spot a leopard in forest. To start with you’re still not sure
 if it really is a leopard or if it’s only a patch of flowers, and then you’re pretty sure it is a leopard but you still can’t quite make out its exact shape. And then you
 see it.


 ‘And that means, doesn’t it, that they . . . That means they never got back to Defiant. And . . . that . . . means . . .’


 Oh Gela’s heart, that meant . . .


 I looked at their faces. I could see some of them getting it too: Gela, Tina, Dix, the quicker, stronger ones. I took a deep breath to try and get control over my voice.


 ‘And that means that Defiant never left Eden at all. I . . . I suppose it must still be up there in sky somewhere, too high up for us to see. All this time, we’ve imagined it
 somewhere far out across Starry Swirl, but it’s been up there all the while. And that means . . .’


 ‘That means they’ll never come for us,’ wailed Lucy London. ‘Never, never, never!’


 Pretty well everyone was crying – grownups, kids, men, women – crying and crying for that old old dream that would never never come true. Tina was crying, Gela was crying, Gerry was
 crying, Martha London was wailing wailing and rocking back and forth like a mum that’s lost a child. And there were tears running down my face too, even while I tried to get us past
 this. Only Jeff wasn’t crying. I think he’d understood what this meant from the moment we saw the Veekle, and now he was calmly watching everyone with his gentle interested eyes.


 (Right behind him, on a whitelantern branch, a bat was watching too. Its head tipped slightly on one side, it watched, and fanned its wings and scratched its ear thoughtfully with a single thin
 black finger.)


 ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘It means we have to give up on the idea that we’re waiting for Earth folk to come for us and take us back again to . . . back to . .
 .’


 It took me three tries to get out the words, I was so sad sad. And yet it was me that that had destroyed Circle, me that had said we shouldn’t just sit and stew in Circle Valley, waiting
 for help from Earth.


 ‘ . . .back to that place where the light comes down from sky, bright as the inside of a whitelantern, and where they see clearly when we’re blind, and know about all those things
 that we have to try so hard hard hard to figure out.’


 I was getting some control of myself now. I was pleased about that. And I could see them all looking at me, waiting for me to make it better for them, and I was pleased about that too.


 ‘But listen, everyone. We’re no worse off than we were before we found this thing. We’ve still got each other. We’ve still got fruit and meat to eat. We’ve still
 got Eden, just the same as it was last waking and all the wakings before, for all those generations. Nothing has changed except for one thing, and in a way it’s a good thing. Now we know for
 sure we can just get on with things and don’t have to wait around for Earth.’


 I looked at Tina, and that reminded me of something she’d said to me once by Deep Pool, when we were newhairs back in Family.


 ‘It’s like when a kid gets lost in forest. The kid’s mum can’t rest, can’t get on with anything but searching and crying and searching, until they find the bones.
 And when they do find the bones and bring them to her, she’s sad sad, and she screams and cries and rocks and tears her wraps. But at least she knows there’s no point in searching any
 more, and slowly slowly she gets back to her life as it was before, and back to her other kids, knowing there’s no need to look out any more for the one that’s gone. We’ve always
 known that Earth might never come. We’ve always known that, even if Earth did come one waking, it probably wouldn’t be while we were alive. I mean, that’s what decided Tommy and
 Angela to stay here in the first place, isn’t it? But we’ve always deep down secretly hoped that Earth would come soon and carry us away from all our sadness and trouble, even if the
 odds were against it, and even though we knew – don’t forget this either – even though we knew that Earth had bad bad troubles of its own. We just couldn’t help it.
 We didn’t fully give ourselves to Eden because we were dreaming about that other place full of light. But now we can really be here.’


 Jeff recognized that I’d got that last bit from him, and he gave me his funny little smile. Tina nodded. And Gerry, even though he was still crying crying, looked proud of me, and that
 always felt good. I nodded to myself. I thought I’d done well. I was pretty sure I’d got through to most of them.


 I wiped tears from my own eyes and finished what I had to say.


 ‘We can’t stay here,’ I told them, ‘we’re still too close to Tall Tree ridge. And we can’t take this sky-boat with us. So we’ll just have to leave it
 behind us here. But it’s good that we found it. It’s good good. Those three have been sitting in there all this time like they were still trying to cross sky and finish their story, but
 now we’ve found them, that’s all over. They’re back in our story again and we can let them rest.’


 They were back in our story. They existed again, and I was pleased about that, in spite of the sadness and loneliness of knowing they never even made it to Defiant, and the
 horrible sadness of losing even the hope of Earth.


 For a moment I had a sense of people from the future all around us, generations and generations of them, watching this scene, calling to us in their faint thin voices. But I couldn’t make
 out what they were saying because living people right in front of me were shouting things out as well.


 ‘What will we do with the bones?’ asked Tina.


 ‘We can’t just go,’ sobbed Martha London, arm in arm with bulgy-eyed tear-stained Lucy. ‘There’s telly vision here, and lecky-trickity, just like Earth.’


 ‘We should take the bones out of the Veekle and bury them properly with stones,’ Gela said. ‘Give them a funeral.’


 ‘No time to find stones,’ I said at once, pulling myself back into the moment. ‘And anyway, remember why we buried people under stones when they died? It was so Earth could
 find them and take them home. And that’s . . .’ I stopped to steady my voice. ‘Well, like we’ve just talked about, that’s not going to happen, is it?’


 Several people started to sob again at the thought that even our bones would never return to Earth. But one or two were already trying to figure out a new way of dealing with our dead.


 ‘Maybe we should just take them out and lie down them here, then,’ said Janny.


 ‘What?’ said Gela. ‘So David’s lot can find them and take them back for Lucy Lu to drool over?’


 ‘I know what we’ll do,’ said Tina. ‘We’ll put them in Worldpool, and all that swirly water will take them away.’


 That was what we did.


 Clare scratched their names on stones, with her tongue hanging out just like Secret Ree’s, and we laid them on the ground next to Veekle like the stones in Ash Clearing back in Circle
 Valley:


 
 FIRST DIXON, ASTRONORT


 MEHMET, ASTRONORT


 MICHAL, ORBIT PLICE

 


 Then we carried the bones down the rocks, and waded two three yards out to the place where the bottom of Worldpool dropped down into a deep deep waterforest. And we let them fall, twisting and
 turning and falling apart as they sank through the water lanterns and the shining shoals of fish, deeper and deeper into Eden.


 We all clapped and cheered, except for sobbing Lucy and Martha London, who were still grieving for the telly vision and the lecky-trickity. And then we went back up the rocks and everyone
 started loading things up again onto the bucks. I didn’t even have to ask them to do it.
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 ‘John? Alright? Everything’s ready now. Shall we go?’


 Tina spoke in that pained voice she used when she could see I was troubled about something. Bloody old Tina, it was always the same: she wanted me to show myself more, but she wanted me to hide
 myself more as well, both at the same time.


 ‘Just a moment,’ I said. ‘Just give me a moment.’


 I walked over to the edge of the cliff. The shining water of Worldpool was bright bright and three big fatbucks were swooping and swerving through the swaying branches and coloured lanterns of
 underwater trees.


 I took Gela’s ring off my little finger and turned it around in my hand. Of all the things we had in Eden that came from Earth, this was still the most perfect and the most beautiful, this
 little ring with the words inside it: ‘To Angela with love from Mum and Dad’. But we were saying goodbye to Earth here, weren’t we? So perhaps I should leave it behind
 here, or throw it out into Worldpool, along with the bones of the Three Companions?


 ‘No! No! No! Don’t leave it!’ called out the voices of future people, looking in on our story, appalled. ‘It’s the most precious thing left! You will never, never
 be forgiven!’


 But other voices said the opposite:


 ‘Leave it! Leave it behind! It’ll just bring trouble, trouble, trouble, and more blood. You destroyed Circle, you’re leaving the sky-boat behind, so why not leave Gela’s
 ring as well and be done with it all?’


 I turned the ring round in my hand. I held it up close to my face so I could read the message written inside it to the woman who was the mother of everyone. Everyone’s mother, even
 mine.


 I looked back towards the others waiting beside the broken sky-boat.


 I slid the ring back onto my little finger.


 Starry Swirl shone down. It shone down over everything: the wide forest with its thousand thousand trees, the fatbucks gliding through the shining water, the black black shadow of Snowy Dark,
 the distant volcano burning red . . . It even shone down over David and his Guards somewhere out there, still far away, but creeping towards us like little angry ants over the great face of
 Eden.


 Tina and Gerry came over to me, and so did handsome gentle hobbling Jeff.


 I smiled. These were my Three Companions, I thought, these were my First Three, the ones who were with me from the beginning of all this.


 As he reached me, Jeff opened his mouth to speak.


 I put my finger to his lips.


 ‘I know, Jeff, I know. We are here. I just said it back there, didn’t I? I said it for you. We really are here.’


 And Tina laughed her sweetly mocking laugh.
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 Hoom! Hoom! Hoom! went a starbird out there in forest between us and Tall Tree ridge.


 Aaaah! Aaaah! Aaaah! another one answered back.


 ‘We should pick up those loose bits of metal there and take them with us,’ I said. ‘They’ll be useful for spears and knives.’
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			Glitterfish Brooking

			The trouble began on the waking I left Mikey with his dad on the Sand for the first time, and went out gathering bark with my uncle Dixon, my brother Johnny, and my sister Starlight. Johnny had just come back over from Nob Head, and as we paddled through the trees, he told us the news he’d heard there.

			“I’ll tell you a really interesting thing,” he said.

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph went the tall trees in the water all round us. Everything was the same as it had always been. The sky was black above us. The treelanterns shone. The wavyweed glowed beneath the water.

			“Yeah, a really strange thing,” Johnny said. “I didn’t know what to make of it. I was speaking to that guy Harry over there—­you know, old clawfoot Harry with the missing fingers?—­and he said that blokes have been coming over to Mainground lately from right across far side of Worldpool. Not to Nob Head itself, mind you, but further down alpway to places like Veeklehouse and Brown River. And, if you can believe this, he said they bring metal with them. Not bits of metal from Earth, but metal they’ve found for themselves in the ground here in Eden.”

			“Oh, Gela’s heart,” I whispered, suddenly full of dread.

			Johnny’s news felt to me like the breeze that came in from Deep Darkness before a storm: It was nothing in itself—­all it did was make the lanternflowers sway a little on their branches—­but you knew it was just the start. Metal meant change. Metal was some­thing to fight over, like the followers of John and David used to fight and fight over that metal ring from Earth. I thought of my little Mikey back on the Sand, and I imagined a storm of blood breaking over him.

			But Dixon just laughed.

			“You don’t want to believe everything Harry says. He’d tell you a starship had come from Earth if he thought you’d swallow it.”

			Splash splash splash went our paddles. And behind the rhythm of our paddles, which was a sound that stopped and started, came and went, was that older rhythm, which never never changed. ­Hmmmmph hmmmmph hmmmmph went the trees, as they pumped their sap down to the heat of Underworld, far far below.

			“It could be true, Uncle,” Starlight said.

			She looked at our uncle with those beautiful, sharp gray eyes of hers that always seemed to see right through you. People told me mine were the same, but of course I’d never seen them.

			“We know John Redlantern set out to cross Worldpool, don’t we?” she pointed out. “Him and some other Johnfolk. When they got tired of all the fighting on Mainground after Breakup.”

			Dixon snorted.

			“Yeah. They set out in little log-­boats to cross Deep Darkness. But you know what it’s like out there, Starlight. You know how big the waves are. No way could they have made it. No way. Their bones are somewhere out there on the bottom, no doubt about it, along with John’s precious ring.”

			“We’ve always thought that,” Starlight said, “because no one has heard from them since. But perhaps they made it after all?”

			A little jewel-­bat came darting by us just above the water, trail­ing its tiny fingertips in the smooth surface.

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” said Johnny. “And it wasn’t just Harry who told me. Another guy said the same thing: John and the others did make it across Worldpool, and they figured out how to get metal from the ground.”

			“And who was this other bloke, exactly?” Dixon asked with a knowing smile. “Not Harry’s batfaced friend Dave, by any chance?”

			Johnny’s face went a bit red.

			“Well, yeah, it was Dave, actually. But still. It could be true.”

			Again Uncle Dixon snorted.

			“It could be. Anything could be, but I’m sure it’s not. Even if John’s lot did make it to the other side, which I’m sure they didn’t, why would they come back? Whole point of going there was to make a new start without the Davidfolk to fight against.”

			Splash splash splash. We paddled on. All around us the tall knee trees rose up, straight at first, then bending over toward Main­ground and letting down their greeny-­yellow lanternflowers over the shallow water. They made me think of mothers bending down over their children. But that waking, when I’d left Mikey behind for the first time, everything made me think of mums and kids.

			Johnny had had me worried for a moment, but Dixon made me feel better. It was just a silly story, I decided, and I started to enjoy myself again, out on the water with the lanternflowers and their reflections all around me.

			When we were kids, Mum used to tell us to half close our eyes and pretend we were in a starship with the lanternflowers as stars. And in few wombtimes, I would play that same game with Mikey. I imagined him screwing up his little eyes, just like Starlight used to do when she was little. It felt good good, thinking about those childhood pleasures coming round again, specially when I knew I’d give Mikey many many more of them than our mum had been able to give to us.

			Uncle Dixon stopped paddling.

			“That’s the first one,” he said. “That ought to be good and ready.”

			There was a tree ahead of us that had a long oval cut into its bark right at the place where the trunk bent over: the knee, as we called it. We took the boat up to it and Uncle Dixon heaved himself over the side while the three of us leaned the other way to keep the balance.

			“Come on then, you lot,” he said. “Let’s get on with it.”

			There were pegs driven into the trunk. He put his foot on the lowest one, his hand on the highest one he could reach, and, big guy though he was, hauled himself nimbly straight up, carefully avoid­ing touching the hot trunk itself. Straight away, while we climbed out of the boat, he began tap-­tap-­tapping at the oval of bark, his white belly hanging out over the rough buckskin tied around his middle, and his face beginning to sweat and redden with the heat.

			Harummmph sighed the tree and, from an airhole high above us in its eighty-­foot trunk, it released a puff of steam.

			Hmmmph hmmmph went the trees all around, merging together into that deep, steady hmmmmmm that you could hear when you drew near to the Grounds from the open water beyond.

			I imagined Mikey learning how to make boats when he grew older. I imagined him coming out here one waking with his kids and telling them to half close their eyes and pretend they were floating through the stars.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			My sister was different different from me. Soon as she heard Johnny tell that story about the metal and the people from across the Pool, you could see the dread in her face. Soon as Uncle Dixon said it wasn’t true, you could see her relax. Me, I was the other way round. When Johnny told the story it was like a way out opening up. I felt excited, and my head filled up at once with thoughts about new possibilities. And when Dixon laughed it all off, it was like that way out had been closed off and I was trapped once more in boring boring Knee Tree Grounds.

			Uncle Dixon knocked carefully with his round stone, pausing after every few taps to wipe his hands on his buckskin waistwrap. Cut off from the hot sap that flows through the bark, the oval had shrunk away from the harder wood beneath and from the live bark around it. If we’d left it long enough, it should just come away.

			“Shifting yet?” I called up to him.

			“Nearly there, I reckon.” The sweat on his face glistened in the treeshine. “Let’s give it a go. Ready to catch?”

			I cupped my hands to receive the heavy stone and placed it carefully in the boat. Stones were valuable things on sandy Knee Tree Grounds.

			Dixon put his fingers into the crack in the bark and began to pull gently.

			“Easy,” he muttered to himself under his breath. “Easy. Ah, here we go! You lot ready? It’s coming down.”

			With a slow rasping sound, the long oval pulled away from the trunk: a whole new boat, or at least it would be once it had been scraped and rubbed smooth, and layers of sap and fatbuck oil spread over it to fill up the tiny holes.

			“There we go,” Uncle Dixon said.

			He had the same satisfied tone he used every single time a bark came cleanly away from a tree. However many times he did it, the pleasure was just the same.

			“Okay, get ready for it.”

			Panting with the effort and heat, he lowered the bark, carefully carefully, until the three of us could reach the bottom edge and hold it up out of the water. Then he clambered quickly down the tree.

			“Jeff’s sharp eyes,” he sighed gratefully as he slipped back into the coolness, “that feels good good.”

			He splashed his face and his pudgy body while we placed the hot piece of bark carefully into the spare boat. He must have said the same thing a thousand times.

			“Came away nice and clean, that one. And there’s not one blem­ish on it. It’ll be a good good runner. Take it to Nob Head and it should get us five six glass knives at least.”

			“I reckon we’ve been getting more trade lately than anyone else on Grounds,” Johnny said.

			Uncle Dixon nodded comfortably as we all got back into the boat.

			“Yeah. Well, that’s down to experience, isn’t it? I’ve been doing this since I was a little kid. I know a good knee, and I know when bark’s ready. These youngsters try to pull bark too early, thinking it’ll save them time, but of course it never does. What time have you saved if you rip a hole in your boat and have to start again? I’ve seen good trees ruined that way, too. Bark never grows back as cleanly, and . . .”

			This was our whole life, I suddenly thought. This was what we did, these were our pleasures: bark that came away cleanly, a boat that was good runner, a trip once in a while to just one other little place, only a few miles across the water.

			“Why don’t we go down to Veeklehouse?” I said as we finally paddled back toward the Sand. Behind us, in the spare boat, we were pulling four bark ovals. “We could trade boats there just like we do at Nob Head. And we could find out if Johnny’s story is true or not.”

			Of course Glitterfish was completely against it.

			“That’s a stupid idea, Starlight. It’s ten wakings of paddling each way, and it’s dangerous. And what would be the point? We can get all the things we need in Nob Head.”

			Around us, and above and below, the greeny-­yellow lanterns shone.

			“Well, you don’t have to go, Glits,” I told her. “I mean, I know you’re way too sensible and grown-­up, but why can’t the rest of us?”

			She shook her head. “You need to get a kid of your own, Star­light: something to think about other than just having fun. Then you’d settle down and realize what’s really important.”

			“You’ve always been settled down, Glits. You were an oldmum before you even had tits, and now all you ever think about is Mikey Mikey Mikey.”

			“Tom’s dick, Star, that’s a bit harsh!” protested Johnny.

			Glits pulled a face. “Don’t worry, Johnny, I’m used to it.”

			We dug and dug and dug into the water. Hmmmph hmmmph ­hmmmph hmmmph went the trees.

			“What’s the point of life,” I asked, “if as soon as we stop being kids all we think about is having kids? That’s like going round and round in a circle, and never getting anywhere at all.”

			“Why do we need to get anywhere, Star?” Uncle Dixon asked. “Like Jeff Redlantern always used to say: We’re here. People always want to be there, but wherever you go, however far you travel, you can only ever be here. We might as well get used to it.”

			“Jeff may have said that, but I notice he didn’t stay there in Circle Valley. And then he crossed over here from Mainground as well, didn’t he?”

			That, after all, was the reason we were all here. Jeff brought a bunch of people over to Knee Tree Grounds to get away from the fighting over the ring that happened after Breakup, and they were our own great-­great grandparents.

			Johnny laughed. “Star’s got a point, actually. Whatever Jeff said, he wasn’t really one for staying in the same place.”

			“He was once he got here,” said Glits.

			Four five yards away, a little claw-­bat swooped down to snatch up a fish from the surface of the water.

			“I suppose if John and his people didn’t drown, then they’d probably still have Gela’s ring,” Dixon said after a while. “Odd to think, isn’t it? That ring from the old story, still out there some­where in the world.”

			“I’d love to see it!” I said. “Imagine seeing a ring that came from Earth itself, right there in front of you, as real as these trees or this water.”

			Uncle Dixon gave a grown-­up laugh. “I don’t think there’s much chance of that.”

			“I’d hate to see it,” my big sister said quietly. “Think of all the grief it caused! Think of all the killing! I hope it’s down there on the bottom under Deep Darkness, out of the way for good.”

			We paddled on for a bit without talking. I hadn’t forgotten about Veeklehouse, and I wasn’t planning on letting it go—­I never let go of anything once I made up my mind—­but I knew it was best to give Uncle Dixon a little time. He was the kindest of men, but no one would claim he was the quickest.

			Sure enough, in due time, a new thought came to him.

			“There is the Veekle, though!” he said in a surprised-­sounding voice. “If we went down to Veeklehouse, we’d see that. That comes from Earth, and it’s made of metal, and it’s a bloody great big thing as well. Not just some little ring.”

			“Yes, and it’s a bloody long way away, too,” Glitterfish said. “Old Candy went there once, and she nearly drowned.”

			Here it was again: the difference between her and me.

			“Come on, let’s go there!” I cried. “Please. Just once. Even if it is a long way. Please, Uncle, please!”

			Dixon thought about it for a few seconds.

			“We could get there in nine ten wakings, from what I’ve heard,” he said slowly, “if we went the straight way, right across the Tongue.”

			“But that would be stupid,” said Glitterfish. “It’d only take one of those giant waves to come along and you’d be done for, just like—”

			“It’d be a risk, certainly,” agreed Uncle Dixon. “But big waves like that are pretty rare.” He went quiet, frowning to himself as he paddled steadily along. “I suppose when we’ve got enough boats to trade,” he finally said, “we could take them down to Veeklehouse one time instead of across to Nob Head.”

			The boat nudged through some low-­hanging branches, and we ducked to avoid the shining globes.

			“It wouldn’t be easy,” Dixon said. “Ten wakings alpway of hard paddling. And the same back, of course. It wouldn’t be easy at all. And we’d lose a lot of boat-­making time as well.”

			“Exactly!” exclaimed Glitterfish. “Twenty whole wakings of hard hard work, half of it in the bloody dark. And, like you say, that would all be time when you could have been making new boats. It makes no sense. And it wouldn’t really be fair on the rest of us, either, when you think about it. Everyone else on Grounds would be getting on with useful work, while you’d just be paddling for no purpose at all.”

			I ignored her. “You’d go, wouldn’t you, Johnny?” I said.

			Johnny glanced guiltily at Glitterfish. “Yeah, I guess so. Why not? Just once.”

			Our sister snorted scornfully. “She only has to talk to you in that cute baby voice, doesn’t she?”

			“Go on Uncle, let’s do it,” I said. “Please. Eden is big big, and none of us has ever been anywhere apart from here and bloody old Nob Head.”

			Tom’s dick, whole of our little water forest was only two miles across, and even Nob Head was only ten miles away.

			“I would like to see that Veekle before I die,” Dixon said after a while. “I mean, Jeff’s eyes, that’s the boat that first brought people down from sky! It’s the sort of thing a person ought to see. Specially if you’re a boatmaker, like me.”

			He seemed to think the Veekle from Earth wasn’t so different from his bits of greased bark!

			“Might even learn a trick or two,” he said.

			The Sand where we lived was little dry patch in middle of our water forest of Knee Tree Grounds. The trees just continued right over it and back in on the other side, as if they saw no difference between dry ground and ground that was three feet below the water. And why would they, if their roots reached a mile down, as people said they did, to the fiery rock of Underworld?

			“So we’re going, then?” I pressed Uncle Dixon as we pulled the boats up onto the beach. “So we’re definitely going once we’ve made enough boats?”

			He said nothing as we took out the newly cut barks and carried them to his boat shelters, and he said nothing as we laid them care­fully in a pile. It was only when we were making our way across to the Meeting Place that he finally made up his mind.

			“Yeah, let’s do it. Why not?”

			I threw my arms round him. “Oh, thanks, Uncle Dixon. Oh, thanks, thanks, thanks! You’re the best uncle on Grounds.”

			He laughed and kissed me. “I’ll see if I can talk Julie into com­ing with us. It’s not for nothing she’s called Deepwater. She’s good out there, and I’d feel safer if she came along.”

			Glitterfish burst into tears. “Please don’t go, Uncle! Please!”

			Dixon laughed uncomfortably and tried to hug her, too, but she wouldn’t let him.

			“We’ll be careful Glits, I promise you.”

			“Please don’t go! Apart from the danger and the waste of time, why draw attention to us? We want Mainground to leave us alone, don’t we?”

			“People on Mainground already know we’re here, Glits,” Johnny pointed out.

			“Some do, yes, but why tell more of them? Why can’t you lot be happy with what you’ve got?”

			“It’s just for a visit,” Uncle Dixon said, trying again to reach out to her.

			She pushed him away. She was not going to help him feel okay about this.

			“All I want is for my little boy to have a peaceful life. We don’t need anything else. Why risk unsettling things for our kids?”

			Dixon and Johnny both hated upsetting people, and their in­stinct was always to try and smooth things over. But me, I was angry with my sister.

			“Tom’s dick, Glits,” I said. “Mikey’s not the only thing in the world.”

			“No, of course not, but I love him, and it’s my job to care for him. I know you don’t care about anyone like that, but I do.”

			As she walked quickly away from us, still crying, to find her darling boy, I told myself how boring she was for settling so readily for being a mum and nothing else. And I tried not to notice how jealous I felt of the love she gave that child.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			There were about seventy of us living in Knee Tree Grounds. We shared pretty much everything and, unlike over on Main­ground, where there was always someone asleep and someone awake, we all kept the same sleeps so that we’d be able to come together at the end of every waking in the Meeting Place in middle of the Sand.

			I was already sitting there when my cousin Dixon came over to me. About half the Kneefolk had already arrived, and the others were coming in.

			“Me and Johnny and Starlight are thinking of taking a boat down to Veeklehouse,” Dixon said. “I was wondering if you’d be interested in coming along, too? You’ve been over to Mainground more than pretty much anyone, and you’ve been further out in Darkness, too. It would be interesting to go there just once, don’t you think? Plus, Johnny’s heard some story at Nob Head about the Johnfolk coming back across the water, and we could find out if it’s true.”

			I laughed. “Where did that idea come from, I wonder? Let me see if I can guess.”

			“It was Starlight.”

			“Well, what a surprise!”

			“Glits hates the idea,” Dixon said. “She’s angry angry with all of us.”

			I nodded. Glitterfish had her own reasons for wanting every­thing to stay the same, but she certainly wouldn’t be on her own. Most Kneefolk, including me, thought we should keep quietly to ourselves as much as possible. You could even say that was whole point of Knee Tree Grounds. There’d been no killing among us since our great grandparents came to Knee Tree Grounds, no one speared or beaten or tied to scalding trees. It wasn’t just Glitterfish who remembered that.

			“Maybe,” I said to Dixon. “I’ll think it over.”

			I sat back and watched the people coming in. Some had been out in the forest, like Dixon. Some had been fishing or hunting fatbucks in the open water beyond the trees. Some had spent the waking on the Sand itself, washing wraps, looking after kids, or working on boats, like me.

			I saw Starlight arrive and find some friends to sit with. She was a strange girl. She didn’t quite know where she belonged, or who she belonged to, but her cleverness and her beauty and her uncle’s love had taught her to believe that, whatever she wanted, she could get: so different from her sister, Glitterfish, who was as smart and beautiful as Starlight, but settled so easily and so gratefully for the simplest and most ordinary things.

			“My uncle and my brother and me are going down to Veekle­house,” I heard Starlight telling her friends in a loud voice. “Any of you want to come with me?”

			And then I saw Glitterfish arrive with her little baby, and the baby’s dad, Met. They settled down as far away from Starlight as they could, and I could see that Glits had been crying.

			She and Starlight shared the same mother—­her name was Dream—­but they had different dads. Glits’s dad was a boatmaker, like Dixon; Star’s was a guard from Mainground who Dream met in Nob Head. His name was Blackglass and I remembered him as a foolish, vain man who thought only about himself. He’d lied and boasted and strutted about the Grounds for a little while, then got bored and went back to Mainground before Starlight was even born. We heard later that he’d died in some kind of fight. Dream grieved horribly, and, for the rest of her life, she always insisted that he’d been the perfect man for her, and that the rest of us had driven him away to his death. And she’d always told Starlight that she was special, that she had Blackglass’s spark inside her.

			“Uncle Dixon!” called Starlight, looking toward us with her beautiful, sharp, restless eyes. “Angie says she wants to come, too!”

			Someone nearby told her to hush. The last people were arriv­ing now—­the last who would make it, anyway; there were always a few who were too far away—­and we all settled down to be still and quiet. Later we’d eat the fatbuck that was roasting over a fire in middle of the Meeting Place. While we ate, we’d sort out worries or problems—­Did we need more blackglass for tools? Who would do the next buck hunt?—­but, ever since the time of First Jeff, we’d always started with silence.

			“We’re really here,” said a woman called Caroline, as someone always did.

			It was what First Jeff used to say, and his words were carved on the bark of a big knee tree on one side of the Meeting Place.

			we are reely hear, the letters said, though only a few of us could read them. Most people preferred their kids to learn more useful skills.

			The quietness deepened. People stopped looking at one an­other and let their eyes rest on their hands, their feet, the sand. They listened to the pulsing trees, the crackling fire, the waves breaking in the distance on the outer edge of forest.

			“I’m really here,” we were supposed to repeat to ourselves in­side our heads, and I guess we all knew from experience, at least to some degree, that if we did, and really paid attention, then our worries and squabbles would fade, and we wouldn’t feel the lack of things anymore. And sometimes, if we managed to find that hard balancing point between concentrating properly and straining too hard, our eyes would cease to seem like our own, and become in­stead the eyes of the Watcher, the world looking out at itself, want­ing for nothing, quietly observing itself unfold.

			But that wasn’t really Starlight’s thing at the best of times, and now she was in no mood for it at all. Her eyes were darting around, her fingers drumming on the ground.

			I thought about the stories at Nob Head about the Johnfolk coming back across the water. I’d heard a few myself, but I’d put them out of my mind. The Nob people were always trying to wind us Knee­folk up with stories like that, knowing how much we relied on them for news about the rest of Eden. I remember one time a bunch of Kneefolk came back from there all excited because they’d been told that people from Earth had arrived in Circle Valley!

			But maybe it was true that the Johnfolk had come back? They’d crossed the Dark of the mountains, after all, when no one else thought it was possible. Who was to say they couldn’t have crossed the Darkness in the Pool as well? And if they’d survived the cross­ing, I found myself thinking, then presumably they must still have the ring as well, the ring that so many had died for, that belonged to the mother of us all.

			We speak of a mother’s love, but we forget her power. Power over life. Power to give and to withhold. The Johnfolk and Davidfolk had fought over that ring like brothers and sisters vying for their mother’s favor, bitterly, desperately, and without any regard for the blood they spilled.

			But the ring had never held any power over our Jeff, whose own mother loved him with all her heart.

			“It’s just a ring,” he said. “Okay, it came from Earth, okay, it belonged to Gela, but it’s still just a ring.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Ordinary kneeboats aren’t so good for deep water, so Dixon got ready a long-­boat, made of bark pegged onto a frame, with a little out-­boat fixed onto its right-­hand side so as to keep us steady.

			He worked away at it and me and Johnny worked with him, but, Jeff’s eyes, how the other Kneefolk fretted and worried about our plan! Did it make sense to stop boat-­making for so long? Wasn’t it just silly to take such risks? Was it really a good thing to go down there and remind so many people about the existence of Knee Tree Grounds? Some people even compared us to the Three Foolish Men who stole the starship from Earth.

			Tom’s dick, what a crowd! I thought. But I made quite sure that Uncle Dixon wouldn’t even think of changing his mind.

			“We make more boats than most people, anyway,” I pointed out. “And who knows what we’ll find down there that would be useful for everyone?”

			There were seven of us in the end: Uncle Dixon; Johnny; me; tall Julie with her strong, clever face and her twisted feet; my friend Angie, born the same exact waking as me; and two more of Dixon’s friends: Lucky, with his pointy head, and short, fat Delight. It was slow and awkward getting that boat through the trees with that out-­boat on one side of it and eight kneeboats trailing behind it in two stacks, but we did it eventually, crossing the breaking waves at the edge of the shallow forest and emerging onto the bright water that stretched out ahead of us, glowing pink and green, until it met the black sky at World’s Edge. After that we could move more quickly, with seven of us paddling together in a steady rhythm, and it wasn’t long before the little water forest was just a patch of light behind us on that long straight line between bright bright water and black black sky.

			And then even that was gone.

			“We’re on our way!” I yelled out. “We’re going to Veeklehouse.”

			“Yeah! And we’re going to see the Veekle!” shouted Angie, her funny batface lit from below by the glow, changing constantly from pink to green and back to pink again, that came up from the lan­terns of watertrees twenty feet below us.

			“What sort of people will they be in Veeklehouse?” Angie asked, after we’d been paddling quietly for a little while.

			With no trees near us, the only sound now was the splash of our paddles and the water slapping against our boat. Angie’s voice sounded strange in so much silence and so much space, like some­thing breaking through from another world.

			“All sorts, I suppose,” Uncle Dixon said vaguely. “Same as anywhere.”

			“What I mean is, on Mainground some places have David­folk living in them, and some have Johnfolk. So which are they at Veeklehouse?”

			“It was John and Jeff and their lot that first found the Veekle, wasn’t it?” offered Johnny.

			“Yeah, but it’s Davidfolk who live there now,” Julie said impatiently.

			When she walked on solid ground, Julie’s clawfeet made her hobble and sway, but when she was in a boat she sat up taller and straighter than anyone, except maybe for me.

			“Come on, guys,” she said, “you know that. The Davidfolk took over there long long ago, when they first came over from Circle Valley. The only Johnfolk still living on Mainground are way down alpway at Brown River.”

			Angie was still confused. “But aren’t we going alpway?”

			“Yes, but you’d have to go way way further than Veeklehouse to get to Brown River. All the rest of Mainground is full of Davidfolk, except for the odd trader passing through.”

			“I never really get the difference between Davidfolk and John­folk,” said Delight.

			“Oh, you must do,” Julie said. “The Johnfolk think that John Redlantern saved us all when he led the First Followers out of Cir­cle Valley. The Davidfolk blame him for breaking up Old Family, and—”

			“Oh, of course I know all that. But what’s the difference now? What do they do that’s actually different? Why do they hate each other so much?”

			“That’s harder to say,” admitted Julie. “I’ve met lots of David­folk, and I’ve met a few Johnfolk from Brown River, but they seem pretty much the same to me. More alike to each other, anyway, than either is like us. Yet they do still hate each other.”

			“They won’t bother too much with all that stuff in Veeklehouse, though,” said batfaced Lucky, nodding his pointy head. “They’re traders down there, and traders will deal with anyone, Johnfolk or Davidfolk or whatever else.”

			“Just don’t talk about Mother Gela and her ring,” advised Julie, in her slow, deep voice.

			We all chuckled at that, because one thing we did know about the Davidfolk was that they hated John Redlantern for taking the ring.

			“Yeah,” agreed Lucky. “Nobody’s to even mention that bloody thing.”

			Four five hours later we passed from the shallow, bright water into the tongue of Deep Darkness that reached in between the end of Nob Head and the rest of Mainground. (We just knew it as the Tongue.) Suddenly, with no watertrees beneath us to give light, everything went completely dark. Even the stars were covered up by cloud, so the sky was black as well, and all that was left of the light of Wide Forest, over on Mainground to our left, was a faint pink glow on the clouds above it. Soon there wasn’t even a World’s Edge anymore, no way of knowing where black water ended and black sky began. We could feel ourselves rising in the darkness to the tops of hills made of water, and sinking back down again into deep valleys, but we couldn’t see any of it at all. We couldn’t even make out one another’s faces.

			Splash splash splash went our paddles, out there in the darkness.

			“What do you think the Veekle will be like?” I asked Angie.

			“I’ve heard it smells of blood,” she said. And she put on a spooky voice, like one of those horrible shadowspeakers they had over at Nob Head. “The blood of the three men who died in it.”

			We both made disgusted noises and laughed.

			“There couldn’t really be any of their blood left,” Dixon said. “They were long dead even when John and Jeff found them, and that was generations ago.”

			“I’ve got a blister on my thumb,” muttered Julie.

			“Shall we have something to eat soon?” asked Delight.

			“It’s weird,” I suddenly said. “I made you all come, didn’t I? Angie, Lucky, Johnny, Delight, Dixon, Julie. I got you all to give up twenty wakings of working time, say good-­bye to your friends, risk the deep water.”

			“Yeah, you did, Starlight,” said Julie. “And I reckon we must have been nuts. My bum is sore already, and my legs are stiff stiff stiff.”



	

			Julie Deepwater

			That was a strange thing Starlight had said, I thought as we pad­dled on through the darkness, a strange thing for a grown-­up woman to say. More like a little child.

			Thinking about that, I went back in my mind to when she wasn’t the tall young woman she was now but just a skinny little girl. And I remembered a terrible waking, which was surely the worst in Starlight’s whole life.

			Dixon had taken her and her brother and sister out fishing on the bright water beyond the forest. They’d had a good catch and, best of all, they’d got a redfish, a big ugly redfish with huge, flat eyes and six clawed hands. It was almost as long as Starlight herself, but that didn’t stop her from standing up in the boat with it as they approached the Sand, and searching the beach for people to call out to.

			What she didn’t know, what none of them yet knew, was that we’d been trying to find them for the last half waking. People had gone out through the forest in every direction—­peckway, blueway, rockway, alpway—­but somehow Dixon and the kids had missed all the people looking for them, and had managed to reach the Sand itself without learning what had happened while they were away.

			I was one of the people waiting for them on the beach.

			“Hey, Julie!” little Starlight bellowed out across the water. Her eyes were sharp and bright even then. “Look what we got! It was my spear that did for it! Uncle Dixon says it’s the biggest he’s ever seen!”

			Her brother and sister were beaming proudly beneath her.

			“Starlight,” I said as they pulled their kneeboat onto the beach. “Glitterfish. Johnny. I’m really sorry, but something bad’s hap­pened. Something bad bad.”

			I watched their smiles falter. Gela’s heart, my mouth was so dry I could hardly speak.

			“A spearfish came,” I told them. “Your mum was in the water gathering nuts.”

			“Did it bite her? Is she hurt?”

			“I’m afraid it did bite, dear ones, but she’s not just hurt. I’m afraid it did for her. I’m so so sorry, but your mum is dead.”

			Johnny had stared at me with an awful, meaningless smile. Glit­terfish had shriveled like fishskin in a fire. But little Starlight had been different.

			“No, she isn’t,” she’d told me firmly, her face dark with rage. “It’s not true. My mum isn’t dead at all.”

			And it was that same firmness that was driving her forward now, it seemed to me: driving her, and driving the rest of us as well. This was a huge huge thing we’d taken on. Waking after waking we sat there with our paddles and worked and worked and worked. Waking after waking, we took it in turns to sleep, while the others kept on digging our way forward, scooping up pool water when we needed a drink, and clambering out on the poles of the out-­boat when we needed a piss or a crap.

			It was a huge huge thing. And Starlight was right. We wouldn’t be doing any of it if it wasn’t for her.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			“Look!” Angie cried out, her funny, squished-­up face looking round at me excitedly. “There! Fires!”

			We’d been paddling for nine wakings, and for the last five had been back over bright water again. Gela’s tits, we were tired tired! We ached from our necks to our feet, and we’d only kept going by sinking down into a rhythm and not talking for half a waking at a time. But when we looked up, there was an orange glow ahead of us on the clifftop, redder and brighter than the glow of lanternflowers from Wide Forest, a hot, burning light, with glowing smoke lying above it in a low, flat layer.

			“Tina’s spiky hair! How many fires have they got over there?” muttered Delight.

			We started to pass other boats—­those big clumsy log-­and-­skin boats the Maingrounders used—­and presently we made out shelters on the cliff ahead, big solid square things, way bigger and stronger than our little bark shelters back on the Sand.

			There was rocky ledge below the cliff where we pulled our boats out of the water: the one we’d been sitting in so long, and the eight we’d been towing behind us.

			“Remind me never to listen to your crazy ideas again, Starlight,” Angie said, stretching out her arms.

			“Me, too,” said Julie, rubbing her sore bum.

			Lucky was jumping up and down, Johnny rubbing his stiff shoulders with his hands.

			I laughed. “You don’t fool me. You’re glad glad I made you come.”

			Dixon drew lots to decide who’d have to stay and look after the boats, and Johnny and Lucky lost.

			I grabbed my friend’s hand.

			“Come on, Angie, let’s go!”

			There were no trees at the top, no shining lanternflowers: They’d all been cleared away. All the light came from fires and from buck­fat burning in big clay bowls. It was a feverish, restless sort of light, and what it lit up was people, people, people. There were more people in front of us than we’d seen in our whole lives, and they all looked different. Some had painted faces. Some had bat wings hanging from their ears. Some had noses pierced with pegs of wood or bone. Many wore fakeskin wraps in different colors, cover­ing them from their shoulders to their knees. Most had skin wraps round their feet, again in different colors, which no one ever wore at all on our sandy Grounds.

			I put my arm round Angie’s shoulders.

			“This is going to be great,” I told her, and she laughed and gave me a big wet batface kiss.

			Then Dixon came puffing up behind us, with Delight panting after him and Julie hobbling at back. I loved my uncle Dix—­he had cared for me for half of my life—­and I loved Julie, too, but in that moment, seeing them standing there, looking all worried and out of place, with their bare bellies and their bare feet and their simple skin waistwraps, I was so ashamed of them that it almost felt like hate, and I couldn’t even bring myself to meet their eyes. Without saying a word, I tightened my hand round Angie’s, turned back into Veeklehouse, and strode on, leaving Dixon and Julie and Delight to decide for themselves whether or not they wanted to try and keep up with us.

			Angie laughed uncomfortably. “That was a bit hard on your uncle, Star. He did make a boat specially to bring us here. And take a lot of nagging from folk who thought we shouldn’t come.”

			“I did him a favor. He’s always wanted to come here, but without me he’d never have got round to it, not in a thousand wombs.”

			I was starting to make sense of the place. Veeklehouse had two rings of big square shelters, one inside the other. Inside the inner ring was a high fence, where the Veekle must be. Between the inner and outer rings of shelters was a path, busy busy with people. I say shelters, but they were nothing like the ones on Grounds, which were just a few flat strips of bark propped up at a slope on a frame of branches. These were taller than the height of a grown man and had flat roofs, so you could walk around inside them without having to stoop. A few even had another whole floor made of wood which people could climb up to by a ladder and stand on as if it was more ground! We’d never seen anything like them, except for those little models of Earth houses that folk gave to children, with their doors and windholes.

			But it was what was inside them that most interested us. All of the shelters were open at the front, and had things laid out on tables. There were black leopard teeth cut into knives and axes, and feathers sorted by size and color, and carvings of animals made from wood and stone. There were pins and pegs in many colors for pierced ears and noses. There were spears and arrows. There was a great stack of cages in which stood little sweet-­bats, gripping the wooden bars with their wrinkly hands and clicking their tongues as they gazed out at the people going by.

			“Come on, people, get yourself a little House or a Car with wheels,” shouted a woman standing behind a table piled with mod­els of things from Earth. “It’ll bring you close to Earth, my dears,” she called out to us in the odd, flat Veeklehouse way of speaking. “Close to dear bright Earth and dear dear Mother Gela.”

			“Get your fresh-­killed batmeat here! Delicious sweet-­bat. Done for and cooked on the spot.”

			“Come on over, my friends! Best feather wraps in Vee!”

			“New spears! Best blackglass!”

			“Just for you, my darling! Rings and bracelets. Touched by the heart of Mother Gela.”

			Angie took hold of my arm and gave me another kiss.

			So many things! So much to see!

			“Hey, wait for us, you two,” panted Dixon as he came up be­hind us. “Don’t just go running off again. Julie can’t walk as fast as the—”

			He broke off as an enormous black-­skinned animal came by. It was four times the height of a man, with its long long neck topped with a big head and a pair of muscly arms. But it was being led along by a small boy all by himself, and no one else so much as glanced at it.

			“Hey, you heard of kneeboats?” Dixon asked a trader. “We got eight ten-­foot ones to trade. All new-­made. Know anyone who might want them?”

			The trader wore a longwrap of woollybuck skin, his gray hair tied in a ponytail and decorated with feathers. Paddles and nets lay in piles in front of his shelter.

			“Eh? Kneeboats, did you say? Slow down, mate. You talk funny. Where do you come from, anyway?”

			“We’re Kneefolk. We the ones who make those boats.”

			“Kneefolk? John’s spear, I’ve met all sorts, but I never met one of you lot before. I get my kneeboats from a bloke called Dave up Nob Head way. They’re new-­made, these boats of yours? I’d need to see them, of course, but I could probably give you twenty sticks or so for the lot of them. Maybe twenty-­two twenty-­three, if they’re really good.”

			Big, gentle Dixon glanced back at me and Angie and Delight and Julie and gave what he thought was a superior smile. “We don’t need sticks, buddy. We’ve got all the sticks we need back on Grounds. And if we did want sticks, we’d want a few more than twenty for eight boats.”

			The trader shook his head sadly. “This isn’t some little swap­ping place like Nob Head, mate. People trade here from all over Eden, and they always always trade for sticks.”

			“Why? What do they want sticks for?” I asked, pushing forward before Dixon could say something dumb.

			The man laughed. “Mother of Eden! You people don’t have a clue, do you? They want sticks to trade with, of course.” He reached under his table and produced five short lengths of wood. “There you are, look. I’m a fool, but I’ll offer you twenty-­five for your eight boats, if they seem all right to me when I take a look.”

			He held them out to Dixon.

			“We don’t want” began Dixon, then he broke off. “That’s not twenty-­five sticks! Jeff’s shining ride! We might not know much about how you do things here, but we know how to bloody count!”

			The trader sighed. “These are each worth five sticks,” he ex­plained slowly, as if he was talking to a little child. “That’s what these marks here mean, look. Just one of these would get you four good blackglass spears.”

			Dixon took one of the lengths of wood from him, then gave it to Julie. I held my hand out so she would pass it on to me.

			The wood was super-­smooth and shiny, and had five deep grooves carved across it, each groove stained bright purple with some kind of dye. As I frowned at the thing, trying to understand, I felt a flush of shame spreading across my face. What fools we must look, standing here with our mouths open in our silly buck­skin bitswraps, trying to figure out something that was obvious to everyone else there.

			“So what you’re saying—” began Dixon slowly.

			I cut him off. “So instead of trading the boats for blackglass or skins, we just trade them for these sticks,” I said, “and then . . . what? Other traders will take the sticks in exchange for the things we want?”

			I was taller than the trader, and I looked straight down into his eyes. I was not going to let him get the better of me.

			“You’ve got it, Einstein,” he said, trying hard to hold my gaze. “It means you can still trade with someone even if they haven’t got anything you want.”

			I thought about this, trying to shake off the stupidness that came from living on a little patch of sand where no one came and nothing ever happened.

			“But why couldn’t someone just cut more sticks like these and use them for trading?”

			“Three reasons. One: You can’t ‘just cut’ these sticks. The wood comes from far side of Snowy Dark, and the dye from right up rockway. Two: We traders are pretty sharp at spotting the sticks that haven’t been properly made. Three: If anyone is caught trying to copy them, guards smash their fingers flat with a big rock, and then they don’t copy anything ever again.”

			We knew they had cruel punishments on Mainground, but it was still a shock to hear about them like this. If someone did some­thing bad on the Grounds we all told them so, and that was about as far as it went. But I could see that wouldn’t work in a place like Veeklehouse, where people came and went who didn’t know or care about one another. They’d had to find another way. And it was the same with the system of sticks, the same with the play-­acting of the traders who coaxed in strangers with words that only pretended to be friendly. Veeklehouse was hard and cold compared to Knee Tree Grounds. But that was how it came to be so bright and big and full of wonderful things.

			“I reckon what we need to do,” Julie suggested, “is ask some of the other traders here how many sticks they’d give us for our boats. That’s how we work out if we’re getting a good deal. It’s not so dif­ferent, really, from how we trade at Nob Head. It’s just that there’s a sort of gap between the giving and the taking.”

			The trader shrugged and we’d started to walk off when another voice spoke from behind us, a young man’s voice, speaking in yet another strange new way, which none of us had ever heard.

			“Hey there, trader, what will you give me for this?” it said.

			He wore an amazing colored wrap that reached down to his feet. He was a bit older than me, but still young. And he was abso­lutely beautiful.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			Starlight caught his eye straight away, that was obvious, and it was even more obvious that she was instantly fascinated.

			He was about ten wombtimes older than her. He had bright, cheerful eyes, and his red hair and beard were cut and greased so they stuck out from his head in little spikes, each one tied with a little string of dyed buckskin. He wore green footwraps, too, and a full-­length wrap like nothing any of us had ever seen, made from three different colors of that stuff made with plants that the Maingrounders call fakeskin. Two older men were with him. They were carrying spears and wearing wraps of the same sort, but their wraps were shorter and made in a single shade of brown.

			“Well . . . um . . . let’s see . . .” began the trader. He couldn’t quite hide his amazement at the fist-­sized object the man had un­wrapped in front of him.

			“You can use it for knives or spears,” said the cheerful man, and, for some reason, he turned back toward us Kneefolk and winked, as if we were in on his secret.

			“I know what you can use metal for,” said the trader shortly. “I’ll give you eighty sticks.”

			We stared at the lump in the young man’s hands—­it was red­dish, but flecked with pale green—­and slowly took in what the trader had said. That thing was worth three times more to him than all our eight boats.

			“Eighty sticks,” the trader repeated.

			The young man just laughed.

			“It’s those Johnfolk from across the Pool,” muttered a man be­hind us. “Ring-­stealers. I don’t know why Strongheart lets them come over here.”

			“That’s the reason right there in his hand,” a woman observed sourly.

			She hadn’t meant for the man in the three-­colored wrap to hear her, but he did, and he looked round at her and laughed.

			“It is the reason,” he said, “but this guy here doesn’t seem to know that.”

			“Ninety sticks,” the trader muttered grudgingly.

			“You’re having a joke with me, buddy,” the young man said, glancing back at us again and giving us, and specially Starlight, another wink. “I’ll take a hundred and twenty, but even that’s way less than it’s worth.”

			I noticed now that the brooch that held his wrap together at his throat was made of the same red metal, polished to a shine and with a smooth blue stone set in it. The men with him had badges made of the stuff—­they were circles with triangles inside—­and their spears had long metal tips. No way could you cut blackglass into a shape like that. It would shatter the first time it was used.

			So the stories were true. There was metal in the ground of Eden as well as in the ground of Earth. And John Redlantern hadn’t drowned. And Gela’s ring wasn’t lying on the bottom of Deep Dark­ness. I felt a strange, dark dread. What else would change? What else would come bubbling back up from the past?

			“Metal’s not trading for as much as it did when you guys first came over,” the trader said stubbornly.

			“Possibly, possibly. But I’m not asking you for two hundred, am I? I’m asking for one hundred twenty. You know I could get a hundred fifty at least if I could be bothered to walk round all the other traders.”

			The trader pursed his lips for a second or two, then nodded, took the lump of metal, and reached under his table to bring out twenty-­four of the notched lengths of wood.

			“Thank you, my friend,” said the red-­haired man, handing the sticks over to one of the men with him.

			Then he laughed. He knew his own power. He knew he was fascinating. He knew he was protected by two fighting men with metal-­tipped spears. And he knew that among the little crowd that had gathered round was a beautiful young woman, watching every­thing he did with shining shining eyes.

			He reached out again toward the bag of sticks his companion was holding for him and took some sticks back out. Then he made a little bow to Starlight and put them in her hands. There was a gasp from all the people watching, Kneefolk and Veeklehouse folk alike.

			“You have these,” he said to her, closing Starlight’s hand around the sticks with his own. “Trade them for some colored wraps and rings. You’re pretty pretty, prettier than anyone I’ve ever seen, but plain buckskin doesn’t do you justice, if you don’t mind me saying.” He smiled and winked, a wink for Starlight alone. He was really noticing her now. “My name is Greenstone,” he said. “Greenstone Johnson. See you later, I hope.”

			And then, with a bow to Dixon, Delight, Angie, and me, he turned and walked away, his two companions hurrying behind him with their metal-­tipped spears.

			Starlight looked down at her hand. There were five pieces of wood there, with five notches on each, exactly the same as we’d just been offered for those eight ten-­foot boats that had taken us forty wakings to make, and nine hard wakings to bring here.

			“You can look after these, Uncle Dix,” she muttered. “Put them together with what we get for the boats.”

			Dixon nodded stiffly as he took them.

			“Jeff’s twisted feet, Uncle Dix!” Starlight’s eyes filled suddenly with tears. “Would you have preferred me to refuse them?”

			“I’m not . . .” began Dixon. “I’m not . . .”

			He looked across at me, hoping I’d know what he wanted to say.

			“Your uncle’s not cross with you, Starlight,” I said.

			“I’m really not, dearest,” he said. “It’s just . . . Well, if I’m cross with anyone, it’s that Greenstone man. He had no business . . .”

			“No business to do what?” Starlight demanded. “To wear bright things? To have a nice face? To give someone a present?”

			Again Dixon looked helplessly at me, and I searched for a word that would describe what the smiley man had done. It would have had to have been a word that meant something like “getting some­thing just by handing over sticks for it.”

			“I’m not sure it was a present” was the best I could manage. “I think it was more like a trade.”

			“A trade? So what did he ask in return?”

			Your heart, Starlight, was what I wanted to say, but I knew it would either make her angrier or put ideas into her head that I didn’t want her to have. And anyway, I was aware there were strangers nearby, watching us funny Kneefolk and smiling at our funny way of talking.

			“Where do this lot come from?” I heard a woman ask.

			I lowered my voice. “I think this place confuses all of us,” I said to Starlight. “It takes us away from the Watcher. It makes us think—”

			“I like it here. It’s way more fun than the Grounds.”

			“And I think that man Greenstone could confuse you, too. He seems exciting because he’s new and he’s—”

			“I thought he was lovely,” Angie said, though it was easy to see she was troubled herself. “I think it was nice of him to give a present to Starlight just because he liked her. I mean, I wouldn’t mind if—”

			“I’m going to look at the Veekle,” Starlight said.

			“I thought we could all see it together later on,” Dixon said.

			“I want to see it now. You coming, Angie?”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			How fierce and beautiful Veeklehouse seemed to me, as we turned away from the others and plunged back into it, how big and bright, burning with that feverish flamelight that made even Starry Swirl above us look thin and pale.

			“Kneefolk always go on about how we’re better than the David­folk and Johnfolk,” I said, “with all their cruelty and their fighting. But, Tom’s dick, look at them! Look at them and compare them with us!”

			Angie ignored this completely. She knew quite well it wasn’t what I really wanted to talk about.

			“That Greenstone is beautiful,” she said. “And you only have to watch his face to know he likes you a lot.”

			I looked away from her. It was wonderful to hear her say this but, Jeff’s ride, I did not want to speak of it myself.

			There was a gate in the fence around the Veekle, and a big man stood there. He was holding a heavy, glass-­tipped spear, and his hair was tied back tightly to show a circle of white dots on his fore­head. This meant he was a guard, one of the ones who, if the rules said your fingers should be smashed, would bring the rock down on your hand.

			My mum, Dream, had told me about the white dots my dad, Blackglass, had on his forehead when she first met him: the sign of the Circle of Stones. And she’d often talked to me, I never quite knew why, about how he had to punish people as part of his job. He’d tied people to spiketrees, she told me, as hot to touch as boil­ing water, and then had to stand there and watch them squirm.

			“Where are you two from?” the guard demanded.

			“Knee Tree Grounds,” I told him.

			He pulled a face. “Where?”

			“It’s off Nob Head. Out in Worldpool.”

			He laughed harshly. “In Worldpool? What are you? Fatbucks? You talk funny, too. Are your people even Davidfolk?”

			All the time I was thinking about that man Greenstone, and his eyes, and the present he’d given me in front of everyone, and what Angie had said about the way he looked at me.

			“No, we’re . . . I don’t know . . . Jeffsfolk, I suppose,” Angie was saying. “Why do you want to know?”

			“Jeffsfolk? Jeffsfolk? John’s red spear, are you telling me you lot follow that useless clawfoot? I shouldn’t even let you in. This place belongs to us, to True Family that stayed together as the Mother of Eden wanted.”

			“It belongs to Davidfolk, you mean?” Angie asked.

			“Well done, Einstein. But I’m feeling kind this waking.” He wasn’t looking at Angie as he spoke, but at me. “And it’ll be kind of fun watching your friend walking round.”

			So we went in. And there it was, the Veekle, in the place where it crashed to the ground, all those hundreds of wombs ago. Tom’s dick, even just the size of it was hard to take in. It was thirty foot wide at least, yet we knew it had once been carried inside that huge starship from Earth.

			We reached out to touch it. The metal was strangely cold, its smooth surface reflecting the orange light of buckfat lanterns burning on poles all around, and the oldness and strangeness of it made us dizzy. Everyone in Knee Tree Grounds knew the story of how John and his friends had come across the Veekle when they were fleeing from the rage of David Redlantern and Old Family. Everyone knew about the three white skeletons they had found inside it, and the picture that had come to life, just for a moment, and spoken out loud in the voice of Michael Namegiver. It had happened so long ago that it seemed more like something from a dream rather than something that had really happened in our own world, yet this thing had been old even then. Even to Jeff and John and Tina, who were like dreams to us, this would have seemed a thing from a dream.

			“That guard’s looking at you,” Angie said.

			“Let’s get out of his sight, then.”

			Ducking our heads, we climbed through a jagged hole into a kind of cave inside the Veekle. The roof was made of a strange stuff that was clear like water, and through it came dimly the orange light of Veeklehouse, casting faint shadows on the dirty orange floor. All around us were rows and rows of strange shapes: circles, squares, bits of writing in small, neat letters. There was a stale, sour smell.

			“Ugh,” said Angie, “it really does smell of blood.”

			Straight away an image came into my head of rotten flesh drip­ping from the bones of those three men into the brown crumbling stuff on the floor, and I felt sick. I felt so sick that I knew that if I didn’t get out into the open air, I really would be sick. A woman was coming in with her three fat children, and I banged my head on a jagged corner of metal as I squeezed past them in my hurry.

			“You could have waited a minute,” the woman said crossly.

			Back in the open I stood and breathed in. I’d left the rotten blood-­smell behind, but the air was heavy with burning fat and the greasy stink of cooking meat, and I had this horrible picture in my head of all human life as a kind of rottenness, spreading like a dirty stain across the stars.

			Why did Greenstone give me that present? What was he trying to say?

			“Ugh!” Angie said happily as she came out after me. “That was horrible! But wasn’t it great?”

			At the gate the guard stood in our way.

			“My name’s Mike, sweetheart,” he said to me. “Want to meet up sometime when I’ve finished here? It’d be worth your while. We guards can get hold of things, you know.”

			“Yeah, that would be nice,” I muttered.

			We rushed out into the busy path outside and almost ran straight into a row of three big woollybucks plodding along on their six flat feet, loaded with bags of uncut blackglass. I knew that the smooth headlanterns on the backs of their heads could light the way for travelers across Snowy Dark, but here we could barely make out their glow.

			“Hey, you’re bleeding!” said a voice from behind me.

			It was him! It was that beautiful man Greenstone!

			“Bleeding?” I croaked.

			He pointed at where I’d banged myself coming out of the Veekle.

			“We’ll find someone to clean that for you.”

			One of the two spearmen with him pointed to a two-­floored shelter, which had writing up outside it. Of course to me and Angie it was just lines and shapes.

			“ ‘Healing,’ ” Greenstone read out. “That’s handy.”

			He and one of the men led me inside and up a ladder, where an old woman wiped the cut with soft buckskin and put some fatty stuff on it.

			“Did you trade those sticks I gave you for something nice?” Greenstone asked me when we were back outside.

			“No, I shared them with the others,” I said. “Otherwise it wouldn’t really have been . . . well, fair.”

			He frowned.

			“I’ve caused you a problem of some sort with your people, haven’t I? I knew it was stupid. To give a gift to a girl like that, with­out asking her father! I’d never have done a thing like that at home. It’s just that, well, you looked so lovely.”

			I had no idea what he was talking about. “Dixon’s my uncle,” I told him.

			“Your uncle, then. I’m sorry. How can I make it up to you? Would it be okay if I were to get you a meal?”

			I glanced at Angie, who kind of shrugged. Of course this wasn’t so exciting for her as it was for me.

			“A problem?” I gabbled, turning back to him at once. “A meal? No. Why would it be?”

			He gestured toward another of the shelters of Veeklehouse.

			“Are you fond of woollybuck meat? They cook it good good there, in a juice of fruit and starflowers.” Then he laughed. “Do you know what? I don’t even know your name!”

			“I’m Starlight, and this is my best friend, Angie.”

			He looked in Angie’s direction and nodded, but didn’t meet her eyes. Batfaces aren’t a pretty sight, of course, with their noses and mouths all mashed up together, but this seemed more than that. It was almost like he’d never been this close to a batface before.

			The three of us sat on a log on top of the clifftop, sharing a bark plate piled with stew. The dark shapes of boats were moving slowly over the shining water beneath us, and bats were circling above them, their bellies lit by the water’s light, and diving down from time to time to snatch up fish and scraps. Greenstone’s two companions were someway off along the cliff, and their faces were hidden by shadow, but Greenstone himself had his back to Worldpool, so that the flamelight of Veeklehouse fell on his lovely face, lively and full of confidence. I’d never seen anyone so beautiful.

			I felt like I’d melted inside. I felt like the solid parts of my body had been scooped out of me and replaced with something warm and liquid and light. I felt I’d finally broken out of the ordinariness and sameness of the world.

			“You should learn to settle for the good things we have in Knee Tree Grounds!” Glitterfish had often told me, but I’d always always known that if I looked hard enough I’d find something more.

			“You’re not from Veeklehouse yourself, I think?”

			Greenstone helped himself to a large green lump of buckmeat.

			“We’re not from Mainground at all,” I told him. “We’re from Knee Tree Grounds. It’s a little place out in Worldpool.”

			“You mean it’s a waterhill?”

			“Waterhill?”

			“You don’t know that word?” Greenstone laughed. “People do speak strangely over on this side of the Pool. It just means a bit of ground with water all round it.”

			I smiled and nodded. “Oh, well, yes. It is, then. A waterhill.” It was kind of fun saying it. “We just call that a grounds. But you come from right across the far side, yes?”

			I’d never noticed before how delicious it could feel to say the word you.

			“That’s right. From New Earth.”

			“New Earth?”

			“Noo Urf!” He laughed as he copied my way of speaking. “We say New Earth. But please please go on saying it your way.”

			He took some more of the meat, then wiped the green juice from his fingers and lips with a square of plain fakeskin he took out from inside his wrap.

			“You’re not eating, Starlight!”

			How could I eat when all my insides had melted away? I picked at the corner of a piece of meat.

			“New Earth’s a long way away,” Greenstone said. “Ten whole wakings’ paddling across Deep Darkness, and then another two three wakings of bright water. And it’s big big, big as whole of Old Ground here.”

			“Old Ground? Is that your word for Mainground?”

			“That’s right. I guess because we left it so long ago.”

			Angie reached across to take some meat for herself. “We tell the story in Grounds sometimes,” she said, “about how John Red­lantern set out cross Deep Darkness with Gerry and a bunch of other people.”

			I nodded.

			“John was an old man and he was tired of all the killing on Mainground. That’s the story we were told. He’d gathered a lot of people around him by then, but David still had more, and there was no end in sight to the fighting, and he knew it wouldn’t ever stop while he was still there on Mainground with the ring on his finger. So he took some of his followers and set out across the water. And no one ever heard from them again.”

			Greenstone laughed. He had a lovely, happy laugh. “Well, you’re hearing from them now, Starlight. John Redlantern was my own great-­great grandfather.”

			“Tom’s dick, think of that!” I said. “John from all those old stories, and he’s your own great-­great granddad.”

			“Well, Jeff Redlantern is ours,” Angie pointed out tartly. “And he’s in those stories, too.”

			She was of course jealous of Greenstone and me.

			“That’s true,” I said. “John’s cousin Jeff. My great-­great grand­father, and Angie’s, too.”

			He hadn’t seemed to notice when Angie said it, but he was interested interested when I did.

			“Well, that means you and me are cousins!”

			“So is everyone in Eden,” muttered Angie.

			“What’s it like in New Earth?” I asked.

			“Ah, well. I’d spoil it if I told you.”

			Greenstone winked at me, and handed me his square of fake­skin. It seemed wrong to use something so precious for such a purpose, and anyway I’d only had that single bite, but I wiped my hands and mouth as he had done.

			“Go on, tell me!”

			Greenstone smiled. “Well, tell me first, what you think of Veeklehouse?”

			“I love it.” I turned to Angie. “We love it, don’t we, Angie? It’s so . . . so big big, so bright, so full of life.”

			Greenstone nodded. “Okay. Well, I promise you this. When you’ve seen Edenheart in New Earth, this place will seem small and dim.”

			“You’re joking?”

			“I’m really not, Starlight, I’m really not. John Redlantern wanted New Earth to be a place full of wonders, just like Earth itself. You must come and see for yourself.”

			“That will never happen.”

			“Oh? Why not?” He said it with a laugh, but it was a laugh that quickly faded, and it struck me that even he was a little scared by what he was saying. “No, really, Starlight,” he persisted. “Really, seriously, why not?”

			“Because . . .”

			He seemed to mean what he said, but I couldn’t be sure. Gela’s heart, I couldn’t even be sure whether I wanted him to mean it.

			“Sorry,” he said, reaching out and touching my hand. “I know you’ve lived all your life on that little waterhill of yours. And I’m sure your home and your people mean a lot to you . . .” He tossed the greasy piece of bark over the cliff. “. . . even if they don’t let you keep a present.”

			“They would have let me, but . . .”

			He looked straight into my eyes. “If I can travel all the way here, Starlight, you can travel all the way there.”

			I turned quickly away from him.

			“How many people do you have with you?” I asked, looking out at the little shadowy bats as they swooped and dived over the shin­ing water that stretched away to the long black line of World’s Edge.

			Further along the cliff the shadowy shapes of Greenstone’s companions sat murmuring to each other.

			“Forty at last count,” Greenstone told me. “Should be more, but we’ve lost a few. Lazy buggers didn’t fancy the paddle back, I sup­pose. They’ve run off into the forest, I guess, or joined up with the Davidfolk. I’m looking out for a few new blokes to replace them.”

			“Forty! Where are all the others?”

			“Some are eating and drinking in Veeklehouse. The others are down by my boats.”

			“How many boats do you have?”

			“Three. They’re full of metal and stuff, so we need to watch them all the time.”

			“Full of metal?”

			“Well, you saw me trading that piece of metal, didn’t you? I brought sixty pieces that size with me, and brooches and brace­lets, too.”

			“Why do you say ‘my boats’? Don’t they belong to these other men, too?”

			He laughed. “Because I’m the Headmanson, and they’re my ringmen, and—”

			“Wait. What’s a headmanson?”

			“What it sounds like, Starlight. My dad is the Headman of New Earth. Don’t you have a headman out on that waterhill of yours? Maybe you use another name? Over here they call their headman the Head Guard.”

			“No, we don’t have one, not under any name.”

			“Well, who decides things, then?”

			“Everyone does.”

			“Everyone?”

			He looked really surprised.

			“What are ringmen?” Angie asked.

			Since he never seemed to notice when she spoke, I repeated her question.

			“Yeah. What are ringmen?”

			“They come with me to keep me safe and paddle my boats for me.”

			“Paddle them for you? What? You don’t paddle yourself?”

			But Greenstone had been distracted by some more men with metal spears who had emerged from among the shelters of Veeklehouse, along the cliff. With them was a tall man, tall tall, with thick gray hair and a long, deep-­blue wrap. He looked across at us, and Greenstone looked back at him in a funny way that made me think of a naughty child. Then the tall man and his companions headed down one of the steep paths that led to the rocky ledge. When Greenstone turned back to me, I could see he had to struggle to get some cheerfulness back into his face.

			“No, I never paddle,” he said.

			“But . . .”

			“Mind you, we’ve got big windcatchers on our boats, and the wind always blows toward Old Ground, so no one needed to paddle on the way over. It’s on the way back that my blokes will have to sweat.”

			What was a windcatcher? There were so many things to ask him.

			“Why did you come to Mainground?”

			“Gela’s metal ring, Starlight! You ask a lot of questions!”

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean . . .”

			I hated to think I could have annoyed him. I might be scared by his talk of taking me back with him, but I did not want to drive him away.

			“It doesn’t matter, Starlight!” He laughed. He’d seen the worry on my face. “Ask me as many as you want! Why did I come here? Well, I’ll be Headman one waking. My dad’s old, and he’s not so well. We’ve been trading a bit with Brown River and Veeklehouse this last hundredwake, and I thought I’d come over to have a look round while I still could, and . . . Well, like I say, to have a look round.”

			I could see that, whatever he’d said, for some reason he didn’t really want to talk about this.

			“They look like guards, those ringmen of yours,” I said to change the subject. “Except they haven’t got dots on their heads.”

			“Guards? Oh, no! We’re Johnfolk, remember! Guards were started by David to catch our people and do for them! Guards are our enemies.”

			“The Davidfolk don’t seem to be fighting you now!”

			“Well, they like our metal, don’t they? They haven’t figured out yet how to find it themselves, and we’re certainly not going to tell them, but we let them have a bit.” He shook his head. “Bloody Davidfolk. They moan on about how the Johnfolk broke up Old Family, but they don’t mind living in Wide Forest and Veeklehouse, which we found for them. And now we find metal and they want that, too. They’ve always wanted it both ways, ever since—” He broke off. “But maybe you Knee people are David­folk yourselves?”

			“No. We’re . . . well, we’re Jeffsfolk, you could say. Which I sup­pose makes us a kind of Johnfolk, too, seeing as Jeff crossed the Dark with John.”

			For some reason Greenstone seemed pleased at this news, as if I’d solved a problem that had been worrying him.

			“Johnfolk, too, that’s good. I’d been thinking that—” But he broke off and asked me another question. “Your mum and dad . . . I don’t suppose either one of them is a holeface or a clawfoot or anything like that?”

			“Holeface?”

			“Or batface, as you people call them here.”

			“No.”

			He seemed relieved by this answer, too.

			“Angie here’s my best friend, though,” I reminded him, “and she’s a batface, as you can see.”

			He glanced toward Angie and looked a bit embarrassed, but before he could speak, a familiar voice called out from over in the flamelight.

			“Hey! Starlight! Angie!”

			It was Uncle Dixon with Johnny, Lucky, and Delight. Green­stone jumped up and bowed.

			“I can assure you, Uncle, that we’ve only been sitting in full sight of everyone. And . . . um . . . her friend here with us all the time, as well. My two ringmen also.”

			“Eh?”

			We all looked at him blankly. None of us had any idea what he was talking about.

			“A bloke gave us thirty sticks for our kneeboats,” Dixon said ex­citedly, turning back to me and Angie. “Thirty! Good job we didn’t take twenty-­five from that other fellow, eh?”

			“That’s good.”

			I wished he’d go. I wished they’d all go, even Angie, even those bloody ringmen, and leave me alone with Greenstone so I could touch him as I so badly wanted, and he could touch me.

			“Julie’s keeping an eye on the boat,” Dixon said. “She said she’d be happy down there by herself. You know how she likes her own company.”

			“We’re going to this place where they tell stories with little ­people made of wood,” Johnny said. “Why don’t you come with us?”

			Jeff’s ride, why couldn’t they leave me alone? Why did they in­sist on getting in the way?

			But Greenstone stepped in on their side.

			“You must go, Starlight. I’ve seen those wooden people myself and they were good good. And anyway, you should listen to your uncle. He wants you to go.”



	

			Julie Deepwater

			On that long, low ledge where people pulled out their boats below the crumbly cliff, there was a band of shadow that was out of the light of Veeklehouse, but not so close to the water to be lit up by its glow. I sat there for some time, near our boat, watching jewel-­bats swooping in low, again and again, over the stretch of water right in front of me, their fingertips trailing the bright surface.

			After a while I decided I’d go along the ledge a bit and look at the other boats that had been pulled out there. I wasn’t impressed. There were big boats and little ones, single ones and double ones, and even a couple of triples, but all of them, except for one old kneeboat, which someone must have traded from Nob Head, seemed to be made in that same dumb Mainground way, where they just scrape the muscle and tubes out of a length of tree trunk and then glue greased skins over the ends.

			I was about to turn back when I noticed some boats ahead that were different. They were further along than I’d meant to come—­I was barely even in sight of our long-­boat now—­but I couldn’t resist going a bit closer for a look. There were three of them, and each was in three parts, the main body of the boat in the middle, and two big out-­boats joined onto the main body by planks. That itself wasn’t so different from the Davidfolk’s triple log-­boats, but what was new was the way the bodies were made. Neither the main bodies nor the out-­boats were made of whole logs, and they weren’t sections of bark fixed on a frame, either, like our long-­boat. Instead they were shaped from long, thin planks of wood, which had been fixed tightly together side by side somehow and then rubbed smooth. I could see these boats would cut through water like a knife through a lump of fat, not just better than those stupid log-­boats with their flat ends, but better than any of ours. The one thing I couldn’t figure out was the weird pole stuck in middle of each boat with another pole across it near the top. There seemed to be something bundled up under each of those crosspoles, buckskin maybe, or fakeskin, but I couldn’t think what purpose this might serve.

			Of course I knew from the start that these must be the boats that had brought the Johnfolk here, and when I got nearer I could see there were six seven Johnfolk beside them, sitting there with their metal spears. I would have liked to ask them about the boats, but there was something that scared me about these men—­they were just men; they had no women with them—­and I didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself or to us Kneefolk. So I stayed a little way off, watching them from the shadow of the cliff.

			Presently three more of them came down from Veeklehouse. Two of them wore plain-­colored wraps and carried spears, like the men who’d been with Greenstone. The third was a tall man wrapped in blue, with thick gray hair. As soon as they saw him, the men beside the boats scrambled to their feet.

			“All’s well here, Chief Dixon,” one of them said. “Will the Head­manson be down soon?”

			The tall guy was another Dixon, it seemed. He wasn’t much like ours!

			“I’ve no idea, John,” the tall man answered. “Right now he’s talking to a couple of little fishing girls with bare feet and nothing on them but bits of scraped buckskin round their bums. And one of them a holeface, too.”

			He stopped and glared across at me where I hid under the shadow of the cliff, and then began to talk again, but in a softer voice so I couldn’t hear what he said. But I still watched. And pretty soon Greenstone himself came down with another two men follow­ing after him, and I saw the tall man stand up to meet him. They were angry with each other, that was obvious, the tall man so angry that he raised his voice enough for me to hear some of his words.

			“Mother of Eden, boy, you’re Headmanson. You can’t just think about yourself! I know she’s pretty, but—”

			Greenstone spoke then, too quietly for me to hear, and then the tall man said a weird weird thing.

			“You’re heading for the fire, boy, the way you’re going! I mean that! You’re heading straight for the fire.”

			But then he looked over at me again, pointed, and spoke to the men with spears. I took the hint and headed back to our own boat.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			“I never wanted any of you!” the wooden Gela screeched, while all of Family, inside their little wooden box, searched the ground around her on their hands and knees. “Least of all you, Tommy. Why would I want to be with a man who took me away forever from Earth?”

			But they never found the thing she’d lost, and one by one they grew old and died until the box was empty and silent.

			We all waited, and soon a new character appeared, a horrible creature with an ugly grin on its wooden face. None of us Kneefolk knew who it was, but everyone else there had recognized him at once, and they all stood up together and hissed and booed.

			The ugly creature laughed.

			“You know who I am, all right, don’t you?” it screeched. “I’m John Redlantern. I’m Juicy John. I hate sharing things. I hate hav­ing to fit in. And specially I hate—”

			He broke off. He’d seen something on the ground.

			“Harry’s dick!” he muttered as he bent down. “What’s this? Surely it can’t be . . . ?”

			Even though his wooden face couldn’t move, you could some­how sense the moment when he knew.

			“It is!” he shrieked. “It’s Gela’s ring! It’s the ring of the Mother of Eden!”

			Everyone jeered and hissed.

			“Why should I care what you lot think?” John Redlantern sneered out at us. “I’ve got our mother to myself now! I’ve got the mother and all her power!”

			“I don’t feel too good,” I told Uncle Dixon. I had to shout so he could hear me over the boos and jeers. “I think I’ll go down to the boat and have a rest.”

			“I’ll come with you, sweetheart.”

			“No, you traded sticks for this. Stay until the end. I’ll see you later.”

			“I’ll come with you,” said Angie.

			“No, you stay, too. I could do with some time on my own.”

			As I made my way out, a wooden Great David was setting off over Snowy Dark.

			“Who does Gela’s ring belong to, blokes?” he called out to the men who were following him.

			“It belongs to Gela’s True Family,” the wooden men answered him. “It belongs to us.”

			“I didn’t hear that,” the wooden David said. “Tell me again. Who does it belong to?”

			All around me, people began to shout.

			“Us! Us! Us!”

			Then I was back out among the shelters, and the voices of the wooden people disappeared into the restless Veeklehouse hum.

			“Fresh-­killed sweet-­bat! Pick the one you want, and we’ll do for it while you watch!”

			“The Car, the Jet Plane. Just like the ones back in Circle Valley. Just like the ones Father Tommy made.”

			“You looking for that bloke from across the Pool?” asked a tiny old woman who was lugging a bundle of dried starflowers as big as herself.

			I didn’t answer her, but that didn’t put her off.

			“Michael’s names, this place is full full of people from far away these wakings.” Her small, wrinkled face peered up at me from under her load, friendly and curious. “There’s you people, and these new Johnfolk from across the water, and the Circle Valley people with their funny speech, and the old Johnfolk from down alpway. And I met a bloke a little while back who came from even another place, where they aren’t Johnfolk or Davidfolk but Tinafolk, if you can believe that! I’d never even heard of them, have you? Apparently you have to go down to Brown River where those other Johnfolk live, and then round Snowy Dark somehow, and . . . oh, I don’t know, I lost him after that. Half Sky, he said the place was called. He said they have a Head Woman and a Head Man both, and everyone gets to choose them. Sounds good, eh? But perhaps he was just having a joke with me.”

			I didn’t answer her. I just nodded and walked faster so I’d leave her behind.

			She was right that I was looking for the man from across the Pool, and when I’d been all round the circle and not found him, I was bitterly disappointed. But the weird thing was that I didn’t look beyond that circle; I didn’t go over to the cliff or down by the boats; I just went round again. It was like I wanted to look for him but I was scared of actually finding him! It was horrible to think of just saying good-­bye to him and then going back to the Grounds to cut bark for the rest of my life, and make boats, and have babies on the Sand. But it was horrible, too, to think of going with him, really going with him, across the water to a strange place I knew nothing about.

			When I came back round the second time the wooden people were done, and my friends had gone. In their place was one of those horrible women the Davidfolk call shadowspeakers, who roll their eyes and pretend to talk to the dead. I’d met them before at Nob Head, and I hurried off quickly before she could notice me and tell me she’d heard from my dead mum, as one of the others had once done.

			Suddenly someone grabbed my arm.

			“Greenstone?” I gasped.

			But it wasn’t Greenstone. It was that big guard from the Veekle.

			“Oh, hello, Mike.”

			“Hello there, sweetheart. I’d remember those pretty tits any­where! Come back here a moment.”

			He didn’t give me any choice about it, just pulled me back through the shelters to a place behind, where there was a big oily fire of sticks and buckfat burning in a pit in the ground, and a small shelter where a tiny man traded stuff to drink.

			“You said you’d come and see me, remember? You said you’d give old Mike a little slip.”

			“I didn’t say anything about a slip.”

			He tightened his grip on my arm. “What’s the matter? A True Family guard not good enough for you? Prefer a ring-­stealer from across the Pool?”

			His breath had a weird smell, like fruit that’s gone bad.

			“Mind you,” he sneered, turning to the drink-­trader, “her lot are circle-­breakers, too. These elbow folk, or arse folk, or whatever it is they call themselves. They followed Jeff clawfoot after Breakup. He was one of Juicy John’s crowd, wasn’t he? And brother to Gerry the guard-­killer.”

			He turned back toward me.

			“You’re going to have a slip with me whether you want it or not, my girl,” he said. “You people owe it to us.”

			Suddenly another man’s voice called out from behind me.

			“Hey! You! What do you think you’re doing?”

			Three new blokes had arrived. The one in front had arms like tree trunks, fair hair, and—­a thing I’d only ever seen a few times before—­eyes that were bright bright blue. The other two with him were big blokes, too, closer to Uncle Dixon’s age than mine, but fit and strong. One of them had a missing eye and no teeth, and the other had a deep scar from his hairline down to his chin. All three had circles of dots on their foreheads.

			“Just trying to teach this little circle-­breaker some manners,” Mike muttered as he let me go.

			“She isn’t one of the Johnfolk,” said the blue-­eyed man, “and even if she was, you know quite well that Strongheart’s done a deal and they’re allowed to come here and trade with us.”

			“Maybe,” Mike grumbled, “but they should show some respect. And what business is it of yours, anyway? You’re not Veeklehouse guards.”

			“No, you’re right. We guard David Strongheart over at Da­vidstand, and up in Circle Valley. My name is Snowleopard. This one-­eyed beauty here is Blink, and the fellow next to him is called Spear.”

			“I was only playing with the girl. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

			“Well, Spear here will take you to your guard leader,” Snow­leopard told him, staring straight into his face with those blue blue eyes, “and let’s see if he reckons you were only playing.”

			“That’s right, mate,” said Spear, “we’ll have a little chat with your boss.”

			On the left side of his face, the tip of his tongue came out and felt along his upper lip, as if he needed to remind himself that the numb flesh was really there.

			Snowleopard turned toward me. His blue eyes were wonderfully open. It was like he’d removed all the fences inside himself so that everyone could look as deep inside him as they wanted.

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			“Yeah, thanks. I’m okay.” I rubbed my wrist. “I’d better go and find my people, though.”

			“That guy won’t be a guard much longer,” Snowleopard said.

			Blink laughed loudly, planting the end of his spear on the ground and leaning forward to peer into my face.

			“Give yourself a moment, eh?” Snowleopard told me. “Sit down and catch your breath.”

			There was a log there—­I think the trader had put it there for people to use while they had their drinks—­and I sat down on it. I was shaking all over.

			“Maybe she’d like a drop of badjuice,” suggested Blink, still peering into my face with his one eye. There was only a dark hole where the other one should have been.

			Snowleopard nodded. “I don’t know if you’ve ever tried this new badjuice stuff,” he said to me, “but a bit might settle your nerves. Bring a mugful here, trader, and let’s see if it helps.”

			He straddled the log I was sitting on in a single graceful move­ment. He was a real fighter, like my dad must have been, a man who’d practiced and practiced the art of moving quickly, just as my uncle had practiced and practiced the art of making a boat. The little trader hurried across with a clay mug. I looked down at the murky stuff inside and recognized the rotten smell that had been on Mike’s breath.

			“I gather you’re pretty friendly with this Greenstone bloke,” Snowleopard said, leaning forward and talking softly so the drinks guy wouldn’t be able to hear.

			“Well . . . I . . . How do you know that? We’ve not even been here a waking!”

			Snowleopard smiled. “Everyone in Veeklehouse knows. Everyone says he wants to take you back with him across the Pool.” 

			I gulped at the drink, but the taste was so foul it brought tears to my eyes. The two guards laughed kindly. 

			“It’s not nice at first,” Snowleopard said. “But I bet you’ll like the feeling of it.” 

			And almost as soon as he spoke, I felt a lovely kind of warmth spreading through my veins like a caress. “He said he wanted me to go back there, but I’m sure he was only joking.” 

			“Not what I heard.” 

			I tried another, smaller sip of badjuice. “Heard from who?” 

			“Those ringmen of his.” 

			He glanced round once again to be sure that no one was near. “I know us guards are supposed to hate them, but, when it comes down to it, they’re just fighting men, like us. And they aren’t so hard to talk to, either, once you get past that weird cross-pool speech.” He pulled a funny face. “We’re Jarn’s fowuk from akrarse the warrter,” he mimicked. 

			I couldn’t help laughing. It sounded exactly like how Green-stone talked. Though I was feeling so light and floaty I would have laughed at anything. 

			Snowleopard leaned forward. 

			“If you want my opinion,” he said softly, “I think we Davidfolk make too much of a fuss about that John Redlantern. After all, he might have been the first ever to do for a man with a spear, but he certainly wasn’t the last.” 

			He glanced sideways across at Blink, who was still craning toward us, watching like a child. 

			“In fact,” said Snowleopard, “you could say that John Redlantern was the first of the fighting men, the first one of us.” 

			“Why are you telling me this?” 

			Snowleopard laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t say this to most people, but I know that Jeff of yours was on John’s side.” He leaned even closer. “I’d be grateful if you’d tell that Greenstone Johnson we helped you. We’ve heard he’s short by a bloke or two, and we’d like to join him and help him paddle back across the Pool. One more adventure, eh? One more adventure before we get too old for it.”

			“My dad was a guard, like you,” I told him. “He was called Black­glass. Blackglass Lunnon.”

			Snowleopard gave a shout of laughter. “Blackglass Lunnon! That old slinker! I knew him well. He was a proper guard.” He turned to his friend. “You remember Blackglass, don’t you, mate?”

			“I never met him myself,” I told them. “I only heard about him from my mum.”

			Blink chuckled. “We remember her, too, don’t we, Snow? That pretty girl Blackglass used to go round with? She said she came from somewhere out in the Pool. Looked a lot like this girl here.”

			“Of course!” said Snowleopard. “What was her name? Vision? Story?”

			“Dream,” I told him.

			“Dream! Of course! Of course! A beautiful woman. We all en­vied your dad, I must say. But never mind that now, eh? We need to get you back to your folks.”

			And once again, he glanced quickly around.

			Your father’s eyes were always moving, I remembered my mother telling me. Never, never at rest.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			Angie and Johnny came back with a woollybuck leg for us to eat, and a big bundle of firewood. They’d been with Dixon, Lucky, and Delight, but when they’d seen from the clifftop that Starlight wasn’t with me, Dixon and the other two men had headed back into Veeklehouse to look for her.

			Johnny and Angie got a fire going, using the embers we’d brought from Grounds in our little clay firepot, and presently Star­light herself came down the cliff. She was a bit giggly, like an over­excited child, with a funny smell on her breath.

			“Remember that bloke Mike, Angie? The guard at the Veekle? He tried to force me to slip with him.”

			“He did what?”

			Starlight laughed.

			“It’s all right. It’s all right. Don’t look so worried. Three other guards came and helped me. There’s two of them up there—­look!”

			There were two shadowy shapes squatting at the top of the cliff, against the orange glow of Veeklehouse. Starlight waved to them, and they waved lazily back.

			“They want to go with Greenstone,” Starlight told us all, her eyes shining. “He’s short a couple of men to paddle back across the Pool, and I promised to ask him to take them. Do any of you know where he is?”

			“He was by his boats along the ledge not so long ago. But wait for Dixon and the others to come back first, eh? They must be wor­ried about you.”

			Starlight shrugged. She could have argued, but she didn’t, and I felt she was a bit relieved to be able to put off the moment when she’d have to see that Greenstone again.

			“Maybe I’ll take a bit of a rest,” she said.

			Behind her, over by the water’s edge, a little jewel-­bat was stand­ing. It turned a fishtail in its hands as it munched off the pale green flesh, watching us all the time.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			I went to lie down on the skins we’d stretched out to sleep on, turned my face away from the others, and looked out over the bright water, with no one to see my face but a single jewel-­bat that stood there licking its hands and looking straight at me with its blank, flat eyes.

			I remembered something my mum had told me. She was a funny woman, one minute warm, the next full of bitterness and spite, and the stories she told were sometimes true, sometimes made up, and often a mixture of the two. But there was one particular thing she kept on at me to remember, over and over again. It was a secret thing she said had been passed down, mother to daughter, all the way from Mother Gela herself, and she called it the Secret Story, though it wasn’t really a story at all, more like a list of rules.

			“You’re to tell no one this,” she told me the first time she spoke about it. “Do you understand? No one at all. Not even your sister.”

			We’d been on the beach that surrounded the Sand, eating wa­ternuts. I was only a little girl.

			“Not even Glitterfish,” Mum repeated. “You’re the one I trust. Wait until you’ve got daughters of your own, then choose one who you know will keep the secret, and tell her like I’m telling you now.”

			Half of me was pleased to be chosen over my big sister; the other half wished it had been her that had been asked to carry this burden. But Mum had made up her mind, and I had no choice about listening to her going through a long list of things that, so she said, Mother Gela herself wanted to be passed on forever through the women of Eden.

			“Always remember that women are just as good as men. . . . Don’t ever treat someone differently because of the color of their skin. . . .” (That was an odd one, when everyone’s skin was the same pale brown, but they do say Angela’s skin was dark and Tommy’s skin was light.) “Just because someone thinks they’re important doesn’t mean they’re better than anyone else, and nor does having lots of stuff. . . . There’s no need to hit children to teach them to behave. . . . Don’t treat people like they’re just things. . . .”

			There was loads more of it, but it was one bit in particular that came into my mind as I lay there on the rocks at Veeklehouse, while the bats dived for fish in the shining water. It was the bit Mum used to emphasize more than any other.

			“Always look out for men who like the story to be all about them,” she told me in the name of the Mother of Eden. “They’re the ones you should try to be with.”

			I could still remember how she looked at me when she told me that. She had a strange gleam in her eyes that I’d never seen before.

			“That’s why I chose your dad,” she said. “And if I hadn’t done that, well, where would you be?”

			Suddenly Angie and Johnny began to cheer and shout.

			“Tom’s dick and Harry’s!” Johnny shouted. “Look at you guys!”

			“Gela’s tits,” Angie said, laughing, “you should really see yourselves!”

			It was Dixon, Lucky, and Delight. They’d come back wearing bright-colored longwraps like Greenstone’s, and carrying bags and more wraps in their arms. They looked awkward and uncomfortable as could be, though, and there was no laughter in his voice when Dixon spoke. 

			“Are you awake, Starlight? Only we met that Greenstone, and he asked me a weird weird thing.” 

			I sat straight up. 

			“What?” I asked. “What did he ask you?” 

			“We went down to his boats looking for you. He made a big fuss of us. Gave us these fakeskin wraps for everyone, and these bags of metal, and then . . .” 

			His voice had been getting wobblier, and suddenly he began to sob. All the others stared at him in horror. 

			“Greenstone asked if he could take me back across Worldpool with him,” I said flatly, standing up and reaching out for the wrap Dixon had brought back for me. 

			My uncle stared at me, tears running down his face. 

			“Oh. . . . You knew already? . . . But it wasn’t just that. It was like he’d given me this metal and these wraps as a trade for you, like you’d offer things for boats or blackglass . . . and like”—he struggled to find the words—“like you belonged to me.” 

			Julie stood up as well. “I’ve heard men talk that way about women over in Nob Head sometimes. I’ve always thought it must have begun with fighting and killing. When you start killing people, you have to start thinking of them as things.” She turned to me. “We wouldn’t trade you, sweetheart. Not for a hundred boats’ worth of redmetal.” 

			I stepped back from her. 

			“But I want to go with him.” 

			I looked from her to Dixon; to my brother, Johnny; to Angie, who’d been my best friend since way before I could even walk. I saw their dismay, and I felt it myself as well. But I pushed my doubts down inside myself.

			“I want to go with him,” I repeated.

			“Doesn’t it bother you,” Julie asked, “that he thinks he can trade you for metal?”

			“You slip with women, Julie,” I told her. “How would you know what goes on between men and women?”

			I eyed her guiltily for a moment—­she’d really done nothing to deserve that—­then turned to Uncle Dixon.

			“And how do you know, Uncle, what Greenstone was trying to do when he gave you that metal and these wraps? How do you know he wasn’t just being friendly? It’s not his fault he’s got a lot of things to give.”

			“No,” said Dixon. “It’s true. He didn’t say it was a trade.”

			“He said it was a way of showing friendship,” Lucky said. “Friend­ship between Knee Tree Grounds, and . . . er . . .”

			“It’s called New Earth. It’s fifteen sixteen wakings’ paddling across Worldpool. It’s as big as Mainground.”

			“Our boats couldn’t take us that far, Starlight,” Johnny said. “We’d never see you again.”

			When my brother said that, I felt scared scared inside, like I’d never quite got hold until then of just how far away it was. I did my best not to show it, though, making my voice louder and harder to hide my fear.

			“Well, I’ll come back and see you, then,” I said. “Greenstone has big big boats, and lots of men to paddle them. I’m sure that—”

			“Lots of men, but no women at all,” Julie said. “No women, and no batfaces, either. What kind of place do you think it is over there?”

			“Those men are like guards,” I told her. “They’re not guards, of course; they’re ringmen. But it’s a job, like being a guard, that men are better at because they’re stronger.”

			“We’ve never needed any guards on Grounds,” Dixon said. “Seems to me you only need guards in places where people have to be made to do things they don’t want to do.”

			I turned on him.

			“Listen to me, Uncle! They’re not guards. They’re against guards. David Redlantern started guards because he wanted to catch John and Jeff and Tina and do for them. Why would the Johnfolk have anything to do with guards?”

			“Okay, but just answer me this,” Julie persisted. “What exactly is he offering you? What does he want from you? What kind of life would you have if you went with him?”

			I wasn’t fooling Julie one bit. She knew I was desperate. She knew I was close to tears. She knew I had no idea what I was letting myself in for.

			“And there’s something else, too, Starlight,” she said, taking my hand and refusing to let me shake her off. “Even some of the New Earth people don’t want you to go. I overheard something earlier. There was this tall man in blue. He was talking to Green­stone about you, and he was threatening him, Starlight. He was threatening him with fire.”

			“Fire?” I snorted. “What are you talking about, Julie?”

			“Don’t be angry with me, Starlight. I don’t know what he meant any better than you do. I’m just telling you what I heard. All I know for certain is that he was making a threat, a real, angry threat. I wondered if maybe they use fire there for punishments, like the Davidfolk use scalding trees.”

			I shrugged. “I’d better go and talk to Greenstone.”

			“I’ll come, too, then,” Dixon said at once, standing there in that ridiculous colored wrap.

			“Thank you, Uncle, but I’d rather you didn’t come. I want him to know it’s up to me.”

			“Well, why not take me, then?” Angie said. “He won’t think it’s up to me. He’s hardly noticed my existence.”

			I hesitated for a moment. Whatever I pretended, I was scared scared. “Yes, thanks, Angie. That’s a good idea.”

			“I reckon we should put on these wraps they gave us,” she said.

			There was a weird little time, then, while Angie and me got silly and excited about putting on our new wraps, like we were just kids and would be together forever and ever. And then, just as quickly as it started, that little game was over, and the two of us were walking along the ledge to where Greenstone kept his boats, with nothing to say to each other at all.

			“What does Julie know about except paddling boats and cutting bark from trees?” I whispered to myself. “It was Gela herself who said a woman should choose a man like Greenstone, and where she came from, they know so much about everything that they can fly between the stars.”

			I had sometimes wondered, since Mum told me the Secret Story, how anyone could be sure it really came from Gela and why, even if it did, that should necessarily make it true. I’d sometimes wondered, too, about that strange expression on Mum’s face each time she repeated those words. But who cared about all that now, when the Secret Story was telling me what I wanted to hear?



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			There she was! She’d come! There was Starlight, the shining water on one side of her and the flamelight of Veeklehouse on the other, and no one with her except her holeface friend. She was beautiful beautiful in the blue wrap I’d sent for her, truly more beautiful than any woman I’d ever seen.

			I was so relieved. I’d been so afraid she’d turn away from me. And now I couldn’t help myself. Ignoring Chief Dixon calling out to me to behave like a Headmanson, I ran toward her like an ex­cited kid.

			“Starlight! You came! I’m so glad! I’m so so glad! And, Gela’s heart, you look lovely in that wrap!”

			“You said . . .” Starlight began.

			I could see she was just as scared as I was.

			“You said you wanted to take me across the Pool,” she said. “And I’ve come to ask you what you meant.”

			“What I meant was—”

			“Headmanson!” Dixon interrupted, striding up behind me. “There are things we need to talk about before you can answer that question. Your dad wouldn’t—”

			I turned round to face him. “Chief Dixon, I’m the Head­manson, and you’re just a chief.”

			“But this concerns all of us, Headmanson. It concerns whole of New Earth, and all the chiefs and teachers.”

			“I’ve made up my mind.”

			“Your dad won’t be happy, Headmanson, and nor will the men you’ll have to work with when he’s gone.”

			“If John Redlantern could take Brightflame with him, then why shouldn’t I—”

			“That was completely different.”

			Starlight looked at her friend with a puzzled frown. They ob­viously had no idea who Brightflame was. Then the holeface girl turned to me.

			“Where we live . . .” she began.

			Behind me, Chief Dixon gave a snort of contemptuous laugh­ter. Whoever heard of a holeface talking to a Headmanson? The girl looked at him, and her eyes looked hurt and scared. She could see his contempt and she could see his power, but she pressed on all the same.

			“Where we live, we’re all together in one place. If a man and woman want to spend time together, or slip together, or have ba­bies, well, they just do.”

			I nodded, making myself look straight at her. After all, she was Starlight’s friend, and things were different here on Old Ground.

			“That sounds a straightforward way of doing things,” I told her. “In New Earth we have more rules about how these things are done.”

			“What rules?” asked Starlight.

			I looked back at her, turning away from her friend, away from Dixon, away from everyone, and it was like the two of us disap­peared into some completely different place where there was no one there but us. She was so lovely, with those sharp sharp eyes, and that proud way she stood. Proud, yet not proud like a chief’s daughter, not proud because of her father’s metal or her father’s ground, but proud in a way I’d never seen before. I wished I could be proud like that.

			“In the old times, in Old Family,” I told her, “when everyone still lived up in Circle Valley, people could slip with whoever they wanted, and lots of folk didn’t even know who their dads were. John didn’t like that, so he made it a rule in New Earth that a woman should be with just one man, so that all her children would be his children, too. It’s the same here in Veeklehouse, I’ve noticed. Pretty much the same. These Davidfolk are always—”

			“Tom’s dick,” interrupted Starlight. “Please, please just tell me what you’re asking me!”

			“Headmanson,” Chief Dixon growled behind me, “there are other rules to think about.”

			“Not rules from John. Otherwise, why did he go with Brightflame?”

			Starlight pressed her hands to her head as if it was going to burst. “Please just tell me, Greenstone!”

			I glared at Chief Dixon to warn him to keep silent. “I’m asking you to be my housewoman, Starlight!”

			“Headmanson!” Dixon shouted.

			“What?” said Starlight. “Housewoman? David’s shriveled heart, what does that mean?”

			“You probably shouldn’t speak of David like that here in Veekle­house,” I said. I was trying to lighten things and make her smile. But it was no time for jokes. “I’m sorry if I haven’t explained it to you properly. Over on our Grounds, a man’s housewoman is the woman who lives with him, and is the mother to his kids and no one else’s. I want that to be how it is with you and me.”

			“But you’re the Headmanson! You’ve got all these ringmen and . . . Oh, Jeff’s ride, I don’t understand anything. What is a headmanson?”

			“The son of the Headman,” I reminded her. “Do you remem­ber I told you that up on the cliff there? My father is Headman of Edenheart and all New Earth. And I’ll be Headman after him.”

			“So then I would be the Headman’s . . . what did you say? . . . I would be the Headman’s housewoman?”

			“And you’d have lots of good things because of it: fine wraps, helpers . . .”

			“Helpers?”

			“People to do things for you, like . . . like my ringmen do for me here. And not just people, but—”

			“Could I ever come back again? Could I ever come back across Worldpool?”

			“No, of course not,” said Chief Dixon from behind me. “Never. You’d—”

			But I cut him off. “I hope you’d never come back to live here. But you can see for yourself that I’ve been able to cross the water, so, yes, you could come back one waking and see your brother, Johnny, here, and your uncle, and . . .” I looked at her friend again—­it struck me that she was a good friend, too—­and made myself remember her name. “. . . and your friend Angie.”

			“How much time do I have to decide?”

			“Whatever you need, Starlight. The only thing is, my dad’s not been well, and I don’t want to leave him too long. And . . .”

			I hestitated. She had no idea what kind of place I’d be taking her to, or the dangers that waited there for people like us who played the game of power, and I knew I ought to warn her, but I was scared scared of putting her off.

			“Listen, Starlight, I don’t want to deceive you. It can be danger­ous being with the Headman. You can make enemies, and . . .”

			She glanced over my shoulder at Dixon for a moment, then turned back to me, her gray eyes looking straight into mine as she tried to understand. “It’s like with the Davidfolk, is that what you’re trying to say? People hurt one another? People do for other people they don’t like?”

			“Yes, I guess that’s it,” I said, and I managed to persuade myself that she’d got it, and that I really had told her all she needed to know, though I hadn’t even mentioned the fire. “That’s just it,” I repeated. “It can be kind of tough.”

			Starlight nodded. Then, without saying anything at all, she walked off a little way, back along the ledge and out of the light of the Johnfolk’s fires, and stood there in her long blue wrap, look­ing down first of all into the water, where it dropped down steeply from the edge of the ledge, then lifting her head and looking out to where World’s Edge divided Eden from Starry Swirl, her face lit up by the water’s glow.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			John Redlantern himself had once stood on that cliff up there, I remembered, soon after they first found the Veekle. He’d stood there playing with the metal ring and wondering whether to keep it or throw it into the water and get rid of it for good. And just as I was being watched now, he’d been watched by Jeff and Tina and Gerry and all the others who’d followed him down from Snowy Dark.

			“I could hear the people from the future calling to me,” he once told Jeff. “Some of them were saying, ‘Throw it away!’ Others were saying, ‘Keep it! Keep it! Keep it!’ And it was like I was stand­ing at the joining place of two whole worlds. Only one of those worlds could live and grow and become real. The other would fade away. And it was up to me.”

			Right now it was like there were two different people, both called Starlight Brooking, but only one of them could have my body to live out her life in, and the other would end up as just a shadow. I couldn’t know what it would be like over there in New Earth, and that made this hard. But I did know what a life would be like on Knee Tree Grounds, I knew exactly, and I knew that if I went back to that, back to the bark ovals and the gatherings every waking on the Sand, I would wonder as long as I lived about the other life, beyond World’s Edge, that I could have lived.

			I turned back to the rest of them. Everyone’s eyes were on me: Greenstone’s, Angie’s, Chief Dixon’s, and all those big, tough ring­men. Tom’s dick, there were even people watching from the top of the cliff.

			And all those watching eyes changed me somehow, made me feel taller and stronger as I walked back to Greenstone. I wasn’t just Starlight anymore, but someone in a story.

			“Okay,” I said. “I’ll come with you and be your housewoman.”

			Sweet man. Tears came into his eyes at once. “But does your uncle not need to . . . I mean, don’t you . . . ?”

			It was like he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing.

			“My uncle knows this is my choice.”

			“Oh, that’s good.” He sighed, like he’d been holding his breath for a long long time. “That’s good good!”

			I leaned forward and kissed his cheek, and then I looked past him at Chief Dixon. I looked straight at that cold cold man, daring daring daring him to interfere. Jeff’s shining ride, he looked angry angry—­he looked so angry he could kill—­but he didn’t speak. He just snarled and turned away. It was obvious this wasn’t the end of it as far as he was concerned, but I’d stood up to him, whoever he was, and Greenstone had stood up to him, too, for the sake of being with me.

			Greenstone turned toward the ringmen who were waiting by the fires and around the boats.

			“This is Starlight,” he told them all in a loud voice. “And she will be my housewoman.”

			I turned to them and waved, and they all stood and cheered.

			“Greenstone,” I said. “I met three men up in Veeklehouse: big, tough men who protected me when this horrible guard attacked me. They want to come and be ringmen for you, and I’d really like that. They were friends of my dad’s, and I’d like to have people with us who came from my side of the Pool.”

			“Well, of course we’ll bring them,” he said. “We’ll bring them to Edenheart, and then your dad’s friends will always be nearby.”

			Angie touched my shoulder. She was crying and, as I kissed her squishy face and squeezed her hands, the tears finally came from my own eyes.

			“You need to go back and be with your people for a bit,” Green­stone said. “Take whatever time you need.”

			I shrugged. “Why not get the boats ready now?” I said, feeling Angie’s grip tightening as I spoke. “No point in hanging around.”



	

			Julie Deepwater

			Tall Chief Dixon stood on the first boat, with a row of strong ringmen kneeling in the out-­boats on either side of him, pull­ing quickly away from the ground. Starlight and Greenstone were to ride in the second boat, and the ringmen brought it up to the ledge so they could step onto it without getting wet.

			Starlight had changed when she came back to us from meeting Greenstone. She seemed taller, somehow—­even taller than she was already—and more grown-­up. But now, in this last moment, she was her old self, and she cried as she said good-­bye to us.

			“I will come back,” she kept saying. “I promise I’ll come back.”

			She kissed me, and she kissed Lucky and Delight. She gave her brother, Johnny, a bigger kiss, and an even bigger one to her uncle Dixon, who was sobbing like a child. But the biggest and longest kiss was the one she gave to her friend Angie, right in middle of that funny, twisty bat mouth that Starlight had been kissing since before she could even walk. On and on the two of them clung together, still wearing the wraps that Greenstone had given them, Angie’s green and Starlight’s blue. Then quite suddenly Starlight let go, took Greenstone’s hand, and stepped onto the boat, never looking back as the men pushed away from the rock and began to paddle out into the bright bright water.

			When the third boat had set out, and Starlight’s boat was so far away that we could no longer make her out, we walked back along the ledge and loaded up our own rough long-­boat with the things we’d traded for those sticks: blackglass spearheads, leopardtooth knives, woollybuck skins. It was a good load, and if Starlight had still been with us we’d have been pleased pleased, but none of us smiled now, and none of us joked, and none of us looked forward to getting home.

			“I shouldn’t have let her go,” Dixon said. “I’ve let her down, and I’ve let Dream down. I’ve let down everyone on Grounds.”

			“She’s a grown-­up now,” I told him. “We couldn’t make her come with us.”

			Angie was crying.

			“She won’t ever come back,” she said, wiping the tears from her face with the back of her hand. “I know she won’t. She won’t even want to, once she’s there. What have we got to offer compared with them?”

			No one could answer that.

			“I don’t know what to do with these,” Dixon said after a while, holding up one of the bags of metal Greenstone had given him.

			“Nor do I,” I said, “but I know what people will say about them back on Grounds.”

			“Yeah, I do, too,” said Johnny. He’d hardly spoken in all the time since his sister set out across the water. “And specially I know what Glitterfish will say. She’ll say we traded her sister. She’ll say we traded Starlight for a bag of shiny things that we don’t even know how to use.”

			We all knew he was right. Whole of Grounds would grieve when our boat came back with one less person in it, but, just like Johnny, what I dreaded most was the grief and anger of Starlight’s sister.

			“But think of the trade we can do with it,” Delight pointed out. “Think of the things we could get for everyone on Grounds.”

			Lucky nodded his pointy head. “Or maybe a special thing, that we’ll badly need one waking, that we don’t even know about now.”

			We’d left Veeklehouse and its fiery light behind us, and had been paddling and paddling across the bright water for two three hours when something occurred to Angie.

			“None of you went to see the Veekle, did you? No one except me and Starlight.”

			Dixon gave an empty laugh. “No. And that was supposed to be the whole point of going down there in first place!”

			Angie looked away from us over the water, at the glow of Wide Forest along the distant cliff.

			“I wouldn’t worry about it,” she said. “It’s a horrible thing, and it stinks stinks of death.”

			Part II



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			As we bumped and swayed through the rough waves at the edge of the bright water, I thought about my dad. I’d done what he’d told me to do, but not at all in the way he would have wanted.

			“No more putting it off, Greenstone,” he’d croaked, hunched in his big stone seat back at Edenheart. “Find yourself a housewoman! Do your duty! Behave like a son of John!”

			I wasn’t short of choices. All the chiefs and teachers and their housewomen had been busily pushing their daughters toward me for many hundredwakes, each one hoping to bind me to their houses like you’d bind a speartip to a spear.

			“I’m sick of all of them. They just want to use me for power.”

			His eyes glittered at me. “Well, of course they do! What did you expect? But what does that matter if you can show their fathers you’re still the boss?”

			“You know I don’t find that easy.”

			“Who said it was easy? It’s hard hard. It’s the hardest game of all. Only way you can hope to win is to give up your whole life to it. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

			It was useless to tell him I’d rather not play at all. “I’d prefer a woman who was outside of this particular game.”

			His eyes were turning watery and red like they did when he was building up to another bout of coughing. “Well, bloody find one, then! Go over to Old Ground if you want and find a woman there, but, Tom’s stinking dick, get a move on. Another hundredwake and these lungs of mine will have done for me.”

			He was thinking I’d find some woman among the Old Ground Johnfolk, down at Brown River, but when I got there I didn’t meet one woman who was thinking of anything when she smiled at me but metal and power for her family.

			“I don’t like any of them,” I told Chief Dixon. “I may as well go back across the Pool and settle for someone there.”

			Dixon was delighted. He’d been nagging away at me to hurry up, but now, when I suggested we go up to Veeklehouse before heading home, he was happy happy to agree. No doubt he thought if he was nice enough to me I might go for his girl Candy after all.

			“Good idea, Headmanson. Good good idea.”

			I really wasn’t looking for a housewoman anymore, just for a bit of an adventure before I settled down to a life I didn’t want, but then I saw Starlight standing tall tall in front of that trader’s place, like she had no idea that anyone in the world could be bigger than her. She wasn’t a chief’s daughter or a teacher’s daughter, but she wasn’t a small person, either, even if she did have bare feet and a buckskin wrap round her middle. That seemed quite wonderful to me. And of course she was beautiful, as beautiful as the sky of Earth.

			Chief Dixon told me I was letting down my dad. I was letting down the big people of New Earth. I was even letting down the small people, by not choosing a Ringwearer they could look up to and admire. (Like they’d look up to his Candy, I suppose, with her colored wraps and her metal rings and her bitter bitter eyes.) He was angry angry, and I was afraid of him, but I managed to stand my ground.

			This surprised him, and it surprised me, too. I was the Headmanson of New Earth, and I’d spent all my life with helpers round me who’d run and fetch me anything I asked for, but all the same I’d always found it hard to want things for myself, and carry on wanting them even when other people told me I was wrong. But I knew I wanted Starlight.

			It had been easy to be brave when I was far away from New Earth, though. Now, as we moved forward into the blackness of Deep Darkness, I was growing more and more anxious about what lay ahead.

			“Who was this Brightflame you talked about?” Starlight asked me as we sat on our pile of warm skins in the red glow of the firecage.

			The boat rose and fell in the darkness. There was a chessboard between us, and we’d just finished a game. Starlight, as usual, had won.

			“She was my great-­great grandmother. John Redlantern met her when he was still back on Old Ground. There’d just been a terrible fight with the Davidfolk, and many of his best men had died. He was sitting fishing in Brown River, thinking about his next move, when a young woman came by with a pile of skins to wash in the water.

			“ ‘You look like you’re thinking hard,’ she says to him.

			“ ‘I am,’ he says. ‘I’m making plans.’

			“ ‘Plans for what?’ she asks.

			“ ‘Plans to cross Worldpool,’ John says. ‘Most of my chiefs think I’m nuts. They say we’d all drown and then the Davidfolk would have won. But I reckon David’s people will have won anyway if we have to spend all our time fighting them and have no time for anything else.’

			“Brightflame laid down her pile of skins and sat down beside him on the riverbank. ‘From what I’ve heard,’ she says, ‘people said you were nuts when you decided to cross Snowy Dark, but here we are, look, living on the other side of the mountains! Even the Davidfolk do, though they punished you for even suggesting it!’

			“John nodded.

			“ ‘I wonder how many will follow me this time, though.’

			“ ‘Well, I will!’ Brightflame says straight away. ‘I’ll definitely come.’

			“He was an old man and she was a young young woman, but the story tells us that, right in that moment, he loved her. So much so that he gave her the ring itself to wear on her finger, though he’d never trusted anyone else before to take it out of his sight. She was the fire that finally warmed him. He told her she was a new Gela, a new Mother of Eden. They made the Crossing and John worked hard hard until he died to build up New Earth, but when he was with her, so the stories say, he was happy and carefree like a child.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			There was no light at all out there, and even the sky was covered in black cloud, but we carried a kind of metal cage—­Greenstone called it a “firecage”—­which had a bowl of buckfat always burning in it. Its orange glow made a little pool of light. In middle of it were me and Greenstone, and the warm skins on which we sat, and the chessboard between us with its beautiful carved pieces. On the edge of the light on either side we could see the men toiling away, their skins shining with sweat, but from the water beyond them we only saw the odd glint, the odd dim streak of foam, and sometimes a little orange speck, in front or behind, when one of the other boats happened to find itself at the same time as us on top of one of those huge, invisible waves. Chief Dixon was a long way ahead now.

			“So I’m your Brightflame, am I?” I asked him, after a few seconds.

			I wasn’t sure if I liked the idea or not.

			“That’s how it feels to me,” Greenstone said, looking straight at me.

			“And you’re my John Redlantern?”

			He smiled sadly and looked away. I hadn’t seen this sadness when we were back in Veeklehouse.

			One of the ringmen came and took the chessboard away. There were always a couple of them taking a rest from paddling, and they’d fetch things for us, bring more buckfat when the fire grew dim, and even make a little shelter for us if there was too much spray, by stretching a rope from the top of the windtree and laying a skin over it.

			“Well,” Greenstone said, when the man had moved away, “my dad has always told me, as far back as I can remember, that I should be like John. But I’m afraid John Redlantern was one of a kind.”

			I wondered what he meant but I didn’t ask.

			“Well, I like you as you are,” I told him. “John was a bit of a cold one, if the stories we heard are true.”

			Greenstone nodded. “Our stories say that as well.”

			“I want to touch you,” I told him.

			He laughed. “I’d like that, too, believe me. I can hardly wait. But we’ll have to leave it for now.”

			“Couldn’t we get the men to put up that shelter again?”

			“I can’t slip with you until you’re my housewoman, and that won’t happen until we get to Edenheart.”

			“Why? What will happen there that will make it okay?”

			He couldn’t seem to understand the question. “You have to be made my housewoman first” was all he answered.

			I lay back on the skins. A small chink had opened in the cloud above us and a bit of Starry Swirl shone through. I rolled onto my side and watched the ringmen, only a few feet away, digging and digging away, just as I’d dug through the water myself, not so long ago, in our rough little long-­boat on the way to Veeklehouse.

			“How come none of these men is a batface?”

			“Holefaces can’t become ringmen.”

			“Why not? Clawfeet I could understand, but why not batfaces?”

			“It’s just one of our rules. Big people must be whole people, and so must their ringmen and their helpers.”

			“My best friend is a batface.”

			He looked uncomfortable at that. “I’m not saying they can’t be nice people. But their faces are broken, aren’t they? And they’re broken because Gela’s son, Harry, did a bad thing back at the be­ginning, and slipped with his own sisters. John hated it that Eden had begun like that, and he wanted to make things whole again.”

			That just seemed stupid. What choice did Harry and his sisters have, and why was it batfaces’ fault any more than anyone else’s?

			“I never asked you about the ring,” I said presently. “I guess you guys still have it?”

			That made him laugh. “Of course we do!”

			“So will I see it myself?”

			“Of course. It’s on my father’s finger now.”

			“He actually wears it? The ring from Earth? Gela’s heart!”

			“He does for the moment, Starlight, but only because we don’t have a Ringwearer.”

			“What’s a ringwearer?”

			Now he laughed a lot. “Oh, Starlight, don’t think I’m making fun of you, but it seems so strange that you don’t know.”

			“Don’t know what?”

			“Dear Starlight, as soon as you’re my housewoman, the Ring­wearer will be you!”

			I sat straight up, and a cold cold chill went through me. “What? I’ll wear Gela’s ring? The metal ring from Earth?”

			He stopped laughing and reached out to touch my hand. “That’s right. You’ll wear it on your finger, and you’ll be a mother to everyone, just as Brightflame was.”

			“Oh, Jeff’s eyes!”

			I pulled my hand back from him and stood up, bracing myself against the rocking of the boat. “The actual ring in the story, you mean? The one with the writing inside?”

			“That’s it, Starlight,” he said. “ ‘To Angela, with love from—­’ ”

			“I know what it says.”

			I went to the front of the boat and sat there with my feet on the bit of the mother-­boat that stuck out from under the boatfloor. Far far off in the blackness ahead of us, the tiny light of Chief Dixon’s boat appeared for a moment, then vanished again into darkness.

			“Are you all right, Starlight?” said a voice next to me.

			It was strange how easy it was to forget the ringmen in the daughter-­boats on either side of me. I looked round and there was Snowleopard, only a few feet away.

			“Yes, I’m all right. It’s just hard to get used to how different everything’s going to be.”

			“They’re a strange lot, these Johnfolk. But if you ever need help, well, here I am, and there’s Blink and Spear on the boat behind us, all three of us your dad’s old mates.”

			Presently, I went back to Greenstone. “I think I’ll try to sleep,” I said, curling up on the skins.

			He laid another skin over me, gently gently, as if I were a child, and I closed my eyes and thought about the people back home on Knee Tree Grounds: Glitterfish, holding her little Mikey with his little squishy face against her breast; Dixon and Johnny bending together over a half-­made boat; Angie with a fishing spear in the shallow water, her buckskin wrap high up round her middle and her sweet, ugly face frowning with concentration.

			I’d lost them all, I suddenly realized. I hadn’t even reached the far side of the Pool, but the Starlight they’d known had already disappeared. As to the Starlight I’d become, a mother to all of New Earth, with Gela’s ring on her finger, what did that strange woman have to do with me? She didn’t even exist yet. So where did that leave me now, who was neither one nor the other? Who was I? Where did I belong?

			Suddenly I felt like a huge stone was pressing down on me so hard that I couldn’t breathe, and I sat up again with a gasp.

			“Are you all right, Starlight?” Greenstone asked.

			Kind man. He was still sitting there quietly beside me. And knowing that, I found I could breathe again, and presently I sank down into sleep.



	

			Luke Snowleopard

			Three four wakings out we saw a little bit of ground sticking up out of Darkness in distance, with its own bright water round it, and its own shining forest. Hundreds of birds came out of it and circled over us, some weird kind of bird I’d never seen, with bellies so black you could barely see them against the sky, but backs that glowed pink like the water. I heard Greenstone telling the girl the place was called Middlehill, and that John Redlantern had rested there on his crossing, all those years ago (or all those hundred­wakes, as the Johnfolk say) so they could fix their leaky boats and rest their aching arms.

			“But we make better boats now,” he said proudly, and we car­ried straight on past and back into Darkness again, without stop­ping to see the place or the people who lived there.

			“Headmanson can’t afford to hang around,” the bloke with the steerpole told me when I went to back in my rest time. “The chief’s gone ahead to stir up trouble.”

			The chiefs weren’t going to like Starlight, apparently. She wasn’t the type they had in mind.

			“Oh? What type did they want, then?” I asked him, though I could guess.

			“One of their own, of course. Someone who sees the world like they do. They don’t want some fishing girl putting on the ring.”

			Of course my ears pricked up at that. “What ring?”

			The steerman laughed. “Well, I guess I can tell you now. Old Firehand himself made us promise not to speak of it back there on Old Ground. It’s the ring of course, mate. The one all the fighting was about.”

			“So are you actually telling me that young Starlight there will put on Gela’s ring?”

			“That’s right, and it’ll drive our chiefs crazy. You should have heard the way old Dixon talked. And he’s one powerful guy. If the Headmanson isn’t careful, he could be in real trouble, and your little girlie, too.”

			Well, that was interesting. That was interesting interesting. I looked across at Starlight, sitting there tall tall like she always did, as she played chess with the Greenstone fellow. The blokes said she won every game.

			“Trouble?”

			He shrugged. “He wouldn’t be the first headman to burn.”



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			When we reached bright water again, Chief Dixon was already out of sight. There was nothing between us and World’s Edge but shining water.

			“Tom’s neck,” I muttered to myself as I sat at front of the boat, watching the watertrees pass beneath me and dreading what lay ahead. “Tom’s snapped neck, this is going to be hard hard hard.”

			Starlight came and sat beside me. “We’re here,” she said quietly, like she was speaking to herself. “We really are here.”

			“Hey! That’s what your Jeff used to say in the stories!”

			“We still say it every waking on Grounds.”

			A shoal of fish wandered through the softly swaying branches beneath us, and shining water, pink and green, stretched away all around us until it met the black black sky.

			“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I said.

			“I guess.”

			“I suppose you see this all the time in your Grounds?”

			“Not from the Sand, but when we’re out in our forest, we can see the bright water shining through the trees.”

			“And you just spend your wakings going back and forth in your boats, fishing and cutting bark and gathering fruit?”

			“That’s right.”

			“No guards, no chiefs, no headman? No one telling anyone what to do?”

			“That’s it.”

			I laughed. “I should have gone back with you, Starlight, not you with me. It sounds like . . . I don’t know . . . like Eden was supposed to be.”

			Starlight shrugged, looking away from me over the water. I had the feeling that she was disappointed in me. “It’s boring, though,” she said. “It’s boring boring. And—” She broke off. “Hey, look at those bats! They’re huge!”

			I looked up. It was just a bunch of greatbats circling above us against the huge wheel of Starry Swirl.

			“Oh, you’ll see lots of those in New Earth. You don’t really get them much on your side of the Pool, do you? Though they say John met one on Snowy Dark.”

			She nodded, still watching the bats above us, their wings lit faintly by the glow from the water.

			“I know that story. A huge bat landed on a tree, and he shouted out to it to save it from a giant slinker. And then he cried because it made him think of himself.”

			“Really? I never heard he cried.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			New Earth was just a thin line at first, a different kind of light along World’s Edge. And then it was a strip, and then gradually it became a ground, a new ground, on the far side of Darkness, rising up in shining folds, one above another.

			As we came closer, we saw a place called Brightrest. There was row of big, solid shelters with square windholes—­Greenstone said they were called “houses,” like those models from Earth—­and, at the edge of the water, there was a kind of ledge made of wood that stuck out into the Pool. People were standing there waiting for us, men and women and kids, some in fakeskin longwraps and some just in buckskin bitswraps like we used to wear on the Grounds.

			“Welcome back, Headmanson,” they called out as hands reached down to help us off the boat.

			Everyone stared at me. Chief Dixon had arrived before us, but he obviously hadn’t told anyone about me.

			“Hello, I’m Starlight!” I said. “I’m Starlight from Knee Tree Grounds across the Pool, and I’ll be the one who wears the ring.”

			Their faces changed. Some looked puzzled, like they hadn’t understood; some smiled. But the really weird thing was that a few of them burst into tears.

			“Mother!” a woman suddenly called out from behind me.

			I turned and saw a thin, pinch-­faced little creature with shriv­eled breasts. She was old enough to be my grandmother, but the way she was looking at me, with tears running down her face, was like I really was her mother, come back again when she thought I’d gone for good.

			My own eyes filled with tears. I knew what it was to dream about a mother coming back.

			“Everybody!” Greenstone called out. “This is Starlight. She comes from the Jeffsfolk across the water. I know her speech is hard to understand at first, but what she said is right. When we reach Edenheart, she’ll put on the ring.”

			“Mother!” someone else called out. “Mother!”

			And then more of them joined in.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just smiled and waved and turned slowly round so they’d all get a chance to see me. It felt good to have this welcome, when I’d left all my own people behind. Even the ringmen from the boat watched and laughed and cheered, and Snowleopard gave me a little thumbs-­up, as if to say that Black­glass’s girl was doing well.

			“Mother! Mother!” everyone shouted, and I felt like I was feed­ing on their love like the trees of Earth are said to feed on light. I felt myself growing stronger.

			Ringmen were bringing bucks down to the edge of the water for our ringmen to ride: funny-­looking creatures, smooth and bluey-­colored, scratching themselves with their middle legs and snuffling at the air with long long feelers. And then something else came toward us, like some kind of weird square boat but on four big wheels, like the wheels on those toys called cars that people made for kids, and with two bucks pulling it along.

			“There’s our car,” said Greenstone.

			Ringmen helped us climb up into it so that we were looking down on the people round us, like you’d look down from a boat at creatures on the bottom. They waved and shouted and cheered down there, until we’d passed beyond the houses of Brightrest and were heading uphill into the forest, ringmen around us on those snuffling bucks.

			“So you like New Earth so far?” Greenstone asked me, leaning forward to look into my face. “You’re glad you came?”

			“I really am.”

			He smiled his sweet smile, but behind it he looked tired and full of care. I’d seen the first signs of it far out in the bright water, and the closer we’d got to the ground of New Earth, the more obvious it became that some burden was weighing down on him.

			“Something’s troubling you. You keep saying there isn’t, but I can see there is.”

			“Oh, no, it’s nothing, really. It’s just that I don’t much like argu­ments, and there’ll be an argument when we get to Edenheart.”

			“About me?”

			“Well, you noticed Chief Dixon wasn’t too friendly, I guess?”

			“He doesn’t like me, and he doesn’t think I should be with you. I get that. But the people in Brightrest seemed to like me well enough.”

			“They surely did, and I was proud proud of you, but they’re just small people. We’ve got to live among the big people and, like my dad keeps telling me, that’s like playing an endless game of chess. Every move you make has to work in your favor, or it’ll become an opportunity for others to bring you down.”

			I remembered what Julie had told me about Chief Dixon’s threat of fire, and I almost asked him what it meant. But why scare myself? I was here now and, whatever lay ahead, I’d just have to figure out how to deal with it.

			“Well, I’m good at chess,” I told him. “Always have been. The best on Grounds.”

			Our path climbed up through trees that hummed and pulsed and shone, with great drifts of glittering starflowers feeding beneath them on their roots. Strange sparkling birds watched us from branches as they smoothed down their feathers with their hands, then clattered off screeching through the forest. Bats swooped and swerved through the treelight.

			“We’re nearly at the top now,” Greenstone said. “Have a look back. It’s the last chance to see Worldpool.”

			We’d reached a spot where the ground was too hard and rocky for trees to push through, so there was nothing to get in the way of the view. Ahead of us, those folded hills, covered in shining trees, stretched away until they reached the huge, dark shadows of dis­tant mountains against the stars, like the dark shadows of Snowy Dark on Mainground. I looked back the way we’d come and saw, far below, the soft, smooth glow of water, stretching away, pink and green, until it met the black sky.

			Big as it was, it was the same Worldpool that Uncle Dixon splashed into to cool down after working on a tree, the same one Angie waded through to gather waternuts and Glitterfish knelt by to wash her Mikey’s skin.

			Then the car rolled down the other side, and it was gone.

			At the bottom of the hill the path began to run along beside a stream, and little naked children came running after us, shouting “Big people! Big people! Big people!”

			We followed the stream for several miles, watching it grow as smaller streams came running into it from the hills on either side, churning the water into a pale foam that was lit up in many colors by the overhanging trees.

			“How come the stream is running away from the Pool?” I asked Greenstone after a while.

			He smiled. “I wondered when you’d notice that.”

			“It seems to be flowing straight toward those mountains. Does a tongue of the Pool come in between here and there? Or maybe this valley bends round and the stream doubles back?”

			“No. It carries on straight to Edenheart. No pool between here and there.”

			Soon there were steep slopes on either side of us, and rocks and cliffs, but the stream and the path kept dropping lower.

			“I don’t get it,” I said.

			But he just laughed and told me I’d figure it out soon enough.

			Bigger streams, coming down other steep valleys, joined our stream and swelled its waters, glinting and flashing blue and pink and white and yellow as they tumbled onward, drowning the for­est hum with their roar. There were still trees everywhere, not just beside the stream and on the slopes, but pushing out of cracks on cliffs above us to crisscross the rocks with many-­colored shadows. And here and there weird, flat trees Greenstone said were called rocklanterns crawled over the stone, clinging against it and spread­ing sideways like a glowing skin, some of it blue and some red.

			“Here’s Gela and the Three Fathers,” Greenstone said, pointing to a picture scratched onto a large patch of bare cliff.

			It was a big circle with a woman in middle of it and three men around her like a triangle. Greenstone looked quite shocked when I told him I didn’t know who they were.

			“Well, that’s Tommy at the bottom left, Tommy who was father of all of us, and then there’s Harry, his son: First Harry, the law­maker, who was also father of all of us because—”

			“Yes, I know about him, of course. And at the top . . . ?”

			“At the top is President. Who was father of all of us, too, of course.”

			“What? The President of Earth? That was a woman, Greenstone!”

			He laughed uncomfortably. “A woman? No, that’s not right, Starlight. That’s not right at all. The story must have got a bit mud­dled on your side of the water. President was a man, and he was Gela’s dad.”

			How could it be our story that was wrong, I thought, when it must have come from our side of the Pool in first place? I would have pointed that out, except that just then we turned a corner, and I finally understood where Edenheart was.

			The valley ended. There was a huge cliff right in front us, and in middle of it, beneath the black shadow of the Dark Mountains, was the opening of an enormous, shining cave, a hundred foot high and nearly as wide, the river flowing straight into it.

			“Tom’s dick!” I cried out. “That’s amazing!”

			It was the brightest place I’d ever seen, the most beautiful, the most full of trees and bats and birds. I craned forward in my seat, impatient to get inside.

			But, at the last moment, something made me look quickly up, while I still could, at the sky we shared with Earth.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			People spoke in many different ways, told different stories, but apart from us everyone in Eden lived under the same black sky. Only we lived under the deep deep glow of rocklanterns, the re­flected light of trees, the shimmery wings of the tiny glitterbirds that clung upside down on the roof in flocks of thousands, angrily chattering all at once as they licked the sweat from the rocklan­terns’ glowing skin.

			“I guess you know the story,” I said, “about how our John and your Jeff found a hole in Tall Tree Valley that went straight down to Underworld?”

			“Yes, of course. And there were monkeys with wings that flew down into it.”

			“John never forgot that place. He always said that Underworld was the true heart of Eden, the place where life began when every­where else was still just darkness and ice. After all, even the trees out top have to reach back down with their roots to get the warmth they need to live.”

			“But it’s not so hot here.”

			“Well, there are layers of Underworld. The fire is still below us.”

			The fire. I thought of the rage that would soon break over us. But Starlight wasn’t thinking about that at all. She leaned back and watched a long line of stalkerbirds passing a few feet below the rocky roof, their arms stretched straight out in front of them and their voices crying out with each wingbeat as if in pain. The little glitterbirds turned their heads and snapped at them as they passed beneath.

			Starlight laughed. “And look at that tree!” she cried out excit­edly, spotting a rooftree up ahead. “It goes all the way from the floor to the roof. Oh, and look! A flying monkey! Just like in the story!”

			“Well, if you think that’s strange, look over there!” I said, pointing to a big cave slinker, as long as five men, lumbering slowly through the stripy treeshine on its hundred legs.

			Starlight laughed with delight. “You were right. This is way way better than smoky old Veeklehouse.”

			By the side of the path, a bunch of flowergatherers had stopped their work to stare at the Headmanson and the pretty woman with him in the car. I stood and called out to them.

			“I’ve been to the Old Ground across the water, and I’ve chosen a new Ringwearer for us. A new Mother for you, a new Mother for us all!”

			That ring had been too long on my father’s hand! As soon as they heard me, they cheered and shouted with delight.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”



	

			Luke Snowleopard

			“Marther! Marther! Marther!”

			Blink laughed at my imitation.

			“These Johnfolk aren’t stupid,” I said. “They find a good thing, they hide it from everyone else. This place is amazing, isn’t it?”

			The cave got bigger the further down we went, packed all the way with starflowers and fruit and bucks. And side caves kept join­ing it, some of them almost as big as the Great Cave itself, their streams swelling up the Great Cave river. One of the ringmen told me they got their metal from some of those side caves, and from the ground outside that they led up to.

			“A lot of greenstone digs out top there,” he said as our bucks splashed through the water of another side stream.

			I looked across at Blink. Greenstone! Green. No wonder we’d never found metal back on Mainground. Ever since he’d first seen the redmetal from New Earth, old Strongheart had had us search for stone that was red!

			Then we came to Edenheart itself. Tom’s dick, what a place! There weren’t just two three of those so-­called houses here. There were a good thirty of them, bloody great solid things, too, some standing along the water, some built into the sides of the cave, each one with three floors at least, and each floor with at least one big square windhole in it, just like in a kid’s toy house. 

			“How do they cut those stones so square?” Spear said. 

			I had no idea, but the stones fitted so tightly together there was hardly a gap between them, and then the Johnfolk had got those rocklanterns to grow over them like a kind of skin. 

			Thirty of those houses there were—thirty!—with a whitelantern tree in front of each one, carefully pruned back to make it give more light. And there was roughly the same number of solid wood shelters, a bit like the ones back in Veeklehouse or Davidstand, but much better made. And even that wasn’t the end of it, because around them were three times that number again of little flimsy bark-type shelters for the people who did the work. It was a big big place: a big houseplace, as the New Earthers called it. 

			“Where do the ringmen stay?” I asked our topman, Gerry. 

			Topman was their Johnfolk word for a guy in charge of a bunch of ringmen: We’d call him a guard leader back home. 

			“Up at the Headmanhouse,” he said, pointing. 

			“Michael’s names! It’s like they walled off a whole side cave!” 

			“They did. Or we dad had a part in it. There is a cave behind that wall, with a stream running through it and everything. We walled it off, and we put more walls and floors inside it so the Headman and his people could each have their own wallcaves. And then we divided the stream into different channels so that each of the wallcaves on the ground could have its own little stream as well. The upper floors are for the house helpers and us ringmen.” 

			The House had three whole floors above the ground level, each one with windholes: six at the lower level, four at the level above, and two near the top, where the side cave was narrower.

			“He must have a lot of helpers and ringmen, then.”

			“He surely does,” said Topman Gerry proudly. “There’s chiefs who think they’ve got a lot of stuff, but the Headman always has more. You’re lucky to be one of his men.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Parp-­parp! Parp-­parp! Parp-­parp-­parp!

			A strange, hard cry came out to us from the great stone wall of the Headmanhouse. Men were blowing metal horns from the windholes, and the sound was hard and bright, nothing at all like the woody buzzing of the horns we used back on Grounds. I looked up at that huge huge wall, all covered with glowing red skin, and I felt afraid. Each windhole in itself was bigger than one of the rough bark shelters where we lay down to sleep on Knee Tree Grounds. It was hard to believe that people who could make such a thing were even the same kind of creature as us. Yet here was Greenstone be­side me, and he was one of them.

			Down on ground level, there was another, much bigger open­ing in the stone wall, filled in with planks of wood bound together by strips of red, shiny metal. Now, as ringmen helped us climb down from the car, this great flat piece of wood split open in the middle, and the two halves of it swung outward, so that we could see a big whitelantern tree shining inside, with shadowy people standing in front of it.

			Out they came now, a row of ringmen first, and behind them an old old man, with a tall girl holding his arm to help him walk. Behind these two, and on either side, were two more men. One was fat and bald and wore a long, pale wrap stitched with letters. The other one I knew. It was Chief Dixon, with his blue wrap, and his gray hair, and his proud, cold, angry face.

			As the row of ringmen parted, Greenstone fell to his knees, bowing his head down almost to the ground. I had no idea why he did that, but I thought I’d better do the same, and so we knelt there, looking down at the dirt and the stones, while the old man came slowly forward to stand in front of us. Then there was a long silence. All we could hear was the humming of trees and the old man’s wheezy breath.

			After a while he coughed, a long, painful hacking. I couldn’t see his face, only his feet in their skin wraps, and his hands, and his longwrap made of thin strips of white and yellow fakeskin, but what I noticed straight away was that the skin on his right hand was horribly scarred and twisted, and that on one finger of it was the ring. It was like no ring I’d ever seen, made of shiny metal in two different colors, joined together like the stripes in his wrap. And my head swam with the weirdness of the thought that it came all the way from Earth.

			“So this is your choice of housewoman?”

			There was no “Hello, Greenstone” or “Good to see you again, son.”

			“Yes, Father.”

			He put a finger under my chin and yanked my face upward so that I was looking straight at him. John’s spear! If coldness had its own kind of fire, then that would be what was burning there. Head­man Firehand was sick sick—­you could see that straight away—­and his eyes were watering with the effort of holding in more coughs, but they still blazed with pure, cold power.

			There was no “Nice to meet you, Starlight.” He just released my chin again and turned back to Greenstone.

			“Well, she’s pretty enough. As to the rest of it, you can come and talk to me in the Red Cave when you’ve changed your wraps.” 

			He glanced back at me for a moment, his eyes narrowed, then he turned and shuffled back into the House. And the young woman, and Chief Dixon, and the bald man, and all his ringmen followed after him. 

			I looked round at Greenstone. You wouldn’t have thought he’d just seen his dad after some time away—he looked more like a guy up to his waist in water who’s just seen a spearfish—but he tried to smile reassuringly at me. 

			“Welcome to my home, Starlight,” he said. 

			As we passed through that big opening in the wall—that door, as they called it—men and women in pale wraps pulled those two big pieces of wood back into place so as to close them up again behind us. They came together with a deep, echoing thud. 

			It was bright bright inside. 

			The whitelantern tree, packed with shining flowers, stood in middle of a square cave whose walls were covered almost completely with a blue glowing skin of rocklanterns. All around were openings like the one we’d just passed through, each one leading into another cave where another whitelantern shone. And through those caves I could see still more openings and more caves. It was the same when I looked up. There were windholes above us, windholes inside the House, in three whole layers, one above the other, and in each windhole were people leaning out to stare down at me. More people again were standing around us on the ground, in pale fakeskin wraps that hung down to their knees. I could feel them watching me, but whenever I turned toward them, they bowed their heads at once, as we’d bowed our heads to Greenstone’s dad. 

			Greenstone touched my arm. “Starlight, this is Quietstream.” 

			One of the people in pale wraps had come up to us, a short, handsome woman, old enough to be my granny, who now knelt down in front of me. 

			“She’s an old old friend of mine,” Greenstone said. “She’ll take you to your own wallcave.” 

			“My cave? Aren’t you coming with me?” 

			“Not yet, Starlight dear. Not until you put on the ring. But Quietstream will look after you till then. She’s kind kind.” 

			He was standing with his back to the door where we’d come in, and I saw above it, painted on a patch of wall that had been cleared of rocklanterns, the picture of Gela and the Three Fathers, with three words written below it in big white letters. But of course I couldn’t read them, just like I couldn’t read or understand anything else. 

			“John Redlantern’s last words,” Greenstone murmured, following my gaze. “Become like Earth.”



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			Dad was waiting in the Red Cave on his big stone chair under the tree, with the empty seat next to it where my mother, Jane, once sat. Beside him stood his latest favorite helper, a tall girl called Purelight, holding a jug of water and some fakeskin wipes. The rest of the cave, though it could hold two hundred or more, stood empty but for the ringmen by the doors. Its walls smoldered red.

			Dad dismissed Purelight with a flick of his scarred fingers, and I braced myself for the shouting to begin. But his voice stayed calm.

			“So you decided not only to cross the water for a housewoman, but to cross the line between big people and small people?”

			“She’s not really a small person, Dad. Where she comes from there are no—”

			“Dixon tells me that when you met the girl, her tits were bare, and all she had on was a piece of raw buckskin. Is that right?”

			“Yes, Dad.”

			“And he tells me that her father’s dead but her uncle lives by making little boats out of bark. Is he telling the truth?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“He says her uncle had bare feet, too, and walked about naked except for a bit of rough buckskin over his dick.”

			“Yes. But, Dad, Starlight’s great-­great grandfather was Jeff Red­lantern, John’s cousin.”

			“What’s that got to do with anything? We’re all descended from the same two people, aren’t we? Everyone in Eden. Does that make me as small as some little holefaced stonebreaker up at Metal Cave, or him as big as me?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Some of us are born big and some are born small, just as some are born men and some women. And you chose a small woman.”

			“But Dad . . .” I began.

			His eyes burned into mine and I bent my head and was silent. Now, surely, I thought, the shouting would start.

			But there was no sound at all but his labored breathing, and the pulsing of the tree, and the trickle of the little stream flowing through its stone channel at the back of the cave.

			“Lift your head so that I can look at you.”

			Reluctantly, I did as he asked. His fierce eyes bored into me, poking and flicking through my mind like he was looking for some small object he’d mislaid in a pile of trash.

			“Well,” he said at last. “You’ve finally done one brave thing.”

			“Please don’t play with me, Dad. Be as angry as you like, but please don’t play with me.”

			“I’m not playing with you.” His eyes held mine, refusing to let me go. “Haven’t I always said that a Headman needs to be able to say a thing, and mean it, and stick to it, no matter how much his chiefs and teachers might wail and whine? But you’ve always been so gentle and kind and worried about making enemies. You’ve al­ways been your mother’s boy.”

			He gave a little backward jerk of his head and bared what were left of his old black teeth. It was a kind of laugh.

			“But this time, boy, you acted like your dad. You decided what you wanted, and you stuck to it, in spite of Dixon, who scares you, in spite of knowing that all the others would agree with him, and in spite of being scared scared of me.” 

			Again he gave that little jerk of the head that passed for a laugh. 

			“You’ve always been scared of me, haven’t you? But you’ve al­ways been angry with me, too. Angry angry. Ever since I took your little playmates away from you. And this time your anger won out. That’s good. That’s good good. I don’t care if you love me or hate me. What I care about is that when I’m gone my son will be a strong Headman, who’ll build up Edenheart and New Earth until the time comes to cross the water again and take back Old Ground.” 

			He swallowed to push back a cough. He knew that once he started, he couldn’t stop. 

			“So listen to me carefully, Greenstone. I approve of your choice. I like its boldness. I even quite like the look of the girl herself: She’s no fool, I can see that, and there’s a bit of metal in her, too.” 

			“Thank you, Dad, I—” 

			“But any fool can make a choice. The hard part is defending it afterward. It’s like you’ve chosen to push the white queen right out into the middle of the board. Good. Fine. But now you have to keep playing, you have to use that queen somehow to advance your game, with all the black pieces trying to cut you down. In the end there are just two possibilities: You’ll either win or you’ll lose. And you know as well as I do that if you lose the game you’ll lose your life as well—you and the girl both.” 

			I knew he was right. I’d known since the beginning the risk I was taking. But back in Veeklehouse, where everyone looked at me as if I’d come down from Earth, I’d found it easy to tell myself that I’d manage somehow. Here in Edenheart, in the house I knew so well, with all its memories, and the chiefs and teachers waiting to confront me, I didn’t feel so sure. I could succeed, but I could also fail, and if I failed, not this waking, not next, but sometime in the future, they’d turn on me and . . . Well, I could almost feel the drop as it opened up beneath me, feel my skin blister in the heat. And of course Dad was right. It wouldn’t just be me but Starlight, too, Starlight who could have lived safely all her life in her little waterhill across the Pool.

			“I understand, Dad. Once you start you can never stop. You’ve always said this is the price we pay for power.”

			Tears began to stream down my dad’s cheeks, and for a mo­ment I had the crazy notion that they were tears of pride or love, but of course they just came from the effort of holding in his cough.

			“Go and put on a clean wrap. Most of the chiefs are here in the House, and nearly all the teachers. We are going to have a Council, and you’re going to have to defend yourself. You’ve never really played the game before, Greenstone, but this is where you start.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			“Let me help you off with that wrap, Mother,” said the helper Quietstream.

			“I can take it off myself.”

			I could have folded it myself as well, but she took it from me.

			“Would you like to wash now, Mother?”

			“In a moment.”

			I stood there naked, looking round at the cave I’d been given to sleep in. I’d been rushed through so many places that waking, crossed so many times from somewhere that was strange to me into somewhere even stranger, that most of it was just a muddle of shapes in my head: a picture on a rock, an animal with a hundred legs, faces looking down at me from far above . . . But, Jeff’s eyes, I was going to look properly at this place, at least. I was going to take the time to really see it.

			My wallcave was about twenty foot long, its roof made of wood and its walls of blocks of stone that were covered over with a deep blue skin of rocklantern. (I walked over to touch it: It was smooth and quite firm, like the skin of fatbuck, and just a little bit moist.) At one end of the cave, a small whitelantern tree gave out its pure white light. In front of the tree there was a little pool, with a tiny stream trickling into it along a groove in the stone floor, and another stream trickling out of it on the other side, to leave the cave through a small hole at the bottom of the wall.

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph whispered the little tree.

			At the far end of the cave, there was a bed: a pile of skins raised up above the cold floor on a kind of big low table made of wood. On the wall above the bed the rocklantern skin had been cut away, and there yet again was a circle with a little Gela inside, surrounded by three little fathers.

			“You guys seem to like that picture.”

			Quietstream bowed her head, but not before I’d seen her smile.

			“What’s funny?”

			“Oh, Mother, forgive me,” she said. “I’ve never heard anyone speak as you do.”

			“Why do you keep calling me ‘Mother’? You’re old enough to be my mum! My mum’s mum, even!”

			She hesitated. “I’m a helper, Mother. We call all the big people Mother or Father. I’m sure you use different words where you come from, but I don’t know what they are.”

			“Where I come from we just call people by their names. You can call me Starlight.”

			She didn’t answer that. “Why not get in the pool, Mother?” she suggested.

			I stepped into the water. The roots of the tree had made it warm.

			“It will relax you, Mother. You’ve had a long journey from Brightrest. And across the Pool before that. You must be tired tired.”

			“We just call people by their names,” I repeated as I settled down into the water, “and there are no big people or small people.”

			“I’m sorry, Mother. Sometimes I can’t follow how you speak. I’ll get used to it soon, I’m sure.”

			She knelt by the pool and began to rub my back with a piece of soft fakeskin.

			“I said there are no big people or small people where I come from.”

			I looked round at her face. It was a kind face, but it looked . . . well, not exactly dumb—­she didn’t strike me as a stupid person—­but like someone who felt she had to pretend to be dumb. You’d have thought she’d have found it interesting to hear about a ground she’d never been to that was so different from her own, but she said nothing, asked nothing, just waited for me to speak.

			“We don’t have helpers, either,” I told her. “The only people who get help with taking their wraps off are little kids and old old people who can’t see.”

			“Different from here, then, Mother,” Quietstream said in a way that gave no clue as to whether she approved or not, and she con­tinued to gently rub my shoulders and the back of my neck.

			“Greenstone said you were an old friend of his.”

			She laughed at that. “Oh, yes, Mother. I’ve known the Headman­son since the waking he was born. It was me who looked after him when he was little. He was a good, kind boy.”

			“When did his mother die, then?”

			“It was four five hundredwakes past, Mother.”

			“Oh, so she was still alive when he was a kid. Why didn’t she look after him herself?”

			Quietstream poured warm water over my hair. “She was the Ringwearer, Mother. She was often away and busy.”

			I closed my eyes. No one had washed me like this since I was a little girl, and it felt so soothing that I was beginning to slip down into sleep when I was suddenly woken by a strange sound from the direction of the door. It was almost like a voice.

			“Dries,” it seemed to creak.

			I sat straight up. “Tom’s dick, what’s—”

			Standing in the door that joined my cave to the next was a little blue man. He was about the height of a child of fifteen wombs and had big, flat eyes like a buck or a fish. The skin on his face was all wrinkled, without a proper nose, and his thin arms—­they were holding some folded fakeskin—­came out of him at a funny angle, just below his shoulders.

			“It’s just a bat, Mother,” Quietstream said with a puzzled smile. “Don’t you have bats where you come from?”

			“Where are its wings?”

			“They’ve been cut off, Mother. It’s a cutbat. It’s just a cutbat, here to help the helpers.”

			Now that she’d told me I could see it for myself. The crea­ture’s face was folded and wrinkled like all bats’ faces, and when it opened its mouth there were those little black thorns that bats have for teeth. I could even see the wing stumps, squirming and wriggling like they still hoped somehow to fly.

			“Dries,” it said again.

			“It can speak words!”

			“They can say a few words, Mother, but I wouldn’t call it speaking.”

			“Make it leave.”

			Quietstream turned toward the creature. “Give me the dries and go,” she told it.

			Her voice lost its gentleness and took on a coldness and harsh­ness that didn’t fit at all with what I’d seen of her. The bat left with an odd, stiff, jerky walk, and Quietstream wrapped the dry fakeskin gently round me as I climbed out of the pool, and rubbed me all over.

			“Now we’ll get you a clean longwrap, Mother, and some nice soft footwraps. Then you’ll be ready.”



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			They were waiting in their stone seats along the walls: teachers on the left in their lettered wraps, chiefs on the right in their bright colors, each one trying to outdo the others with the fineness of their rings and wraps and beard-­bows. At the far end, in the brightest part of the cave near the tree, a young underteacher stood waiting beside the two big empty chairs, with clean barks under his arm and a pot of writing juice. Ringmen stood beside the doors. Bats waited between the seats with jugs of water.

			The chiefs and teachers clapped politely as I made my way to the place that had been kept for me at the far end of the row of chiefs, near my father’s chair. Some were my playmates from when I was a kid, my friends and my enemies; some were the friends or enemies of my dad. Opposite me, next to the Head Teacher, was an empty seat that had been kept for Starlight.

			I looked round the cave, nodding to anyone who caught my eye. Nineteen out of twenty teachers were there, I quickly counted, and fifteen out of twenty chiefs. Just as I’d feared, Chief Dixon had brought in all his closest friends, and made sure that several of mine were missing. In fact, I could see only four that I thought I could rely on, the only really powerful one being Chief Earth­seeker, my dad’s old hunting companion, who’d first taught me to ride a buck and shoot with arrows.

			Chief Dixon himself was right beside me. “Welcome back, Headmanson,” he said, his face a mask. “A comfortable crossing, I hope? I thought it was best to come ahead and get things ready for you.”

			Horns blew and my dad came shuffling into the cave, leaning on Purelight’s arm. The chiefs and teachers bowed.

			“My son has chosen a housewoman,” Dad wheezed when he’d settled into his seat, “and he’s come to hear what you’ve got to say about it.”

			Straight away Head Teacher Michael stood up, fat and bald, his pale longwrap sewn with the Three Last Words.

			“I don’t want to criticize your son in any way, Headman, but I’m worried worried about what I’ve heard.” He rubbed his hand over his mouth. “And the reason I’m worried, Headman, is this. The Ring­wearer must speak for Mother Gela herself, and it’s no small thing to understand the mind of the Mother of Eden. No small thing. We teachers have been working away for generations—­for generations—­reading, and talking, and thinking, so as to understand her better. But across the Pool there are all kinds of strange ideas. Even our fellow Johnfolk at Brown River thought that President was a woman until we went back over there and put them straight.”

			The chiefs and teachers laughed.

			“Yes, I know!” Michael exclaimed, shaking his head as if in disbelief. “And remember that’s the Johnfolk on Old Ground! This woman isn’t even one of them, so how can she possibly bring the people of New Earth to a better understanding of Mother Gela?”

			He spread out his plump, short-­fingered hands, throwing the question out to the whole Council, and lowered himself awkwardly back into his seat.

			As the chiefs and teachers clapped, my dad looked across at me with one eyebrow raised. It was up to me. But my mouth was dry dry: too dry to trust myself to get out words, so I signaled to one of the bats to bring me a drink. Before it reached me, little red-­faced Chief Gerry, one of Dixon’s closest friends, was up on his feet.

			“I’m worried about the kind of folk she comes from, too,” he said. “The girl is pretty, apparently, and of course the Headmanson is a young man, and we all understand how a young man feels, but the Ringwearer must be a big person, and she must understand the needs of the big people.”

			I looked round the cave as he sat down. The only support I was fairly certain of came from Earthseeker, from two young chiefs called Roger and John, and from a young teacher called Harry. But Roger was chief only of a small cave, John only had two three house­places out top, with maybe thirty metaldiggers and a hundred bats, and Harry was low low down on the list of teachers.

			Beside me Chief Dixon leapt to his feet. He bowed to my dad and to me, then walked right out into middle of cave so everyone could see him. John’s hand, he had so much power here in Eden­heart, but somehow I still had to stand up to him.

			“Just a minute, please,” I said, jumping to my feet.

			The bat had given me water and I could speak.

			Dixon glared at me, but he had no choice but to bow and sit down again.

			“I’ll start with your point, Chief Gerry,” I began, trying to re­member the words I’d been putting together in my mind ever since we left Veeklehouse. “You’re chief of Brightflame Cave and, if you don’t mind me saying so, you seem to be forgetting the woman your own cave is named for. If I remember rightly the story of John’s meeting with Brightflame, she was carrying skins to the water to wash them. That doesn’t sound to me like a big person.”

			“Quite right!” shouted out Chief Earthseeker, my good old friend, and he stood up and clapped, though no one else clapped with him.

			“I’m sure,” I said, my mouth getting drier all the time, “that none of you would question the judgment of John Redlantern. And I’m sure none of you would deny that Brightflame was a fine Ring­wearer. After all, she’s your great-­great grandmother, Chief Gerry, as well as mine, and Chief Dixon’s, and Teacher Michael’s, and . . . well . . . pretty much all of you.” I was pleased to see several men nod and smile. I took the mug from the bat again to moisten my tongue. “As to Starlight not knowing everything we know, Head Teacher, well, I’m afraid that’s true, but she’s smart smart, and smart people learn quickly. All they need is a good teacher, and we have the best teachers here.” I bowed toward Teacher Michael and the whole row of teachers. “I’m hoping, Head Teacher,” I said, “that you yourself will take this on. After all, if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t know any more than she does, and I promise you Starlight will be a whole lot easier than me.”

			That seemed to go down well. Teacher Michael actually laughed.

			“Starlight is pretty—­and the small people will like that—­but she’s also smart and strong. I’m sure she’s the right choice, and I want you to know I’ve made up my mind.”

			I bowed to show I’d finished, but I remained standing, taking a firm hold of my right hand with my left to try to stop them from shaking.

			Dixon and Gerry exchanged glances. Their closest supporters were leaning forward in their seats to catch their eyes. But while they were still trying to decide what to do, my own friend Chief Earthseeker stood up again and began to clap.

			“Smart and strong! Just what we need!” he called out, looking about himself as he, too, sought out his supporters on both sides of the cave.

			And this time Teacher Harry stood and clapped, too, and then so did John and Roger, each of them looking round for their friends.

			The other chiefs and teachers hesitated. It was still hard to be certain which way this would go, but three more chiefs stood up together, two teachers followed them, and then—­Tom’s dick!—­the Head Teacher himself hauled himself to his feet, followed by all the remaining teachers.

			I felt my dad’s attention sharpen. Chief Dixon stood again.

			“I only met her myself for a short time, Headmanson,” he said in a bright bright voice that made a pretense of being keen and interested. “It seems you’ve seen things there that I didn’t see. But why don’t we all meet her now and decide for ourselves?”

			A ringman went to the door and Starlight appeared. She was wearing a red longwrap and she stood for a moment at the end of the cave, the only woman there, taking in the scene. She didn’t act like a chief’s daughter—­a chief’s daughter would have bowed to my dad and me, and would have known the important men whose pres­ence she needed to acknowledge—­but, John’s brave walk, she did not look like a small person, either. Taller than half the men there, she took in everything with eyes as sharp and fierce as my dad’s.

			And she was as beautiful as fire.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			“I’m Starlight,” I said. “Starlight Brooking. I come from Knee Tree Grounds.”

			That red cave was only one of many wallcaves in the Headman­house, but it was bigger than our whole Meeting Place back on the Sands. All down it, on both sides, men were leaning forward in their seats to watch me. I was the only woman, the youngest person there, the only one not used to others bowing before them every waking. Greenstone called them big men, and they were big, because their reach extended beyond their hands and feet, and far out beyond this cave. All across New Earth, right at that moment, men and women and bats were working away, so I’d been told, for these few men.

			They’d looked me up and down when I came in, like Nob Head traders sizing up how strong a boat was, and how stable, and how fast it would go on the water. Now, hearing me speak, they glanced at one another and pulled faces. I didn’t know if it was the way I spoke they found funny or what I said, but either way it made me angry.

			“So this is how you make people welcome in Edenheart?”

			Their mouths opened in surprise, but from the far end of the cave there came a harsh bark from old Firehand.

			“Yes, welcome the girl! Tom’s dick and Harry’s, she’s come a long long way to meet you!”

			He began to clap, and on both sides of the cave the big men of Edenheart followed his example as Greenstone met me in middle of the cave and led me to my seat.

			“Tell us how much ground your people have, how many help­ers, and how many bats?” one of the chiefs asked me when the clapping had died away.

			“Our grounds are more than two miles across and two miles wide,” I told him. “We have seventy helpers, and we have more bats than we can count.”

			The chief glanced uneasily toward Firehand. “I don’t think you understand what I meant. You talk differently across the Pool, I know. Let me try to—”

			“I perfectly understood what you meant,” I said, and looked round for other questioners.

			“The Ringwearer speaks for Mother Gela,” said an old teacher with a white beard. “So tell me, do you know who Gela’s father was?”

			“I hear her father was President of Earth. I didn’t know that until I came here, but Greenstone tells me that the teachers here are so smart that they can figure out what happened before any of us was born. I’m looking forward to hearing more about it.”

			“Or you could just read about it,” said a cold, tight voice I al­ready knew. “It’s all written down, after all.”

			It was Chief Dixon, sitting across the cave next to Greenstone.

			“For instance,” he said, “the Head Teacher next to you has some words written on his wrap. Important words, here in Edenheart. Why don’t you tell us what they say?”

			Well, of course I couldn’t read. There was no shame in that on the Grounds, but you didn’t have to be an Einstein to see that there was shame in it here. I looked at the fat bloke sitting next to me. There were just three words on his wrap, the same ones sewn on each side. I could see the beginning and ending of each word, and I could see that the first word was longer than the other two, but I didn’t know the sounds the letters made except for two at the beginning of the middle word that were also in my own name. L-­I. Like the word light in Starlight.

			“We speak differently on our side of the Pool . . .” I began.

			“Yes, but I’m sure we’ll understand when you read them out,” said the tall chief softly, giving a stealthy little glance along the row of chiefs. “We’ve understood you well enough so far.”

			“And we use different letters, too,” I said, to give myself more time.

			The second word began with the same sound as light, I was thinking, so that was one clue, and another clue was that these were important words in Edenheart: Something Li Something. I remem­bered the letters above the door of the Headmanhouse.

			“Become like Earth,” I read out slowly, and smiled at the sur­prise and disappointment on Chief Dixon’s face.

			“Become like Earth,” I repeated. “And I must say, what with metal and houses and cars, you guys are doing pretty well at that.”

			They all clapped, and perhaps it was the relief of getting the better of Chief Dixon’s test, but for a moment this cave that had seemed so big and scary when I walked into it seemed small small, like I was looking into a tiny hole in the ground and had found a bunch of little bearded creatures down there pretending to be the bosses of the world.

			“I agree she’s got things to learn,” Greenstone was saying, searching the faces around him for men who’d back him up. “Of course she has. But you can see for yourself she’s smart smart.”

			He made me think of Uncle Dixon or Johnny suddenly. Just like them, he hated it that not everyone would agree with him. You could see that clearly in his face, though he was doing his best to be firm. And it was strange to notice that similarity suddenly, when he’d once seemed like the opposite of everything on Knee Tree Grounds—­strange and a bit disappointing.

			“I’m the Headmanson and I’ve made up my mind,” he said as firmly as he could. “I thank you all for your helpful thoughts, but this Council is finished.”

			Chief Dixon ran out into middle of the cave.

			“Okay, Council is finished, but this was a strornry Council, and there are chiefs who couldn’t make it. We must meet again properly soon for a full Council in six seven wakings.”

			Greenstone looked weary weary, like he’d paddled all the way across to Nob Head, only to be told to turn round and go straight back.

			“Not about the Ringwearer, though,” he said. “That’s settled. That’s settled for good.”

			“Well, in that case, we’ve got a lot of other things to sort out.” Chief Dixon looked up and down the rows of chiefs and teachers. “You’ve turned down a chance to heal an old old wound that has divided New Earth since you were a kid.”

			“Well, we won,” Greenstone said, coming over to sit beside me.

			The old man had got Purelight to help him to his feet and had already begun shuffling toward the door. Now he stopped and looked back at Greenstone with red, watery eyes.

			“Won? John’s hand, boy, you’ve moved one piece on the board. One piece. The game’s barely even started!”

			I could see Greenstone flinching in the blast of his father’s scorn, but Firehand didn’t wait for an answer; he just continued slowly toward the door.

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph went the white tree, and the water trickled and trickled along the channel in the floor.

			Greenstone managed a smile.

			“Well, of course Dad’s right in a way. We’re going to have prob­lems with chiefs and teachers. Headmen always do. But we’ve set­tled one thing, anyway. In a couple of wakings you’ll put on the ring and be my housewoman. That seems pretty good to me.”

			I made myself smile as he’d done, but I felt like he was avoiding something that he really needed to face.

			“By the way,” I said, “how did your dad burn his hand?”

			Greenstone sighed. “When he was a kid, he had a brother called Harry. Their dad had been tricksy about who should be Headman when he was dead. He’d told some people it’d be Harry, others that it’d be Dad, and when the old man died, Harry and Dad couldn’t agree, and Council was split down the middle. In the end the Head Teacher—­I mean the old Head Teacher, the one they had back then—­decided to set them a test. He took the ring from their mother, put it in a bowl of water, and set it to boil over a fire. Whoever fetched out the ring would be Headman. Harry hesitated—­who wouldn’t do?—­but Dad being Dad, he reached straight in.” Greenstone laughed. “Good job I haven’t got a brother. No way would I do a thing like that. No way would I make my brother do it.”

			It was a nice, sensible Jeff Redlantern kind of thing to say, and in a way I liked him for it, but at the same time I wished he was the kind who would plunge his hand into the scalding water. After all, hadn’t I done a thing like that when I said good-­bye to my uncle, and my brother, and my best friend, just so as to come here to be with him? Hadn’t I hurt myself and taken a risk, for the sake of something new?

			“What did Chief Dixon mean about an old wound?” I asked him.

			This question seemed to strike deeper than my last one. He kind of shriveled for a moment.

			“Oh, that’s a long story, Starlight,” he said quickly. “It’s about that business between Dad and his brother, and the different sides people took.” He gave a tired laugh. “I’m hungry,” he said. “I’m hungry hungry. Why don’t we go and eat?”



	

			Glitterfish Brooking

			There was a place on the edge of the Sand where a big lump of rock stuck up out of the beach. It was the only solid rock in whole of Knee Tree Grounds, and the only place where there was a bit of shadow, real black shadow I mean, not the shadows of tree trunks, in different shades of yellow and green, that crisscrossed the whole Sand. I was walking round the beach there with Mikey, settling him down to sleep, when I noticed a woman sitting there, and I walked nearer to see who it was.

			“Starlight?” the woman called out. “Is that you?” And then, disappointed: “Oh, it’s you, Glits. You looked like your sis. I thought for a moment she’d changed her mind and come back.”

			It was Angie Redlantern. I sat on the rock beside her.

			“I’m sorry I was harsh on you all when you came back without her,” I told her. “It wasn’t really fair, when after all I couldn’t make her stay here in first place.”

			Mikey snuffled and wriggled a bit, then snuggled up again against my breast.

			“I don’t understand how she could just leave us like that,” I said.

			Angie shrugged. “Well, that Greenstone was pretty nice. I’d probably done the same if he’d made me the same offer.” She looked up at me like she was afraid I was going to laugh. “I know that would never have happened,” she added quickly, “but let’s just say it did, I might have done the same.”

			“No, you wouldn’t, Angie. You wouldn’t just walk away from us like that. You’d think about how it would make us feel.”

			She thought about that for while, frowning, and I stood up so I could jiggle Mikey more easily. Out in the water, the lanterntrees pulsed and shone.

			“She had more choices than me, Glits,” Angie said. “Us bat­faces have to work to make people like us, so of course we worry about how other people feel. But Starlight, well, that Greenstone guy thought she was wonderful before she’d even opened her mouth.”

			Angie looked up at Mikey, his face pressed up against one of my breasts, his hand gently squeezing the other while he slept. She smiled.

			“Starlight was jealous of your little boy.”

			“No, she wasn’t! She was just cross with me for turning into a boring old mum.”

			“Oh, come on, Glits, surely you know your sister better than that? She was cross with you for not looking after her like you used to before Mikey was born. You’d been like another mum to her.”

			“I’m only six wombs older than she is!”

			“All the same.”

			“Starlight missed Mum,” I said after a while. “We all did. Even when Mum was alive, we sort of missed her, because she was only ever half there. But what Starlight didn’t get is that there’s no point in going on chasing and chasing after that miss­ing thing. Best you can do is to try and give to someone else what you yourself didn’t have. I don’t want Mikey ever to feel that he’s on his own, or that he can’t get my attention.”

			Angie nodded, looking down at the little boy snoozing against my breasts.

			“Lucky Mikey. But it’s not all down to mums, is it? He’s got a dad and uncles and aunts who love him, too. He’s got all of us on Grounds.”

			“I know that. And it’s a good thing, otherwise me and Starlight and Johnny would have been on our own when that spearfish did for Mum. But still, when a baby’s little, there’s no food that’ll nour­ish him in all of Eden except for his mother’s milk.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			In middle of Edenheart a circle of big houses made of stone and wood surrounded what was called the Meeting Ground. It was at least half the size of whole of the Sand, with a floor covered in flat squares of stone, and all the trees cleared from it, except for a line of whitelanterns round the edge. On one side of it they’d made a kind of raised-­up floor, where me and Greenstone stood. Ringmen stood round it, making a fence of spears, and beyond the ringmen more than a hundred people waited and watched, talking all at once. Greenstone stood next to me; Firehand was behind us on a high seat; and chiefs, teachers, and their housewomen were gathered on either side of us. I was wearing a longwrap in white and yellow stripes, like the one the old man had worn when I first met him, and Quietstream had spent hours washing me and tying up my hair in tiny plaits.

			Presently three ringmen lifted metal horns and blasted out three high, clear notes that echoed up and down the cave: Paaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!

			At once the place became so silent that you could hear the hmmmmph hmmmmph hmmmmph of the trees and even the faint ­chattering of tiny glitterbirds, far far above us on the roof of the cave, like a reminder that we humans were strangers in Eden, strange, pale creatures, fallen by accident from the sky.

			Purelight helped the old man to his feet and he came shuffling slowly up to the front of the platform. The crowd was quiet quiet as he took the ring from his own hand, held it up for the people to see, and fumbled it onto my finger.

			“Here she is!” the old man called out in a thin, croaky voice. “My son’s housewoman. The Ringwearer of Edenheart, and New Earth, and all of Eden!”

			He took me by the elbow and shoved me roughly forward to the front edge of the floor, and as he did so, a great sound came bursting over us. It was just a roar at first, like the sound of big waves breaking on the edge of Grounds in windy weather. But slowly a rhythm started to emerge within it until all those people were chanting one single word, all together, over and over and over.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			Arms were reached out toward me, yearning, pleading arms, and people were crying out and tearing at their wraps. I wasn’t sure what to do, but I lifted my hands above my head and pointed to the ring on my finger.

			That made them go crazy. The rhythm of the chant disap­peared, toppled over under its own weight like another breaking wave, as they screamed and yelled. Then, slowly slowly, the chant built up again.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I laughed. This was starting to feel good. I pointed to a young woman out there and smiled at her, and I could see her instant delight. I smiled at an old man, and it was the same. Their joy was so great that it was almost too much to bear, yet it came from being noticed by me. I opened my arms to the whole ground, and yet an­other great roar came rising up, drowning out everything but itself.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			They loved me! It was wonderful! They loved me so much!

			I glanced, just for a moment, at Greenstone, who’d come up to stand beside me. His eyes were bright as he watched me, and I could see he loved me, too: this beautiful, gentle man who could have chosen so many other women. To think I’d wasted all that time on Knee Tree Grounds, when all this had been waiting here for me!

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I remembered I’d been asked to speak some words, so I held my hands up for quiet.

			Jeff’s eyes, I had so much power! I made one gesture and they all screamed. I made another and they all fell silent at once. There was only the pulsing of the trees, the chattering of the glitterbirds far above us. Eden was carrying on its own life as it had done for thousands and thousands of wombs, but the strange creatures from the sky were holding their breath, waiting for whatever I had to give.

			“My name is Starlight,” I called out. “My speech may sound strange to you because I come from far away, but I hope you can understand me, and I promise to learn as quickly as I can to speak as you do and look after you all as a mother should care for her children. Even though I come from far away, I am one of John’s people, just as you are, and I’m proud proud to put on Gela’s ring, proud to stand here with your Headman and chiefs and teachers, proud to help them make New Earth grow stronger and wiser until we truly become like Earth and find our way back to Earth itself.”

			Greenstone had told me the things I needed to say, and now, as the people screamed and yelled, he passed me a heavy skin bag. I reached inside as I’d been asked to do, took out handfuls of little metal cubes, and flung them out to the crowd.

			Cars came then, and ringmen cleared a way so that me and Greenstone and the other big people could go back to the Head­manhouse.

			Big tables had been carried into the Red Cave and piled up with sliced buckhearts, and baby bat wings, and newborn bucks’ feet boiled in their mothers’ green blood. In the blue cave next to it, there were people playing music on drums and horns and little banjos with three strings. Beyond that, in another red cave, was a forest leopard in a cage, black as the sky between the stars, with bright spots shimmering on its skin. A man was prancing about in front of it in a woollybuck mask, and the creature was singing to him in that strange, sad voice that leopards have, like a woman all alone, crying for something lost.

			But I wasn’t alone. Greenstone was right beside me and, all the time, chiefs and teachers, and their housewomen and sons and daughters, were coming over to kneel and kiss the ring. Even the helpers knelt and kissed it as they passed this way and that with jugs and barks of food, their faces melting in gratitude when I smiled at them.

			“It’s good to have a Ringwearer again,” the chiefswomen all said, and some of them at least seemed to mean it. “You’re so beau­tiful! The small people will love you!”

			“You’ll be good for the Headmanson,” said Chief Earthseeker, the man who’d taught Greenstone how to hunt. “He’s a good good bloke, but he needs someone to tell him what’s what.”

			Then he patted my arm and moved away so more people could come forward and bend murmuring over the ring.

			“You are perfect as Ringwearer,” said a young teacher called Harry as he released my hand and stood up.

			There were tears in his dark, gentle eyes as he turned to Green­stone, who’d been his friend when they were kids.

			“You’re a lucky man, Greenstone,” he said. “She’s like Gela her­self born again.” 

			After I’d been wandering back and forth through the wallcaves for some time, with Greenstone introducing me to people whose names I forgot at once, Quietstream came and took my hand. She led me back to my own blue cave and untied my wrap and helped me into the warm warm pool. 

			It was only when I was in the water that I looked properly for the first time at the ring on my finger, taking it off and holding it up so I could see the tiny letters inside it in the light of that little tree. 

			“Best to keep it on, Mother,” said Quietstream as she began to gently rub my back and shoulders. 

			When she had dried me with fakeskin and helped me into my bed, she left me. I lay there naked, listening to the sound of the tree, and the voices from the House all around me, until Green-stone joined me, and at last it was just him and me, and we could touch, we could touch each other as long and as much as we wanted.

			Part III



	

			Luke Snowleopard

			Paaarp! Paaarp! Paaarp!

			First thing every waking the timehorns blew from the wind­holes above us at the top of the Headmanhouse. Straight away, another horn would blow down at the Teachinghouse. And then, while it was still echoing, more horns would answer, up and down the caves, fainter and fainter, as they followed Edenheart’s lead.

			Paaarp! Paaarp! Paaarp!

			“I don’t get this horn business,” muttered Spear as we climbed out of our beds. “Why does everyone have to wake and sleep at the same time?”

			“You don’t get it because you’re ignorant Davidfolk from Old Ground,” said Big John, who was one of the three who shared our tiny wooden cave inside the Headmanhouse.

			We’d had some annoying crap from Big John when we first arrived—­stuff about coming from cross-­pool and being Davidfolk and talking funny—­and I’d had to put him up against the wall and let him know who he was dealing with. That had sorted things out, but now he was pushing it again.

			“Okay,” said Spear, splashing water onto his ugly face from a bowl. “So tell an ignorant Maingrounder why you guys need to count out the time like this, and all keep the same sleeps and wakings?”

			“Well . . . it . . . just makes sense,” Big John muttered.

			He didn’t have a clue, the great dumb fatbuck, but I did. That Firehand was making sure he let everyone know who was in charge. He was making sure they knew he wasn’t just the boss of the chiefs and the ringmen, not just the boss of the small people and the cut­bats, but even the boss of time. That was a smart smart guy.

			I splashed water over my own face and pulled on my wrap, then we climbed down a ladder to the big wallcave on the next level, down where all the ringmen ate. There were seedcakes and a black hunk of dried meat for each of us, and we squatted down to eat round the walls, thirty forty of us in the pink light of a redlantern, while the two topmen shouted things out to us:

			“Listen up, men, listen up. We had a complaint from a teacher last waking that one of you didn’t treat him with proper respect. Watch it, all of you! You do not want us to have to take this up with you again!”

			“Listen up! We’ve got a big polefight coming up. Twenty cubes for the winner . . .”

			“Listen up! We need ten of you for a paddle race down at Brightrest. . . .”

			“Listen up! Here’s your jobs for this waking. . . .”

			Spear and another two guys were to ride upcave. Me and Blink were to walk round the houseways of Edenheart, houseways being the Johnfolk’s fancy word for the paths between the houses and shelters.

			Making sure that everyone saw us every waking, with our big metal spears in our hands, was another way Firehand let people know who was boss, and that was a trick old Strongheart also knew.

			“What were guards started for?” I remembered him asking me once when I was a young man, the first time I stood in front of him.

			“To fight the Johnfolk, Head Guard!” I answered.

			“Wrong!” he said. “Wrong, wrong, wrong. Guards were started first and foremost to keep the Davidfolk in line.”

			“We going to take part in that polefight?” Blink asked.

			“Of course. And the paddle race. We want to get noticed, and we need all the metal we can get.”

			A trader watched us warily as we walked past his tables of fruit and flowercakes, and Blink gave him one of those scary grins of his with no teeth in it, and only one eye.

			“Have a good waking, fathers,” the trader called out.

			“Hyav a gud waking farrthers,” Blink mimicked under his breath.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Paaarp! Paaarp! Paaarp!

			When the horns blew, Greenstone jumped out of bed. He needed to go to his own cave to be bathed and wrapped, and get himself ready for another meeting with Council.

			“Good luck,” I told him, and he smiled bravely, and kissed me, and said he’d be fine, though his face was taut and pale.

			I lay there feeling a little lonely, and a little worried, but mainly annoyed that I couldn’t go to Council in his place, seeing as he seemed to dread the fight, and I would have loved it.

			Pretty soon Quietstream appeared, as she did at the beginning of every waking.

			“Have you always lived in Edenheart?” I asked her as I stepped into the pool.

			“Always in the Cave, Mother. I was born in a little sheltercluster half a mile from here.”

			“Don’t you miss the sky?”

			She laughed at that. “Miss it, Mother? I’d never seen it in my life until the Headmanson was born, and we had to take him to meet the people out top.”

			“But it’s only a few miles from here to the mouth of the cave!”

			“There was no need to go there, Mother. And plenty to do where we were.”

			“So what did you think when you saw it for the first time?”

			“It scared me, Mother, to tell you the truth. Shall I dry you now?”

			I climbed out of the water and let her rub me down with one of the fakeskin dries that the bat brought in for her. Or plantstuff, as they called it in New Earth.

			“What’s scary about sky?”

			“Having nothing above my head, Mother. Just nothing, on and on and on.”

			“But Earth’s out there. Don’t you like that thought?”

			“Like the teachers say, Mother, no one gets to Earth by staring at the sky.”

			“No one gets to Earth any which way, but surely it’s nice to know it’s there? Nice to think there are more people out there somewhere. When I was a kid, my mum used to show me a star that she said was the Sun of Earth. You could really only see it properly when we were out fishing, out on open water past the edge of our forest. I always used to look forward to seeing it. Mother Earth. It gave me a nice, safe feeling.”

			She brought a green wrap for me and helped me tie it on.

			“We called that star the Home Star,” I said. “I don’t know if it’s really the Sun—­over at Nob Head, they show their kids a different star—­but we used it when we were far out in the Pool to find our way back home. You have to line it up with the shadow of a moun­tain they call Tommy’s Cup, and then you know you’re heading the right way.”

			“I’ll comb your hair now, Mother.”

			“ ‘No one gets to Earth by staring at the sky,’ ” I repeated as she gently passed the comb across my head. “That’s a saying here, is it?”

			“Yes, Mother. We say it when someone stands around wake­dreaming when there’s stuff they should be getting on with. And another saying is ‘The true way to Earth is through the Teachinghouse.’ ”

			“Well, I’m on my way to Earth, then,” I told her. “I’m going to the Teachinghouse now.”

			“There, Mother, you look pretty pretty. Shall I put the plaits back in?”

			“Yes, please.”

			Plaits were good because they took a long time, and I loved my time with Quietstream. She gave me all the fun and comfort of being mothered, but still let me be the boss. What could be better than that?

			“Tell me a story, Quietstream,” I said. “Tell me something that’s happening out in the Cave.”

			She tied off one plait and started on the next.

			“Well, I did hear a funny thing from one of my ringmen friends last waking, Mother, about those blokes who came over from Old Ground with you. They make this drink from fruit juice—­I don’t know how—­and when they give it to the other men, it makes them laugh a lot, and go all silly until they can hardly stand up by them­selves. But perhaps you know about it yourself, Mother, as you come from over that way?”

			“I’ve only tried it once. It does make you feel strange.”

			Quietstream stepped back from me to check how my hair was looking.

			“My friend told me they have competitions to see who can take the most without falling over. It must be funny to see.”

			A helper met me at the door of the Teachinghouse and led me through three four wallcaves, to where Head Teacher Michael himself sat gnawing on a piece of buckmeat, while a young boy waited beside him with a big pile of barks.

			“Ah, pretty pretty,” said the Head Teacher, looking straight at me without quite meeting my eyes.

			He put down the meat and knelt with difficulty to kiss the ring. The boy put his barks on one side to come and help him up again, then he, too, knelt in front of me, and I felt his soft lips brush my fingers. He was only twelve wombtimes or so—­I still couldn’t think in hundredwakes—­and when I smiled kindly at him, his whole face lit up.

			“I understand you need some help with reading, Ringwearer,” said the Head Teacher.

			“Yes, we write a bit differently on the other side of the Pool.”

			He sniffed and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his wrap. “Well, that’s certainly true. One of the things First John did when he crossed the water was to sort out writing. He tidied up the alphabet, took out the letters we don’t need, and wrote down the simplest way of spelling every single word.” He was prodding with his tongue at something stuck between his teeth. “That’s something to remember about John. People think of him as a fighting man, like a chief, but he was the first teacher, too. When he turned some of his chiefs into teachers, he had to teach them to read himself. And he wrote the first barks in this Teachinghouse. There are more than a hundred here written by John.”

			He took the scrap of food from his mouth, examined it, and tossed it across the floor.

			“Well, let’s have a look at these letters, then.” He sighed, hold­ing his hand out for the boy to give him a bark.

			Letters were written on it, and he went through them with me, from A for Arrow to N for Nolij.

			“Nolij,” he said, “that’s the really important thing. That’s what John understood, and that’s why we teachers are here. But that’s enough letters for the moment. You said back in Council that you didn’t know President was Gela’s dad?”

			“No, I didn’t, and I don’t really see how you people here could find out something new about Earth that no one on Mainground knew.”

			His face darkened. “Well, let’s think this through,” he said after a few seconds, his voice all tight, like he’d had to struggle not to shout. “What do the stories tell us about what Gela was doing there in the sky of Earth, when Tommy and his friend tried to steal the starship?”

			“She was sent up in the Police Veekle to stop them.”

			“Good. And who was with her?”

			“Michael. Michael Namegiver.”

			“Good good. And out of the two of them in the Police Veekle, Gela and Michael, who was in charge?”

			“In charge? I don’t know. I’ve never . . .” I thought about it for a moment. “I suppose in the stories it’s Gela who does the talking.”

			“Exactly. Clever girl. It’s there in the stories. Gela was obviously in charge.” He looked at me, his eyebrows raised. “Which is odd, isn’t it?” he suggested. “When you come to think about it.”

			“I don’t think so partic—”

			“Because usually men are in charge of things like that, aren’t they? Ringmen and chiefs, and teachers, even those guards you have over there on Old Ground are always men.”

			“I don’t come from—”

			“It was only way back in the time of Old Family that women were in charge, and we all know how that ended.”

			“I don’t think that was because they were—”

			“So come on, now, you’re a clever girl, think it through. How come Michael Namegiver let a woman tell him what to do?”

			“I didn’t say he—”

			“Think about it. When does a man let a woman tell him what to do?”

			“Lots of times. Like when—”

			“A man lets a woman tell him what to do when he’s a smaller man than her dad, isn’t that right?”

			I started to speak, but the Head Teacher raised his hand to stop me.

			“A small man—­a helper, say, or a ringman—­will do what his chief’s daughter tells him, or his chief’s woman. But he won’t be told by a small woman, will he? Of course not. And a chief won’t be told by another chief’s daughter whose dad is no bigger than he is. So it follows, doesn’t it, that Gela must have had a dad who was a big big man?” He smiled encouragingly, like he could see I was smart and he was sure that I’d be able to work it out for myself. “And who could that big man have been, eh? Come on, think about the story and you’ll see. Who told Tommy and his friends they mustn’t take the starship? Who sent Gela and Michael up into sky to bring them back?”

			“President.”

			“Exactly. And Earth was a big big place, wasn’t it? There were thousands of people there, hundreds of thousands even. You’re not telling me that a woman could have been Head of all that? Old Family, perhaps—­there were still only five hundred folk there even at Breakup, less than in some of our houseplaces—­but not all the people of Earth! It makes no sense.”

			“I don’t—”

			“You’re a smart girl. You can see as well as I can that a woman couldn’t have been in charge of all that, so President must have been a man. And no way would he have sent a woman up there to sky to fetch back those three big men unless she was his own daugh­ter, and he could be sure they’d do what she said.”

			“But why—?”

			“Why does everyone on Old Ground say President was a woman? Good question. But if you think about it, the answer’s obvious. Women had taken over Old Family, hadn’t they, in those last times before Breakup? They were in charge. So what does that tell you?”

			“I don’t think it—”

			“It’s quite obvious. They changed the story, didn’t they? They changed it so as to stop people asking all the time why it was them in charge and not the men. Makes sense from their point of view, but you only have to think about it a bit to see that President of Earth couldn’t really have been a woman.”

			“I don’t really get why. . . .”

			It was strange. What he’d said made no sense to me at all, but a little part of me was afraid that it was me who was being dumb.

			The Head Teacher shrugged. “Well, it’s the truth. I’m Head of all the teachers—­all of them!—­and it’s a teacher’s job to know the truth. That’s why we have to read all these barks.”

			He gestured at the piles of barks, each one covered in pictures and writing, that lay on tables in the bright white light of the trees all round his cave.

			“And let’s face it, girl—” he added, then broke off and looked round at his helper. “Run along, boy, and get some more meat for me and the Ringwearer.”

			The boy laid down his barks and ran from the cave.

			“Let’s face it,” the Head Teacher repeated with an odd, twisty grin, “you can’t read at all!”

			I felt my face burning with shame.

			“That was just a lucky guess you made in Council,” he said. “I know you can’t read. So how could you possibly know the things we know, when we’ve read all these thousands of barks?”

			He’d started out angry angry, but now he patted my knee.

			“Not that it’s your fault, of course, my dear.” He picked up the bark picture, looked thoughtfully down at it. “We teachers have the job of finding out the truth about things and passing it on, just as chiefs have the job of leading the ringmen and keeping us safe. And my job, now that you’re Ringwearer, is to make sure you understand properly about Mother Gela. That’s what she needs from you. She needs you to listen to us as she herself listened to the men around her.”

			Sitting there in his amazing cave, with its stone walls, its beau­tifully trimmed trees and all those thousands of written words, I couldn’t help wondering if he was right. All I knew about was how to catch fish and make kneeboats, and what did that amount to in this bright bright place, far beneath the darkness of the world?

			“Of course I’ll listen,” I said, “but—”

			Smiling kindly, the Head Teacher held up a finger to stop me, as if I’d been about to apologize. “You people followed Jeff Red­lantern, I hear? A good man. He helped John teach bucks to let people ride on them.”

			“Oh, he didn’t just help John. It was Jeff’s idea!”

			The Head Teacher laughed indulgently. “Well, I’ve always heard Jeff was a modest man, but perhaps even he couldn’t help boasting a little to his kids.”

			“But how—?”

			“How do I know I’m right and you’re wrong? I think you know the answer to that, my dear. Remember what I just said about all these barks? We don’t just pass things on by word of mouth here like folk do on Old Ground; we write them down. We’ve got barks in this house that John himself wrote with his own hand. We’ve got barks that John’s companions wrote. Their own words, not half-­remembered stories, going all the way back to Breakup. And I’ve read every single one.”

			I shrugged. “Jeff used to say you could argue forever about the past. The present is always the present, he said, but the past keeps changing all the time.”

			Teacher Michael chuckled, in the way that grown-­ups laugh at children’s funny ways. “Well, that’s just not true, not when there are teachers who can write things down.”

			Well, Jeff was my great-­great grandfather. Everyone said he was smart smart. I wasn’t going to let his words just be chucked away.

			“People can write things on barks that aren’t true, surely? Jeff said that all we can be really sure of is that we’re here and that the Watcher looks out of our eyes.”

			The smile faded from the teacher’s face. “The Watcher? Tom’s dick, what’s that?”

			Again I felt doubt. What did we really mean by it? And what use was the idea, anyway? It wasn’t like it had helped us build houses. It wasn’t like it had helped us find metal.

			“It’s what looks out of everyone’s eyes,” I said. “The thing that sees the world.”

			“Oh, what utter nonsense. Obviously no one looks out of our eyes but ourselves. As to who watches the world, it’s President. President watches us from across the sky, with his daughter, Gela. And don’t you forget that. People listen to you when you wear the ring, girl. People believe you. It’s a big responsibility. And you must only ever tell them what we teachers know for certain to be true.”

			He’d been annoyed for a moment there, but he seemed to have cheered up again.

			“Well, that’s enough teaching for one waking, I think. I must go to Council. I’ll give you some barks to help with the letters, and we can meet again soon.”

			Quite suddenly he knelt in front of me and kissed the ring, not just once, but many times. It was as if, after scolding me and treating me like a child, the Head Teacher of all New Earth had suddenly become a child. And then, just as suddenly, he’d turned back again into the Head Teacher.

			“You still have a lot to learn, Ringwearer. You’ll need to work hard. You’ll need to listen carefully to those who know.”

			From up at the Headmanhouse came the sound of the Second Horn.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			I remembered a time with my dad when I was a little boy. We were sitting by the river with spears in our hands, waiting for fish. The forest pulsed and hummed around us. Glitterbirds squabbled above us on the roof of the Great Cave. Ringmen stood nearby, like silent shadows, in drifts of sparkling starflowers.

			“In New Earth,” my dad said to me, “the Headman is the boss of everything, am I right?”

			“Yes, of course, Dad.”

			“Tom’s dick, that’s a lot of power,” he said, like he’d never thought about it before. “So where does it all come from?”

			“It comes from John,” I told him.

			I was confident about that because it was what the teachers had told me. The power came from John Redlantern, because it was him who led the people from Circle Valley to Wide Forest and from Wide Forest across Worldpool. After John died, the Headmen stood in his place.

			“It comes from John, does it?”

			It was definitely what the teachers had told me. John Redlantern, deep down there in the past, was the source of our power, just as the heat of Underworld was the source of life in Eden. Yet my dad’s tone told me I’d said something wrong. I nodded nervously.

			“And where did John get his power from?”

			“I . . .” I had no idea. No one had ever told me. It was like asking where Underworld got its heat. “I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?”

			Dad slapped me, hard, round the back of my head, so that tears came into my eyes. “Tom’s dick, wake up, boy! Wake up and use your own brain. That’s the trouble with these bloody teachers, they make you rely on their stupid barks. John’s power came from the people who followed him, of course! It came from the fact that he’d managed to persuade them to follow him. We’d never even have heard of him otherwise, would we?”

			“No, Dad.”

			“So where does the Headman’s power come from?”

			“From . . .”

			“Harry’s dick, boy, what’s the matter with you? I’ve just told you!”

			“From his followers?”

			I half expected to be hit again, it sounded so dumb—­how could power over people come from those same people?—­but what choice did I have? That was what I’d understood him to say.

			“Well done, Einstein, well done. It comes from his followers. So what would happen if I asked the chiefs to give me all their ground? Or told the teachers to pile up their writing-­barks in Meet­ing Ground and set fire to the lot?” He laughed. “Ha! Burn all their barks. Not a bad idea. Perhaps I should do just that.”

			I smiled weakly.

			“Come on, boy! I asked you a question. What would happen?”

			“You’re the Headman, so they’d have to do it.”

			Wham! Another hard slap made little blue rocklanterns glow inside my skull.

			“John’s strong hand, boy, didn’t I just tell you to use your brain? Don’t just repeat what the teachers say!”

			Why did he send me to the teachers, then, I might have asked. Why, when I came back from them, did he make me repeat exactly what they’d taught me? But of course I didn’t ask him either of those things. I just tried to figure out what he wanted me to say.

			“I guess . . .” I began.

			In the water below us the pale belly of a bluefish caught the treelight for a moment. I wondered whether to spear it, knowing that Dad might well tell me off for slowness if I missed my chance, but fearing that if I did, he might shout at me for not paying atten­tion to him.

			“I guess the chiefs and teachers would complain,” I said, cring­ing in readiness for another slap.

			“Well done. They’d complain. Of course they bloody would, and, not only that, they’d all gang up and wouldn’t do what I asked. Maybe I could take one chief’s ground from him, but why ever would all of them agree to being treated like that, when there are forty of them and only one of me?”

			“I don’t know, Dad.”

			“Well, it’s about bloody time you gave it some thought. You’ll be Headman one waking. How do you think you’re going to get people to do what you want?”

			I didn’t know what to say.

			“Okay, let’s start with the small people. Why do they do what they’re told?”

			“Ringmen make them?”

			“That’s right. Ringmen make them! The blokes with spears make them. And who else?”

			“I . . . I’m not sure.”

			“What about underteachers?”

			“Underteachers?”

			I gaped at him. I knew what underteachers were, of course. I knew they took knowledge from the Teachinghouse out to the small people, and taught them what was true and what was right, but I couldn’t see what that had to do with the Headman’s power.

			Dad sighed. “The underteachers tell folk they must do what we tell them if they want to please Mother Gela. They make them believe that’s really so.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“ ‘Yes, of course,’ ” he mimicked. “ ‘Yes, of course,’ Greenstone says. So why didn’t you say so, then? It’s important what the un­derteachers do. Ringmen can’t watch everyone all the time, but the underteachers make sure that President and Mother Gela are always watching from the sky: President, who they fear; Gela, who they love. And who’s in charge of underteachers and ringmen?”

			“Teachers and chiefs.”

			“Well done. Underteachers take their orders from the Teach­inghouse, and ringmen take their orders from the chiefs. Only the ringmen here in Edenheart take their orders straight from me, them and the ones out on the far ground where there are no chiefs yet. So to keep my power, I need the chiefs and the teachers, don’t I? I know it and they know it. So how do I keep on top of them? How do I stay boss?”

			“I . . . You . . .”

			“Gela’s tits, boy, what’s the matter with you? Don’t you notice anything that’s going on around you? I have to persuade them that it’s worth their while, don’t I? Okay, I come down hard hard on anyone who steps out of line, but that will only work if most of them are on my side. Otherwise, they could just get rid of me, just like they got rid of Headman Roger. You know what hap­pened to him?”

			“Some chiefs did for him, and his cousin took over as Headman.”

			“Exactly. He thought just because he was Headman and John’s son, he could do what he liked. Big mistake. Sent him to the fire. But if he’d played the game right, you and me wouldn’t be having this conversation because it would be one of his grandsons who was Headman, and I’d just be some old chief.”

			He looked at me, his eyes glittery and hard. I thought about the fire, the terrible drop, the heat so intense that flesh burst into flames.

			“So what have we got to do, boy, if we want to stay in charge?”

			“Give the chiefs whatever they want.”

			I was sure I’d got the answer right this time, so I really wasn’t expecting the blow round my head that nearly knocked me into the water.

			“No, you idiot! If you give them whatever they want, you make them boss. You won’t last long if you do that. You won’t last long at all. No, you have to give them enough of what they want to make them think they’re better off backing you than they would be caus­ing trouble, but you never never never give them exactly what they ask for.”

			He leaned forward. Dad could focus on one thing completely and absolutely, but he could also shift that focus in a second. And now, all at once, he’d forgotten me completely, and was utterly in­tent on the water. Suddenly he thrust down with his spear and brought it out with a bluefish squirming on the tip, its arms and legs waving feebly about, its mouth opening and closing like it was crying out silently in pain.

			“Trouble with you, boy, is you don’t concentrate,” my dad said. “This fellow’s been down there all this time and you never even noticed.”

			He yanked the creature off the spear and smashed its head against a stone.

			Give them just enough to make it worth their while backing me, but not everything they wanted. It was easy to say it, I thought as I went back to the Red Cave to meet the chiefs and teachers for that second Council, which Chief Dixon had insisted on, just like it’s easy to say that the point of chess is to take the king. But when I tried to remember what Dad had told me about how to do it, I couldn’t remember much more than the slaps and the punches and the angry shouts: “No. No! Not like that, you stupid fool!”

			I’d slept badly. I’d dreamt I pushed Starlight from the Rock. I’d seen her falling toward the fire.

			Dad was too sick to be there, coughing and spewing on his bed, while helpers fussed round him with water and dries. I was going to have to take the Headman’s chair myself. All the chiefs and teach­ers stood as I made my way between them to that lonely seat under the whitelantern tree. I turned to face them, bowed, and sat down. Then a horn blew and the complaints began:

			“Naturally all of us chiefs and teachers are disappointed that you didn’t show your confidence in us by choosing one of our daughters. . . .”

			“Of course we’re all troubled by the fact that you chose to ig­nore our advice. . . .”

			“We need to know that we’ll be listened to, or how can we help you take New Earth forward?”

			This was the opening move: the laying out of grievances. I made soothing sounds as Dad would have done, though I knew he’d have found clever ways of opening up differences: between the chiefs and the teachers, perhaps, or between metal chiefs, bat chiefs, and flower chiefs.

			After the grievances came the demands.

			“We need your support in building up the Teachinghouse. John said teachers should be the equals of chiefs in every way.”

			“We need more bats in the metal caves if we’re going to keep up the supply of greenstone. And you need to bring in the forest people and put them to proper work.”

			“We need them just as much in the flower caves if we’re going to make all the plantstuff we need.”

			“If we’re going to get more out of the small people, we need more ringmen.”

			“And more babies. When is the Headman going to do some­thing about these women who won’t slip with men, or only slip the back way so they don’t get pregnant? The Rock’s too good for them, I say. What do they think women are for?”

			“Teachers must have houses as big as the houses of chiefs, or the small people will think knowledge isn’t important.”

			“Chiefs and teachers need bigger houses.”

			“What about Old Ground? We know we need to take it back be­fore the Davidfolk learn how to make metal themselves, but where are the boats we need, where are the spears, where are the extra ringmen?”

			“We need more babies.”

			“We need more bats.”

			“We need more metal.”

			“We need more ground.”

			“We need more work from the small people.”

			Dad was right, of course. No one could satisfy them all. I could only hope to meet just enough of their demands that most of them would back me more or less willingly, and the rest would fall into line for fear of losing out. But, Tom’s dick, where did I start? How did I give enough to one lot without taking too much away from another?

			Well, I still had time. I started by reminding them that Dad was still Headman, not me, and that I could only take their requests to him. Then I promised to work on sorting out two things that all of them seemed to want. One of these was to do something about the forest people, the small people who led their own lives out top and didn’t contribute anything to the rest of us. My dad had once suggested to me a new way of fixing this.

			“Every single grown-­up in New Earth will have to give at least one cube of metal every hundredwake to the Headman,” I said, presenting Dad’s idea as if I’d thought of it myself. “The only way those forest people will be able to get that metal will be by doing some work for one or another of you chiefs.”

			That went down pretty well, specially with chiefs from out top and the outer caves. I felt sorry for the forest people, minding their own business out there, just like Starlight’s people on their water­hill, but what else could I do? And after all, I told myself, they wouldn’t be here in New Earth at all if it wasn’t for my great-­great grandfather John.

			“The other thing I promise to work on is the plan to take back Old Ground. I know we haven’t got anything like enough boats yet, or ringmen, or spears, but I promise this is something my dad and me will work on.”

			I felt bad about that, too. It made me feel sick inside to think of what “taking back Old Ground” would really mean, but I told myself that whatever plans we made, nothing would happen for a long long time, and a lot might change between now and then.

			And, after all, if I was going to give these chiefs and teachers at least some of the things they thought they should have, where else could I go?



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Greenstone had been carefree back in Veeklehouse, carefree and cheerful and confident, but now he carried worry round on his back like a bag of stones, and whole wakings went by when he found it hard to smile. We had meals where he could hardly bring himself to eat, and some sleeps, when he reached out for me in bed, I felt like I had a little child there with me, a child seeking comfort, sucking my breasts like he really wanted milk, pushing into me like he was trying to get back inside. Had I known him at all? I sometimes wondered. Had I really seen Greenstone when I met him at Veeklehouse, or just some idea of a man that I had inside my head?

			“What was he like when he was a little boy?” I asked Quiet­stream when she came to wash me.

			“The Headmanson was always a good boy, Mother,” she said as she washed my back. “He always noticed everyone, and he was always kind. He never behaved like he thought the story was all about him, and—”

			Gela’s heart! I knew why she broke off. I knew why her hand stopped moving. I knew she’d felt me tense up as she said those words that I’d only ever heard before from my mother, long ago and far away across the Pool.

			I turned to look at her. “And what?”

			“Oh, I don’t know, Mother. I’ve forgotten what I was going to say.”

			She began washing me again, but she was distracted, and there was a careless roughness in her movements.

			“I heard it was a good thing for a man to think the story was all about him,” I said.

			“Oh, no, Mother! It’s . . .” She stopped, remembering that she was small and I was big. “I’m sorry, Mother, I didn’t mean to say you were wrong. I was just . . .”

			She knew the Secret Story! I knew she knew it. She knew I knew it. But we’d heard it saying different things. Somewhere in all the generations since Gela, someone had changed it, and a new version of the story had begun to spread alongside the old one.

			“I’m sure I am right,” I said.

			I said it firmly, but even as I spoke I remembered the look on my mother’s face when she told this part of the story, like a child who knows she’s being naughty but goes ahead anyway.

			It was only some old story, Jeff Redlantern would have said, just like the ring was only a bit of metal, Earth was just a place, and Gela was only a human being. What did it matter which version of the Secret Story really came from her?

			But it made me uneasy, knowing that Quietstream had heard a different version from me. It made the ground under my feet feel less solid than before. And later that waking, when the Head Teacher came to the Writingcave in the Headmanhouse to tell me more things I didn’t know, it seemed even harder than before to hold on to my own thoughts and ideas. I felt like I was a flimsy bark shelter and he was a strong, cold wind blowing in from Deep Darkness.

			“You’re doing well, Ringwearer,” he said at the end of our time. “You’re not fighting so much against what I’m telling you. And that’s good. It’s not your fault that you come from a little patch of sand, but if you’re going to learn you’ve got to accept that we know stuff that you don’t. Just look at all the barks around you, and you can see that! And this is the Head­manhouse. As you know yourself, there are a hundred times this many barks back in the Teachinghouse!”

			But you write the barks yourselves, I wanted to say to him. You write them, and then you read them and imagine they’re telling you something.

			I didn’t speak, though, afraid he’d have some smart answer I hadn’t thought of.

			“Speaking of your bit of sand,” he said. “We teachers might know a lot, but there is always more to learn. What’s it like on that waterhill of yours? And where is it, exactly?”

			I felt myself tense.

			“There’s not a lot to tell you, Head Teacher. Like you say, it’s a bit of sand, and around it a couple of miles of shallow water with a forest growing up out of it.”

			Teacher Michael pointed to the wall of the cave. “Do you see that picture there? We call that a map.”

			I knew what maps were—­we often drew them on the sand back in the Grounds, when we wanted to show one another where there were fish, or trees ready to be cut—­but I decided not to speak.

			“It’s a picture of all the ground of Eden,” he said, like he was talking to a child. “Eden as it might look from a starship in the sky. There’s Worldpool in middle, you see. On the right is New Earth. On the left is Old Ground. Do you see Veeklehouse there? And Circle Valley? And there down at bottom, Brown River, where the Old Ground Johnfolk live. Do you know why it’s called that?”

			“No, but I—”

			“It’s a big, slow river full of muddy water. The mud goes far far out into Worldpool, like a brown cloud darkening the water, right out to the edge of the bright water. The river itself comes right through Snowy Dark, and somewhere up there beyond the moun­tains is a place called Half Sky—­there it is on the map, look—­where Tina Spiketree went off to after John came across the Pool. They don’t seem to have come to much. As you’d expect, of course, from a ground led by a woman.” He beamed kindly at me. “So where is that little waterhill of yours? Where is Knee Tree Grounds?”

			There was Nob Head sticking out into the Pool, up rockway from Veeklehouse. It was easy easy to see where our Grounds were, but no way was I going to tell him. I might have chosen New Earth, but the people I’d left behind wanted the world to leave them alone.

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t know,” I lied. “My uncle did all the steer­ing, and the maps, and the looking at stars.”

			It was never difficult to persuade the Head Teacher that there was something I didn’t understand.

			“Never mind, my dear, never mind,” he purred, as he knelt to cover the ring with his wet wet kisses.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			At the little sheltercluster where Starflower Cave joined the Great Cave, people were waiting to welcome us, with flowers shimmer­ing in their hands.

			“Mother! Mother!”

			Starlight stood in the car, held her hands above her head, pointed to the ring. Up to now, when she’d met the small people, she’d been so thrilled by their welcome that she couldn’t keep her­self from laughing, but I noticed that this time, though she still smiled warmly, she let some sadness into her face. It made me sad myself to see it, but the small people loved it. People want a mother to smile at them, I thought, and they want her to be beautiful, but they want her to share their sadness, too.

			And now she did another new thing. She had the ringmen help her down from the car, and walked among the people themselves outside the little bark shelters they’d made at the base of a great rooftree. A good half of them were holefaces or clawfoots or slow­heads, and not one of them, man or woman, was as tall as she was. So when she stood among them in the bright pink light of the tree, it was like they really were her children, her funny, broken children, gazing up into her lovely, perfect face and reaching out for her touch.

			She showed them the ring, too. In my mum’s time, they’d seldom have seen more than a glimpse, but Starlight let them touch it, took it off so they could see the writing inside, pointed to the tiny words as she read them out. Gela’s heart, the gratitude in their faces! The tears! The love as they bent to kiss her hand! But she still had more to give. Just before she turned back to the car, she stooped down and gently kissed an old, blind, holefaced woman on the cheek.

			“Did I do all right?” she asked me when the last child running after us had finally been left behind.

			“You did brilliantly, Starlight. They absolutely love you.”

			She shrugged. “They only love me because of this,” she said, pointing to the ring on her finger.

			“They would love you anyway, Starlight, as I loved you before you ever put it on.”

			“You wouldn’t have loved me if I didn’t have a pretty face, though. If I’d had a batface like Angie, you’d never even have given me a glance.”

			Of course that was true, but it seemed to me unfair. “Plenty of chief’s daughters have pretty faces, but I chose you.”

			She frowned and looked away from me.

			“Tom’s dick, Starlight, what do you want me to say? I might as well ask if you would have noticed me if I hadn’t had a big lump of metal in my hand and been wearing fancy wraps?”

			The answer I hoped for, I guess, was I would have loved you what­ever you were wrapped in, but Starlight didn’t say that. Starflower Cave was bright bright all around us—­some people said it was the bright­est of all the caves—­but a shadow seemed to have fallen over her.

			“Well, maybe no one really loves anyone,” she said, looking away from me at the drifts of glittery starflowers under the trees, the rocklanterns climbing over one another on the walls. “No, actually, that’s not true. My sister, Glitterfish, really loves her little boy, and she’d love him the same whoever he was, and whatever he looked like, even if he was a batface, or a clawfoot, or a slowhead, or all three together.”

			I shrugged, while the ringmen around us tried hard to pretend they hadn’t noticed the Mother of all Eden having some sort of tiff with the Headmanson.

			“Well, I guess all mothers love their kids.”

			Starlight played with the ring on her finger. “I’m not sure mine did. Or not like that, anyway. She certainly thought she loved us, but I don’t think she really understood what love was. She saw it as something she could give out as a reward when we were nice to her, and take away again when we weren’t. Did your mum love you?”

			I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I’d been about to say, “Yes, of course,” in a cross way, like it was obvious and a silly thing to even ask, but when I thought about it, I wasn’t sure. Mum wor­ried all the time about keeping me safe, that was certainly true, but she didn’t really notice me all that much. I guess that was partly because she was busy being Ringwearer, and partly because she was pregnant over and over again, and then the babies died or had to be taken away, and she couldn’t talk about them ever again.

			“Actually, I think it was Quietstream who . . .” I began.

			But then there were shouts and cries up ahead of us. We’d reached another cluster, and I watched Starlight as she changed her own face into the face of the Mother of Eden. She might have been cold with me, she might have said there was no such thing as love, but to these people she would always be kind kind, beautiful beautiful, sad sad.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			We’d come up Starflower Cave to visit Chief Earthseeker and thank him for his support. He was a big warm man, big big, with great strong arms and a huge white beard. I liked how he introduced his helpers to me by name. I liked the way he listened when I talked. Greenstone had told me about happy times he’d had with the chief when he was a kid, hunting bucks and wing-­monkeys in the forest out top, and I could see how Greenstone thrived in his presence, becoming cheerful and confident, just like he’d been back at Veeklehouse.

			I liked Earthseeker’s daughters, too: Lucy, Gela, Mary, Cave­bright, Tina. (Their mother had died, Greenstone had told me, trying to give birth to a baby that would have been the chief’s first son.) All of them old enough to be my mum, they were as warm and welcoming as their dad, and when they asked about Knee Tree Grounds, I felt they were really interested, and not just trying to find out how small or big our people were.

			“So you’re on the water most of the time?”

			“I’d say more than half the time we’re either in a boat or wad­ing through forest.”

			“It couldn’t be more different from here, could it? We don’t see sky or Worldpool for hundredwakes on end, and we have rock above us and below us and on every side, but there you were with no rock at all, and nothing around you but water and sky.”

			Earthseeker’s helpers had made us a big and fancy meal: glit­terbirds stuffed with starflower seeds, whitelantern fruits fried in buckfat, tender meat from a young cave slinker whose bony shell had not yet grown. As we finished eating we heard the far-­off sound of the third timehorn, blowing from down the cave in Edenheart: Parp-­parp-­parp! Parp-­parp-­parp!

			One of the helpers rushed off to find a metal horn and pass the message up the cave.

			“Greenstone’s dad likes to keep us all on our toes,” Earthseeker said, with a wink at Greenstone.

			Greenstone smiled. “You’re not kidding. Dad makes sure that no one ever forgets him.”

			I looked between those two faces, Greenstone’s and the chief’s, and I saw that this had been one of the nice things for Greenstone about their hunting trips out top: the fact that the old guy could laugh at Firehand. It seemed to me that Earth­seeker had figured that out for himself and decided it was some­thing he could do for Greenstone. And that was love, I thought. That really was love, and just being in its presence melted the coldness that had been growing inside me since I climbed back in the car after that first cluster.

			Greenstone noticed this. He caught my eye across Chief Earth­seeker’s table and smiled at me, and I smiled back, knowing that, when we lay down in our bed at the end of the waking, we’d be able to touch each other again and feel like we both wanted the same thing.

			Later on, Earthseeker asked me if I’d like to see his bats, something Greenstone had apparently always asked to do when he came on a visit as a kid.

			“Of course, I’m a flower chief, really, Starlight,” he said (he didn’t bother to call me Ringwearer), “but I do raise a few bats for our own use.”

			Earthseeker and his daughters walked with us to a little side cave, which they said brought water straight down from a snow slug in the mountains above. It was so narrow that there were only a few trees in it and the main light came from the dim rocklanterns that wound all over the walls, dividing and dividing like the branches of a tree.

			Bats greeted us with deafening noise. Hundreds of baby great­bats rattled and fluttered against the crisscrossed wooden poles that trapped them in holes in the rock, their flat black eyes staring out at us, their little bony hands reaching through, their high, raspy voices merging into a single, continuous wail.

			“Harry’s dick, what a racket!” Greenstone laughed. “I’ve been here hundreds of times, but I never get used to it.”

			“How did you make all those little holes in the stone?” I asked the chief.

			“We didn’t make them. They were already there. Bats dug them out somehow, long before people ever came here. They used to make little marks, too. Bat writing, some people call it, though it’s really just rough little marks. I’ll see if I can find you some. Rock­lanterns tend to cover it up.”

			We walked up to one of the cages. It had four bats in it, al­ready half my height, clinging to the cage poles with their little blue-­black hands, their weird wrinkly faces peering out at us, their flapping half-­closed wings making gusts of wind that blew my hair about.

			“Nearly time to cut them,” the old chief said. “It’s important not to do it too early. The wings just grow back again then, or the arms grow into wings in their place. But these guys are nearly old enough.”

			The baby bats screeched and wailed. I wondered if they were calling for their mothers, as human babies would.

			“I feel sorry for them,” I said.

			The chief laughed. “I guess it must hurt, but if so it’s soon over, and then they can come out of the cages.”

			“But if they can write and talk, it doesn’t seem—”

			I wished I hadn’t said it, because the chief’s face became darker and colder at once, and I hated the idea of losing his friendship. Apart from helpers, who had to do what they were told, and the small people, who saw me as Mother Gela, he was one of only a few in all these caves who’d made me feel welcome.

			Greenstone put an arm round my shoulders.

			“Starlight’s got some interesting ideas about animals. She thinks the same kind of thing looks out of their eyes as looks out of ours. Apparently it’s an idea that comes from Jeff Redlantern.”

			Earthseeker relaxed. “Ah. Well, the stories do say he had a soft spot for animals.”

			“Not only Jeff, but John, too,” I said, seeing as the chief now seemed interested rather than annoyed. “Remember how he saved that bat from the slinker, when they first crossed Dark?”

			The chief laughed. “I think that story’s just meant to be a way of speaking isn’t it? The slinker’s supposed to be David, I think. Isn’t that right, Greenstone? And the bat is John’s dream for Eden’s future, or some such.” He shrugged. “But that’s teacher stuff,” he said. “I tend to let them get on with it. . . . Ah! Here we are, look! Not really what you’d call writing, but it does look a bit like it.”

			“I’ll tell you what it looked like,” I told Greenstone later in the car. “It looked like how writing seemed to me before I learned to read.”

			He shrugged. “Well, I guess writing is just little scratches until you know better.”

			The car bumped on down the path toward Edenheart, the ringmen’s bucks around us, each with its six legs padding along steadily in that strange smooth way they had.

			“It’s so lonely, your New Earth story about the world,” I said suddenly. “No one looking out of your eyes but you yourselves, and the one watching you so separate and far away. Our Watcher was near near. We were the Watcher, all of us, when we managed to be quiet enough to notice it.”

			I’d tried to explain it to him before, and he’d tried to under­stand, but this time he just laughed at me, perhaps paying me back for my coldness earlier.

			“Honestly, Starlight! You ask how we know President was a man, and yet you guys on your little waterhill made up this whole Watcher thing that no one else in Eden has heard of!”

			“But we don’t make it up. We just notice it’s there.”

			That was what we always said on Grounds, anyway, but now, secretly, I had doubts. What did we really mean when we said we noticed the Watcher? And how often did it really happen?

			“I guess everyone feels lonely sometimes,” Greenstone said, “and that’s what’s so important about the Ringwearer. It means Mother Gela is here, not far away across sky, like President, but right here, with the ring on her finger, the loving mum everyone wishes they had.”

			I looked down at the ring, then slipped it off so I could see the tiny writing. I knew what it said, of course—­I’d known it since I was a child—­but it was different different now I could read it myself.

			to angela, with love from mum and dad.

			My mum and dad were dead. Greenstone’s mum was dead. Mother Gela’s bones lay under a pile of stones far away in Circle Valley. But yet here were Gela’s own parents whispering to me, from far away and long long ago.



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			The mother would talk to me about anything when I was washing her: her problems with the Headmanson, her feelings about the other big people, the fact she was only just learning to read, even her thoughts about the stories the teachers told us. She spoke so freely that I wondered if she had any idea at all how dangerous some stories were, specially the secret one that she and I both knew. Did she realize that a wrong word spoken could get a person sent to the Rock?

			I liked her a lot, and I kept trying to think of a way I could warn her, without putting myself in too much danger. She had a lot of courage, and she was tough tough—­those were hands that had done proper work—­but she was kind. All the helpers appreci­ated the way she spoke to them. The Headmanson was kind, too, and even the Headman could be kind to his favorites (and I was one, luckily), but there were plenty of big people who treated us no different from how you’d treat a bat: Fetch this, do that, no, not there you fool . . . without a please or a thank you, and without ever once looking at our eyes.

			The mother was rather childish with me, that’s true, but I no­ticed she wasn’t so with others, and I decided that she only acted like a child with me because I made her feel safe. She came from such a different place—­no chiefs, no teachers, no Headman, no ringmen—­and she had a hard hard part to play as the mum of everyone. You could understand if she needed someone she could behave like a child with, and I was proud it was me, and relieved for her that it wasn’t someone else. There were plenty of other helpers who’d have been happy to tell tales.

			“I loved Chief Earthseeker and his family,” she told me when she came back from Starflower Cave. “They’re the nicest people I’ve met in whole of New Earth. Except for you, of course, Quietstream. You’re the nicest of all.”

			I’d been untying her plaits before she had her bath. Not such a nice job that waking: Those achy fingers of mine had been giving me a lot of pain.

			“I didn’t like the bats in cages, though,” she went on. “I know we eat bats back on Grounds, and I guess I’d rather have my wings cut off than be dead and eaten, but it still seems cruel somehow.”

			I had no time for cutbats myself, the nasty, creepy creatures. They might be useful in the metaldigs, I supposed, specially in places where the holes are narrow and dangerous, but I couldn’t see any need for them in a house, except as another way for the big people to show off. (“I’ve got more bats than you,” “Well, I’ve got bats that can clean floors,” “So can mine, but mine can speak as well.”) But I didn’t say any of that, of course.

			“They really are small, a lot of those so-­called small people,” the mother said as she settled into the water. “It looks like they don’t get enough meat. And they seem to work so hard, yet all the big people ever go on about is how lazy they are, and how they should do more.”

			If you feel sorry for flowergatherers and bat keepers, I thought, you should see the metaldiggers. But I didn’t speak, just began to scoop water over her hair and shoulders.

			“Another thing I noticed is how many of them are batfaces and such. It seems unfair that just because you have a batface, you have to stay out there working in the caves, or out top.”

			My own mother was a holeface—­a batface, as the mother called it—­and I knew all about how unfair it was, but still I said noth­ing. It’s not that I thought I’d upset the mother if I spoke my true thoughts—­I’m sure she would have been pleased—­but I didn’t think she understood how hard it would be for me if she repeated things I’d told her to others: Quietstream thinks this, Quietstream said that.

			And anyway, people listen at doors.

			“The thing I don’t get,” the mother said, “is what happens to the batfaces and clawfeet who are born to the chiefs and the teach­ers? It must happen. Chiefs and teachers are people too.”

			I decided there was no harm in answering that. It wasn’t a se­cret, after all. “They’re given away, Mother. They’re taken at birth and given to small people to care for.”

			It had happened to my own mother. The woman I called granny wasn’t really my granny, but simply the woman who’d raised Mum since she was a baby. My real granny must have been the housewoman or daughter of some chief or teacher. Quite probably I’d met her when I started out in the Headman­house as a girl. I might have washed her back for her, like I was washing the mother’s back now.

			She turned to look at me. “Given away?”

			“Yes, Mother. Those babies are broken, so the teachers say, be­cause of the bad thing Father Harry had to do when—”

			“That’s not the babies’ fault any more than it’s—”

			She broke off, and I could see from her face that she’d figured out what all this might mean for her.

			“Oh, Gela’s heart, Quietstream, tell me that I won’t have to give away my own babies if they . . . ?” She shook my hands from her back. “I will, won’t I? They’ll be taken away! Oh, sweet Jeff’s eyes.”

			“But Mother, most babies aren’t—”

			But now she’d figured something else out as well.

			“I guess that’s why Greenstone hasn’t got any brothers or sis­ters? Am I right?”

			She was right, of course. Poor Mother Jane was pregnant eleven times. Four were born dead, with no mouth or eyes. Six were hole­faces and sent away at once.

			“Mother, you must ask the Headmanson. It’s not for me to say.”

			“So I am right. Gela’s tits, what a ground this is! What a cold, cruel ground! And you’re too scared to even speak about it.”

			Well, I couldn’t reassure her about her babies, but I could help in another way.

			“Mother, you do have to be careful what you say on this ground. For instance—”

			“Oh, not now, Quietstream, not now!”

			I guess she couldn’t bear to sit still anymore because she climbed straight out of the water, instead of soaking like she normally did.

			“Julie tried to warn me,” she said as I threw the dry round her. “New Earth might look shiny and bright, she told me, but that didn’t mean it was better. I didn’t listen, of course.”

			She grabbed a corner of the dry to wipe away some tears, then turned to look at me. She wasn’t the kind of person who feels sorry for herself for long.

			“Still,” she said, “I am the Ringwearer, and Greenstone is the Headmanson, so I guess if we don’t like the way things are, we’ll just have to change them.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			I got it out of Greenstone in bed. Six children taken from his mother. He didn’t know how many were boys and how many girls.

			“When were you going to tell me about this, Greenstone? Be­fore I gave birth to a batfaced child, or afterward? I notice you didn’t tell me before you started to put your juice in me!”

			“Most children aren’t born that way, Starlight. Not unless their mother or father is broken. My mum just had bad luck.”

			“Oh, come on, Greenstone, you must know these things can jump generations? Everyone keeps telling me how dumb and stu­pid we were on Knee Tree Grounds, but even we knew that. It jumps generations, and your mother had eleven kids, and all but one of them were . . . were broken, as you call it. And—” I stopped. “Tom’s dick!” I burst out. “When you asked me at Veeklehouse if my mum or dad were batfaces or anything, I didn’t understand why. But I should have asked you that question.”

			“Maybe I should have told you about my mum. It’s just that no one else would have refused to be my housewoman because of that. I guess they’d just accept that it’s a risk, a thing that Father Harry brought on us by slipping with his sisters.”

			“Harry didn’t have many choices, did he? And nor did his sis­ters. If they hadn’t done what they did, we wouldn’t be here at all.”

			“I know, but still, it—”

			“Oh, never mind all that. I am tired tired of all these old stories we go over and over all the time! Yes, everyone in Eden knows that they may have batfaced kids, or slowheads, but no one else has to live with the possibility of having their kids taken from them, do they? Even the Davidfolk aren’t that cruel.”

			“Well, of course Cruel David was a holeface himself, so he wasn’t going to pick on holefaces. But he was cruel enough in other ways, and some people say that it was because he was a holeface that—”

			“That he was cruel? That’s buckshit. First of all, my best friend is a batface, and she’s the sweetest and kindest person in Eden, and second, you Johnfolk get on just fine with being cruel without the help of batfaces. Just fine!”

			He was quiet for a moment. The tree pulsed, the water trick­led, and somewhere a few wallcaves away, someone called out to someone else.

			“I’ll be honest with you,” he finally said. “When I see this ground through your eyes, I know what you mean. Some things here are cruel, including things you don’t yet know about. Our rules made us strong, made us more like Earth than anywhere else in Eden, but I agree with you all the same: It’s a pity things have grown the way they have.”

			“Well, who makes the rules?”

			“The Headman.”

			I laughed. “Then there’s no problem, is there? Or there won’t be once you’re Headman. You can change the rule about giving broken babies away, and all the other cruel rules as well.”

			“Well, I can try.”

			“What do you mean you can try? If the Headman makes the rules, then—”

			“He makes the rules, but he needs the backing of Council if he’s to stay Headman.”

			“Well, if you can’t persuade them, you can stop being Head­man, and we can keep our kids.”

			He got out from under the skins—­tall, gentle Greenstone—­and walked away from me toward the pool.

			“Where are you going?”

			“Nowhere, Starlight. Nowhere. I’m staying here with you.”

			I followed him and we stood, not touching each other, by the water under the tree.

			“Starlight, I’m afraid this is something I should have explained way back at Veeklehouse, but you need to know that if I don’t man­age to stay Headman, our lives will be in danger.”

			“Danger? Why?”

			He stood there quietly for a few seconds before he spoke. “I guess you know the Davidfolk sometimes punish people with death?”

			I nodded. The Davidfolk did for people with spears, and they tied them to hot trees. I’d known that since I was small, and my mum had told me, many many times, about the part my own dad played in it.

			“Well we do, too,” Greenstone said, “and not just people who’ve done bad things. It happens to people who are dangerous to the Headman.”

			“I don’t get you.”

			“If I was Headman and then gave up the Headman’s hat, there’d be a new Headman and a new Ringwearer, and they wouldn’t want the old Headman and the old Ringwearer hanging about.”

			“Why would that matter to them? We’d go out in forest some­where, or back across Pool.”

			“We’d still be powerful pieces on the board. The new guy would know that anytime the chiefs and teachers got fed up with him—­and chiefs and teachers always do get fed up—­they could turn back to us and say, ‘This is the real Headman. This is the real Ringwearer.’ So we’d always be a threat to him.”

			“What, and he’d do for us, just because of that? Surely not. That’s just crazy.”

			He turned toward me. How sad he looked, how weary, standing there naked in the light of the tree. “You think not? My dad did for his own brother for just that reason.”

			“His brother?”

			“Remember Harry, who hesitated to put his hand in the water? A hundredwake later, my dad heard he’d been muttering to some of the chiefs that the Headman’s hat should still have come to him. I liked Harry. He was friendly. He’d always come looking for me whenever he came to the Headmanhouse, so me and him could have a little chat. But Dad did for him before he could make more trouble. ‘Cut the rocklantern early,’ he said, ‘if you don’t want it all over the wall.’ ”

			“This ground gets worse the more I hear about it.”

			“I haven’t told you the really bad part yet. My uncle Harry had two small sons. They were only little boys, and they were my friends, but . . .”

			“Oh, Gela’s heart! Firehand did for them as well? Children? Why?”

			“Same reason. He couldn’t have boys growing up who might claim the Headman’s hat, and specially not now he’d given them good reason to hate him.”

			“Did you try to stop him?”

			“I did, and so did Mum, but he told us that we didn’t under­stand, and we ought to be grateful to him for protecting us, and saving the Headman’s hat for me. Of course, I told him that if any­one gave me that hat now I would throw it in their face.”

			“What did he do?”

			“Oh, he was angry angry. He told me I wasn’t a proper son of his. He said that if only he had another son, he would give me away to some metaldigger out top, like you’d give away a holeface baby. And he beat me hard hard hard. The game of power is everything for him. Everything. If you don’t agree with him, he thinks you’re just weak.”

			We stood looking at each other for a long time then, trying to figure out how we stood.

			“This must have been hard for you,” I finally said.

			Greenstone shrugged.

			I put my arms round him. I could feel the tension fall away from him.

			“I feel bad I brought you to this cruel ground, Starlight,” he said. “I should have told you more about it. I just couldn’t bear the thought of letting you go.”

			“Not inside me,” I said at first, when we were back in our bed. I was scared I’d have a batface baby that could be snatched away from me. But in the end, I didn’t stick to that. There were dangers every­where. If we tried to avoid them all, we’d never live.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			I was by myself in my boat shelter, rubbing down a new bark, ready for greasing, when I heard a whooping from out in forest: at first a single voice over alpway, then nearer voices picking it up on every side. Someone had seen a spearfish, and that strange whooping sound was our way of telling anyone in the water to get out quickly, and everyone else to get in a boat and begin the hunt.

			Johnny Brooking was nearby, working on another boat with Angie Redlantern.

			“Hey, you two,” I called out to them. “Want to come with me?”

			They ran for spears, and for meat and string, and I headed to my favorite and fastest kneeboat, with the carving I made on it of First Gela and her daughters. A couple of people who’d been gathering waternuts were wading quickly toward the beach. The whooping had stopped now. Everyone was listening for the whistles that would tell us someone had found the fish.

			Presently, Johnny and Angie came running back. We tied the meat to the end of the boat, pushed out, and began to paddle blueway, listening all the time. Forest was strangely quiet but for the pulsing of trees. Then a whistle came from somewhere out on the edge between blueway and alpway. We started to paddle as fast as we could in its direction, searching the water ahead for a long, wriggling back.

			More whistles, nearly straight blueway this time. We turned, but we’d hardly done three digs in the new direction when we heard yelling and shouting, and then more whoops. Someone had done for the fish already.

			“Tom’s dick, that was quick,” muttered Angie.

			It was a relief, of course—­sometimes we never found them, and could never be sure whether they were still in the Grounds or back out in the deeper water—­but it was a bit of a disappoint­ment, too, because spearfish hunts are fun. We stopped pad­dling, and waited for the people who’d done for the creature to come our way.

			“What’s keeping them?” Johnny said after a bit.

			When two three boats finally did appear, they were oddly quiet. People usually sang out and boasted—­I certainly did the one time I did for a spearfish: I wanted everyone to know—­but this lot were just paddling quietly through the trees. And then we saw they weren’t on their own. There was a big two-­bodied log-­boat paddling along after them.

			“Hey there, Julie,” called out a woman named Lucy Spytree on the boat in front. “We got the fish all right, and we met these blokes out on edge of forest.”

			“Yeah,” said one of the men on the log-­boat. “We’ve come across from the Nob. We thought it was time to pay you guys a visit.”

			“Great,” I called back, trying my best to sound pleased. “Wel­come to our grounds.”

			“Yeah, welcome,” muttered Johnny and Angie.

			There were four men on the log-­boat. They had blackglass spears and white dots on their foreheads.

			Back on the beach, Lucy and her friends dragged the spearfish up onto the Sand. It was a big one, twenty foot long at least, and people came running to see it from the shelters and from the other boats pulling out after us: that big big head, that long, flat body without any arms or legs, that shining lump below its mouth that lit up the Deep Darkness for it and showed it its prey. But when they saw our company they didn’t shout and yell as they’d normally have done, they didn’t lift up Lucy and her mates on their shoulders to carry them round the Sand. Once they’d seen the four guards there, people barely looked at the fish at all.

			“Who’s the boss here?” one of the men asked.

			They knew we were afraid of them, standing there with their long fakeskin wraps, and their heavy spears, and their leopardtooth knives in their belts.

			“We don’t have a boss, exactly,” I answered him. “We kind of decide things together.”

			The oldest of the four of them gave a look at the others, like he’d warned them about this. “Okay,” he said, “well, we’re only paying a little visit. We wondered if you guys needed any help out here? Maybe you’d like a few guards to give you a bit of protection?”

			“Protection?” asked Lucy. “Against what?”

			“The Johnfolk, of course. The ones from across the Pool.”

			“Why would we worry about them?” demanded Glitterfish, coming forward with Mikey in her arms.

			She always wanted to know about any kind of threat.

			“Some of the ones that come over to Veeklehouse have been telling us stuff they probably shouldn’t,” the oldest one said. “Seems like the Johnfolk are planning to come over the Pool and make trouble. They think all Mainground should belong to them. And they could use a place like this to rest up after crossing the Pool, and get themselves ready to face us guards.”

			We all looked at one another. This was worrying news, of course, but we didn’t want to discuss it in front of these strangers. The oldest guard watched us with narrowed eyes.

			“But maybe it doesn’t bother you?” he said. “We’ve heard that a girl from here went over there with their headman’s son. So per­haps they’re mates of yours? You guys follow Jeff Redlantern, from what I’ve heard, and he was a cousin of John’s.”

			He was half smiling, almost like he was trying to say that he was only kidding really, but there was something else hidden inside that smile, like a fishhook in a piece of meat. And his eyes were cold.

			“We aren’t on any side,” Glitterfish said. “That’s the whole point of Knee Tree Grounds. To mind our own business, and not to get involved in the fight between you guys and the Johnfolk.”

			She glanced down for a moment at the fish, which lay at the feet of the four guards as if it had been them that had done for it. She feared the creatures horribly. None of the three of them—­Glitterfish, Starlight, or Johnny—­had ever touched spearfish meat since their mum died.

			“That girl who went over with them,” Glitterfish said, not men­tioning that it was her own sister, “it was her own choice. We didn’t want her to go. We don’t want to have anything to do with those people.”

			“Lots of our girls and boys go over to Mainground as well and settle among you Davidfolk,” I pointed out. “This is a little grounds, and there’s only so many of us it can support.”

			“Nice place, though,” observed one of the guards who hadn’t spoken yet, looking out at the lanterns in the forest. “Pretty pretty. And decent fishing, I’m sure.”

			“You make good little boats here as well,” the oldest guard said. “Useful. We could do with better boats ourselves, now the Johnfolk have those new ones that follow the wind.”

			I smiled and shrugged. “Yeah, well, we wish we could make those, too. Best we can do here are kneeboats and long-­boats, I’m afraid. You guys can take a kneeboat back if you like.”

			“That’s nice of you,” the oldest guard said, turning his cold eyes on me and giving me his half smile.

			I looked down at the dead spearfish, lying there forgotten on the sand. “We’re going to cook this fish now,” I said. “Will you stay and share it with us before you head back?”

			The oldest guard glanced at his friends. “That would be good. We love a bit of spearfish, don’t we, guys? And while we eat, we can talk a bit more about the protection you might need.”

			He grinned round at us, enjoying our fear.

			“Come on, kids,” Lucy said. “Who’s going to pull this big fish up to the Meeting Place? We need to show these nice men the way.”

			Glitterfish hung back with me and Johnny and Angie.

			“Bloody Starlight,” she muttered. “I told her she was going to bring trouble.”

			“All three of us here went to Veeklehouse,” Johnny said, as we’d all said many times before. “So if anyone’s to blame, then we are, too.”

			“Yes, but you three didn’t head off across Pool with the John­folk, did you?”

			This had also been said before, and Johnny ignored it.

			“Maybe we should agree to have some guards over here. That way we’ll have some protection against the Johnfolk if they come over, and—”

			I wasn’t having that! “Jeff’s eyes, Johnny, your sister is with their headman’s son! Why would they want to harm us?”

			Glitterfish looked at me, her eyes as sharp and fierce as Star­light’s. “So Starlight being there makes the Johnfolk our friends, does it, Julie? That’s what you’re saying. And that’s exactly how it looks to the Davidfolk. You heard what that guard said. I think Johnny’s right, we should agree to some guards here. Not to protect us from the Johnfolk, but to prove we’re not on the Johnfolk’s side.”

			“No!” I said firmly. “Guards or ringmen, it makes no difference. They’re exactly the same thing, apart from their names. And as soon as we have either of them here, that will be the end of Knee Tree Grounds.”

			“Oh, so we just have to sit here as helpless as babies, do we?” Johnny asked. He was almost never angry, but I could hear the anger now. “We have to sit here naked and just wait until one or other of them decides to reach out and push us aside?”

			“Maybe we need guards of our own,” said Angie.

			“Tom’s dick, no!” I told her. “No, no, no! That’s where all the trouble starts. If we have guards here—­any kind of guards—­then I’m off to Mainground for good.”

			Then I looked up and saw one of the four men. He was one who hadn’t spoken yet, a young guy about Angie’s age. He was standing there watching us with a smile.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			We came to Steam Fall at Second Horn. The Great Cave was wide wide here, and the river in middle of it flowed fast and shallow under the trees until suddenly up ahead it reached a line, like World’s Edge, and disappeared over it into whatever it was that lay below. Beyond that line there was nothing but swirling steam. There was steam above us, too—­it hid the high roof most of the time—­and steam blew through the trees, making circles of pink and white and blue that came and went round their lanterns. We couldn’t hear the trees at all. Their pulsing was drowned out by the roaring roaring roaring of the Fall.

			Greenstone had the car splash through a side river that came down from John Cave—­that was where we were going: the cave where Chief Dixon had his ground—­and then we stopped, climbed down, and walked over to that line until we were standing with our toes almost touching the edge, but when I looked down all I could see was steam.

			“Wait,” Greenstone said. “The mist will clear.”

			In just a few heartbeats, it did.

			“Oh, Gela’s heart!” I cried, backing away at once.

			I would never have imagined that such a drop existed in the world.

			“Come on! Come back and look! I’ll hold your hand.”

			“Big help that would be if I fell. I’d just drag you down with me.”

			“Why would you fall? Have you ever in your life fallen over when you were just standing still?”

			I went to the edge again, refused Greenstone’s hand, and looked down.

			I’d seen the cliffs at Veeklehouse, the cliffs at Nob Head, the cliffs in that steep valley outside the Great Cave. They’d seemed big at the time, but now I could see they were nothing more than the tiny grooves on the surface of a person’s skin. This was an open­ing into Eden’s living flesh. I thought I’d found the bottom of it, and then I glimpsed another bottom far below it. I thought that was the real bottom, and then I found an orange glow that was far far deeper still. Rocks thrust out from the sides of the drop, new caves opened far below this one, the drop itself divided as it went down, but there seemed no end to the depth of it. There was life down there—­far below me, ten times deeper down than the cliff at Veeklehouse, there were still trees and rocklanterns clinging to the rocky walls, with bats and glitterbirds circling around them—­but at the bottom there seemed only to be fire. And into this fire all the water of the Great Cave river was pouring, dividing and bursting as it fell.

			More steam came blowing up from below with a great blast of heat and I stepped back gratefully from the edge. Then, almost straight away, a cool gust of wind blew the steam aside again, and I saw a huge wall of rock in front of us, maybe two hundred feet away. Covered in winding rocklanterns and dotted with small trees, it extended to the full height and width of the cave and seemingly beyond it, too.

			“It’s like a crack across Eden,” Greenstone said. “Earthseeker took me up onto the snow once to look at it from above. It was amazing: a huge glowing crack through the icy darkness, like a deep wound, stretching for miles in either direction. Have you seen enough? We should be going.”

			We climbed back into the car, and the man at the front of it poked the bucks with a stick.

			“Um . . . that’s what we call the Rock,” Greenstone said, point­ing back as we began to move toward John Cave.

			I saw a dark lump of stone, surrounded by steam, that stuck out from the cliff on the far side of the river.

			“The Rock?”

			“That’s where they do for people who’ve done bad things.”

			“What? On top of it?”

			“No, not on top of it. They throw them off.”

			“What? They throw them into . . . ? Oh, Jeff’s eyes.”

			My palms went slippery with sweat just at the thought of that terrible drop. And yet I found it a bit exciting, too, like the stories Mum used to tell me about Dad and the cruel things he had to do as a guard on Mainground. And I wondered for a moment if these big big places with all their wonders—­Mainground, New Earth, Earth itself—­could only work if people were willing to do things that were wicked and cruel. Maybe that was the trade you had to make, if you didn’t want to spend your whole life catching fish and cutting bark.

			“They brought my cousins there and pushed them over the edge. I have dreams about it even now. Dad says it was nothing personal. He says if Harry had been Headman, he’d have done the same thing to Dad and me. But I don’t think so.”

			We reached the opening of John Cave. We could see it stretch­ing ahead of us, its shining forest, its walls crisscrossed with colored light, its glowing roof. Just inside its mouth a flock of stalkerbirds were fishing in the stream. Their hundred flat eyes looked up at us. Their hundred arms reached out toward us. Now what? they seemed to be asking. Are you humans never going to leave us in peace? And they all rose shrieking into the air.

			“Did Harry only have two kids, then?” I asked.

			“No, he had seven. Five daughters as well.”

			“So . . . did . . . did your dad do for them, too?”

			“Oh, no! They’re all alive. We’re going to see one of them now. My cousin Lucy is Chief Dixon’s housewoman.”

			Then we came to some shelters and I had to play the part of Mother Gela.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			Chief Dixon was there to meet us outside his big cavehouse, with my cousin Lucy and their daughter Candy: Lucy, tall and sad and already gray, though she wasn’t much more than twenty hun­dredwakes older than me, Candy with her sharp sharp eyes, always quick to notice weakness. A huge feast had been laid out for us to admire. There was a whole buck stuffed with sweetened flower­stems, a bowl of glitterbird hearts covered in stumpcandy, and a spearfish with its long long tail wrapped round and round its head. As soon as she saw the fish, Starlight turned to me in dismay, but be­fore I had time to realize what this was about, Dixon had taken me off to his writingcave, leaving poor Starlight alone with his house­woman, and his daughter, and the fish that had killed her mum.

			“Let’s speak honestly, Greenstone, shall we?” Dixon said as helpers and bats brought us drinks and plates of meat.

			A small bright tree pulsed in a corner. Piled on tables around us were the barks he used for writing down the numbers of his bats and metal and helpers.

			“Certainly,” I said. “It would be so much simpler.”

			“Okay, then, well, I’ll set it out. Your family owes my family, and I expect you to recognize that when you become Headman. It’s not just what your father did, taking Lucy’s dad and brothers from her. It’s what you’ve done yourself. Turning down Candy, turning down the daughters of Lucy’s sisters, and going against my advice in front of all the chiefs and teachers.”

			“I loved Lucy’s dad and her brothers, as Lucy well knows, and it wasn’t my choice they went to the Rock.”

			Chief Dixon gave a weary sigh, like I was a tiresome child. “No, of course not, but you benefited from it.”

			The truth was that no one would have been happier than me if Lucy’s dad, Harry, could have been Headman in place of my dad, and if her brother Roger could have been Headmanson instead of me, but of course I couldn’t say this. Bad as I was at winning games, I knew that it wasn’t a good idea to show that you’d rather not be playing at all. And anyway, Dixon wouldn’t have been able to understand, for he lived for power, like my dad.

			“Yes, I’ve benefited,” I said, “and I know I need to make this up with Lucy and her sisters. As for my choice of housewoman, I didn’t do it to insult you, but I do know you feel it as an insult, and I’ll do what I can when I’m Headman to make things right with you.”

			“Good. Well, you heard some of the things I want at Council. I need more bats, and I need more metaldiggers. I’m pleased you plan to get more forest people to work for us, but your plan won’t be quick enough. Never mind making them all give you a cube every hundredwake. Just divide the forest out top between the chiefs, and let us use our own ringmen to bring in the people we need.”

			“Well, it’s an idea. I’ll discuss it with Dad.”

			“Good. That would go some way to mending things between us. But there are other things, too. I want you to make a new job called First Chief—­someone who’ll lead all the other chiefs under you, and speak for them—­and I want you to give that job to me. You need someone between you and the chiefs. We can discuss the details.”

			“I’ll talk to Dad.”

			“Your dad won’t be here much longer, Greenstone. We all know the path that sickness takes, and we all know how far along it he’s already gone. Part of the reason why I suggest this idea of a First Chief is that it’ll give you some backup when you’re still learning.”

			“It’s a good idea, but I need to think about the other chiefs and teachers and what they might think.”

			“That was another thing I was going to say. You need to be firm on the teachers. They have no ringmen, and they don’t bring in any metal or plantstuff. All the stones for their houses, all the bark for them to write on, all the plantstuff for their wraps, it all has to come from us chiefs.”

			“Well, First John did say that teachers must be equal to chiefs. Knowledge is as important as metal and stones.”

			“Equal, yes, but if you take things from us to give to them, that’s hardly equal.”

			Only last waking, when the Head Teacher had come for one of his visits to Starlight, he’d made a point of telling me how im­portant it was that the Teachinghouse be made bigger, and that more bats be provided for the teachers. He’d made a big thing of it. John intended teachers to be as important as chiefs, he’d said, and all the teachers would be watching me closely to see if I’d carry out John’s wish. “And don’t forget, Headmanson,” he’d said as he left me, “teachers and their underteachers can get the attention of everyone in New Earth in a way that chiefs and ringmen can’t.”

			“I’ll think about it,” I told Chief Dixon, which was just what I’d said to Head Teacher Michael.

			“That can’t be your answer to everything, Greenstone: ‘I’ll think about it.’ A Headman’s task is to decide.”

			“Yes, Dixon, and I’ve decided to think.”

			He could see I was angry, and that made him angry, too, or at least stirred up the anger he already felt.

			“I hope you understand the position you’ve chosen to put your­self in, Greenstone. You could have ended that old division, that old dispute between two brothers, but you chose not to. There have always been some who’ve whispered that Harry was the true Head­man, not Firehand, and now—”

			“And now Firehand is about to die, so it doesn’t matter anymore.”

			“It wouldn’t have mattered, Headmanson, if you’d made a dif­ferent choice, but now the question will keep coming up again and again, every time you disappoint the chiefs of New Earth. You know the kind of things people ask. What kind of test was it to throw the ring into boiling water? How come we still accept the decision of a Head Teacher who went crazy soon after? How come Greenstone and his sons get to be Headmen, if his dad shouldn’t have been Headman in the first place? I don’t think that way myself, of course, but plenty of people do. It’s going to be quite a problem for you.”

			He smiled at me, but it wasn’t a smile of friendliness. No. If they ever ended up throwing me from the Rock, that would be his smile as he watched me fall.



	

			Lucy Johnson

			Me and Candy stood at the top windhole of our house, watching Greenstone and his girl heading off in their car with Dixon riding behind them.

			“I don’t really blame the girl,” I said, “but my cousin I can’t forgive. He knows what I’ve been through. He knows how I’ve suf­fered. And yet he couldn’t even do the one thing that would have helped.”

			“People say he just doesn’t understand what it is to be Head­manson.”

			Candy seemed so young to me, repeating those stale phrases that went round the young chiefswomen like they were inter­esting new thoughts: Greenstone doesn’t understand what it is to be Headmanson, Greenstone was spoiled by his mum, Greenstone spent too much time with women. I was way younger than Candy when Fire­hand did for my dad and brothers, barely more than a newhair, but I had to grow up fast, containing my grief so as to help my mother and sisters with theirs. Dixon was kind to me back then—­he was much older than me, of course, and even though I was his housewoman, he became a sort of second dad—­but I had to put up with him meeting with Firehand, like nothing had happened, for chats about metal and ground and bats and whatever other bloody things chiefs talk about. Gela’s heart, sometimes I had to bow my own head to the killer. My mother, too, until it finally sent her crazy.

			I stayed sane myself, but ever since the waking my dad and brothers died, the world had seemed cold and dark to me. I could be in the warmest and brightest part of the caves, but inside myself I was always on my own, in my own little patch of snow and ice.

			“I trusted Greenstone,” I said to Candy. “Everyone said he was a kind boy and not a cold leopard like his dad, and I believed them. After all, my brothers were his friends, and he grieved for them as well, so he knew how we felt. Surely he’d want to put things right! But then this. This slap in the face. This shrug. This—”

			“Try not to get yourself in a state, Mum. It’s not as if I would have enjoyed being his housewoman.”

			“I’m not saying what his father did was Greenstone’s fault. He was only a young newhair himself when it happened: younger than me, younger even than my brothers. But here was a chance to heal the wound. Here was the perfect chance. He would make you his housewoman, and then your son would be Firehand’s grandson and Harry’s grandson both. That old fight would be over, no one would have won or lost, and we could have laid it aside and got on with other things. It would have been so so easy.”

			“Like I say, Mum, I would have liked the ring, of course, and I would have liked to have been the mother of the next Headman­son, but—”

			“If he didn’t want to be with you, he could have chosen one of your sisters or cousins. I would have preferred it to be you, of course, and so would your dad, but Greenstone could have chosen any of Harry’s granddaughters and we would both have been quite content. But no, he had to do this! He had to go with this fishing girl from across the water.”

			“Well, she’s as pretty as they all say she is, you have to give her that. And she seemed to me to be smart smart. She was interested in everything about our house and—”

			“I just can’t believe Greenstone could have thought only of himself, when the peace of all New Earth was at stake, and peace between the children of First John. Didn’t he think of the pain he’d cause me and my sisters? Didn’t he know how long we’d been waiting?”

			“Please don’t cry, Mum. We’ll find another way. Dad cares about this as much as you do, don’t forget. He’ll find a way to get back what’s ours, one way or another. He might just be Dad to us, but to the chiefs and teachers Chief Dixon’s a powerful powerful man.”

			“I’d just hoped so much that—”

			“He says he and his friends will just keep pushing and pushing Greenstone for things he can’t give, until in the end all the chiefs get fed up with him, and find a reason to toss him down to the fire. Maybe then they’ll give the Headman’s hat to Dad, eh? He comes from John, after all, just as much as Greenstone does. And then you’d get to wear the ring, Mum. Imagine that. That would be even better than me wearing it!”

			Poor girl. It was natural she should put a brave face on it, but she’d looked forward so much to putting on that ring. Couldn’t Greenstone have thought of that, if nothing else? Couldn’t he have thought of the shame for poor Candy, who everyone had agreed was bound to be chosen?

			I remembered that thing my crazy mum told me not long be­fore she died, that silly dangerous Secret Story that was supposed to come from Gela. I tried to make her stop, but she wouldn’t, and in the end I decided there’d be no harm in listening, as long as I told no one else. It was ridiculous stuff, of course—­“Never forget that women are as good as men. Don’t ever treat people dif­ferently because of the color of their skin”—­and most of it I put out of my mind at once, but there was just one bit that stayed with me, for some reason: “Don’t trust men who think the story’s all about them.”

			And that was Greenstone, wasn’t it? Like all headmen, he’d only be remembered for what he’d done or not done for New Earth. Yet he thought his own life, his own happiness, his own little plea­sures, were more important. Gela’s heart, even Firehand knew bet­ter than that.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			“That was a strange, sad house,” I said to Greenstone as our car moved on at last from that gloomy wall of stone. “They smile and ask questions and offer nice things, but there’s so much anger behind their eyes.”

			“Lucy has always been bitter, ever since her dad and her broth­ers died. It can’t be easy for her, having us here. Or for Candy, either.”

			“How do they know what happened to my mum?”

			“Your mum?”

			“Yes, my mum, Dream. How do they know how she died?”

			“What makes you think they do?”

			“That spearfish. They’d had it brought specially from the Pool in a box of snow. Why go to all that trouble if it wasn’t to mock me or warn me?”

			“Oh, Starlight, lots of chiefs go to that trouble. I don’t like the taste of spearfish, myself, or I might do the same.”

			“But someone has to go up into the dark to collect the snow. Someone has to take a car to poolside and back again. Someone has to go out in a boat with meat on a string, and fishing spears, and risk being dragged into the water and eaten themselves. And all that just to bring a fish to the table of one chief? If they want fish, there are fish in the rivers that taste as good!”

			“Chiefs and teachers like to show off how many people they have working for them. It’s a sort of competition between them to see who’s got the most. That’s why they always want things from the Headman. They have all they need to be comfortable—­they have it many times over—­but they can never have enough to be sure that they’re better than anyone else, because the others are busy getting more as well. And that means they’re always hungry.”

			John Cave narrowed at the top end until the path climbed out of the brightness of Underworld into a strange, dark valley beneath the huge shadows of the mountains. The reason it was dark was that for every tree standing, twenty had been cut down. The empty holes of tree stumps were all around us, and, without tree roots to feed on, there were hardly any starflowers, either. But up on the slopes, red flame glinted in the mouths of huge dirt ovens, and in the gloomy light I saw enormous piles of stones lying in front of holes in the rock. There was a dry stink of dust and ash.

			“Welcome to Johndigs,” Greenstone said. “It’s one of the biggest metaldigs in New Earth.”

			Chief Dixon came up beside us on his buck. “The people are waiting for you at the cluster over there, Ringwearer. A word from the Ringwearer always encourages them, so please do tell them that Mother Gela wants them to work harder, so that we get the metal we need to build up New Earth. And remind them, too, to have as many children as they can. Remind them it’s against our rules for women to refuse to slip, or slip the back way. Too many of them still do that, but we need more diggers, and we need more ringmen.”

			“Do that for him, Starlight,” Greenstone said to me as Dixon rode off ahead. “He needs a sign from us that we’re willing to work with him.”



	

			Clare Bluesigh

			We spent twenty wakings opening up that hole: me, my brother, my three biggest boys, two of my girls, and my brother’s girls. For twenty wakings we crawled in the mud under a two-­foot roof, breathing in rock dust and the smoke from our buckfat lanterns, scraping our backs and our elbows, working away from before First Horn to long after Fifth—­not that we could hear the bloody things in there—­hacking away at the stone, dragging it out. And then, when we finally hit green and thought we were getting somewhere at last, the roof fell in.

			Thank the Mother, no one was in the hole at the time. We had old Johnny Fourfingers and his blokes as our ringmen, who are pretty fair as ringmen go, and they’d let us have a half-­waking rest after we found the green, to give us a chance to go and see the rest of our family, and check on my old mum. (She’s got the lung sick­ness. The same sickness the Headman has, if you believe the talk from the ringmen.) If it wasn’t for that, we’d all have been down there.

			As it was, though, all we lost were six bats. Three of them must have died straight off when the rocks came down on them—­they were completely mashed up when we found them—­but three were still alive. Tom’s dick, you should have heard them shrieking as they lay there under the rock. It nearly drove us crazy, having to listen to that racket as we worked and worked to clear the hole, but we had to put up with it for a whole long waking, because a lot of the rock had come down in big chunks that needed breaking up before we could move it, and of course we didn’t have the bats to help shift the rubble. Anyway, we got to them in the end and shut them up with spears. After that we were another two wakings clearing the rest of the hole until we were back at the greenstone.

			“Get one car load of green out,” Johnny Fourfingers said, “and then we’ll say you’re done for this waking.”

			He didn’t come right down the hole, of course—­they never do—­but he had a fair idea what we were up against because his mum was a metaldigger over Batsky.

			We set to then, but we’d barely shifted half a load when Johnny started yelling down the hole again.

			“Hey, you can stop and come out now. The Ringwearer’s on the way! She’ll be down at the cluster soon. Cubes and everything.”

			Well, I was as excited as a little kid. Last time I saw the Ringwearer it was back in the time of Jane, and I never thought I’d see this new one so soon. We crawled backward along the hole as quick as we could and came out into the blue light of the single spiketree that grew near the hole’s mouth.

			“Never mind sorting out the stone now,” said old Fourfingers when he saw me looking at the broken rock on the ground. (The chief is fussy fussy about his stone, and there’s trouble if you send your green to the ovens with anything else mixed up in it.) “Leave it here for next waking, and go and get your kids and your mum ready. Ringwearer won’t be here long.”

			I’d hurt my knee on a stone and it was sore sore, but I still ran all the way back to the cluster. Luckily Mum had managed to stir herself enough to get the littles more or less ready, so I splashed water on my face and hands to wash away the bat blood and the worst of the stone dust, and we all took up places by the path: a big crowd of us—­there must have been better part of a hundred people—­chatting away excitedly all at once. And then someone saw the car coming, and we all started to scream.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			Oh, Gela’s heart, the power of it! I’d only shouted it out three four times before the tears came running down my face. Life is so hard and so scary and so full of trouble, but here was the beautiful mother of us all.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			Oh, and she was beautiful. She was beautiful beautiful. I guess she wasn’t even as old as my oldest daughter, Sue, but all the sadness of the world was in her face, and all the gentleness and kindness of the world’s mothers.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			She stopped right in front of us, sitting there in a car next to the Headmanson, who I must say had a kind face, too. There were ringmen from Edenheart riding round them, and the chief be­hind them, looking out at us suspiciously, as he always did, like he thought we never worked at all. But who cared about Chief Dixon when she was here?

			And then a ringman got off his buck and helped her down. I could hardly believe it. She was standing on the same ground as us, as near to me as my shelter is to my sister Tina’s, and she was look­ing straight into our faces: me, my mum, my kids and grandkids around me. She had sharp sharp eyes. It felt like she could see into our lives and our thoughts, like she knew our griefs and our worries and our longings.

			“What’s your name?” she asked me.

			I told her Clare. Her speech was strange strange but, apart from that, she was as natural and ordinary as anyone you might meet.

			“And this is your mum?”

			“Yes, this is my mum, Caroline.”

			“You look like people who have to work hard hard.”

			People said the Ringwearer came from somewhere beyond the Pool, a ground with water all round it. And I guess that was the reason her speech was so strange that I could only just make out the words. But it was kind of musical—­her voice went up and down like a song—­and one thing I liked about it specially was that it wasn’t at all the way the chiefs and teachers talked. It might be strange speech, but it wasn’t Big Speech at all.

			“We do work hard, Mother.”

			“I’ve never been down a metaldig, but I do know what it’s like to work hard with your hands. We used to cut bark from trees where I come from, and make it into boats.”

			Everyone around us was quiet quiet, listening to the Ringwearer talking to me.

			“This is Gela’s ring, look,” she said. “Would you believe that? This is the ring from the story. I’m still getting used to it, I must admit.”

			She held out her hand to me and there it was, the lovely ring made of strange metals that were shiny like our redmetal, but not red at all. I could hardly believe I was really seeing it up close with my own eyes, but that was only the beginning of it, because then she took the ring off and handed it to me. Gela’s heart, I was just a metaldigger from Johndigs who slept in a bark shelter and could barely read, but I was holding our mother’s ring in my own hand, I was holding the ring from Earth.

			“Try it on your finger if you like!”

			So I slipped it on. I was trembling all over. I just couldn’t believe I’d lived to experience this, or that something this wonderful could be happening to me. And I suppose my feelings were just too much to hold inside because suddenly, though I couldn’t have said why exactly, I began to sob and sob, and the Ringwearer reached out and hugged me as a mother hugs a crying child.

			“Just think,” she said, as she took back the ring, “there must have been metaldiggers like you on Earth who dug up the metal to make this.”

			Then she kissed me, right on my ugly twisty old batface, which most big people won’t even look at.

			“It was good to meet you, Clare,” she said.

			Simple as that! Just like anyone you might meet.

			Later she stood up on her car with the Headmanson and the chief beside her, and made a speech about how hard we all worked, and how grateful she was, because metal had made New Earth great and would make it greater still, until one waking we’d be like Old Earth, where Mother Gela was born, with cooking boxes and everything.

			“And who knows?” she said. “Maybe we’ll even find the starship up in the sky that brought Tommy and Gela here from Earth, and then we can go home at last, after all these generations alone here in dark dark Eden.”

			We all shouted and cheered.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			“So keep working hard, everyone!” she told us. “Keep on dig­ging! The faster you work, the quicker we’ll get there. And keep on having babies: The more kids you have, the more people you’ll have to share the work with.”

			We’d often heard the chief say the same sort of thing, of course, but it was different coming from her. It wasn’t like she was demand­ing something or threatening us; it was like she was asking for our help. And I felt I’d do anything for her, anything, because she’d given me the most perfect moment I’d ever had in my life.

			My knee was better, too. That sore knee that had been bother­ing me all waking was completely healed.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Those poor people. Each one of them alone, like their skull was a kind of cage, waiting for someone from far away to reach down to them and lift them up. Greenstone gave me a bag of cubes as we moved off again in the car, and I threw the whole lot out for them. Just like the people in all the other clusters we’d passed through, they yelled with excitement as they raced to pick them up. It was only when we were a little way off that it struck me how weird it was to throw out metal for metaldiggers, and for them to be excited to receive it.

			“It’s not just them that make the metal, though,” Greenstone said. “It has to be broken up and put in an oven, and poured into shapes and beaten and polished. There’s a lot more people than just diggers involved.”

			“But still. They get the greenstone out of the ground. It seems hard that they see so little of the stuff that’s made from it.”

			Greenstone wriggled uneasily on the seat. “The metal doesn’t belong to them, though. It belongs to New Earth, to make useful things for everyone.”

			“How come the chiefs get to keep so much of it, then?”

			“Because they’re in charge, aren’t they? Their job is to make everything work. Each chief looks after the metal from his own digs, and my dad takes a share for Edenheart.”

			The path passed between tree stumps and piles of stones.

			“I’m surprised those people even stay here,” I said. “They’d have a better life foraging in forest.”

			Now he looked really uncomfortable. “Well, they have to work in the digs,” he said.

			“You mean they don’t have a choice?”

			“No. And I’m afraid we’re going to have to bring even more for­est people down into the digs. It’s one of the things Chief Dixon is asking for as a trade for his support. More helpers and more bats, so he and the other metal chiefs can dig out more metal. I don’t like it, but I don’t think we’ve got a choice, either.”

			What do you mean we don’t have a choice? That’s what I wanted to shout at him. And I would have done, too, if I hadn’t suddenly seen that what he’d said might really be true. New Earth was like a big pile of those stone blocks the chiefs used for their houses. The Headman sat on the top, below him the chiefs and teachers, below them the ringmen and the underteachers, and underneath all of them the small people, who dug the metal and gathered the starflowers and raised the bats. No one in that pile could do what they liked, not even the Headman. Everyone was weighed down by someone above, or kept from falling by someone below.

			But I thought about the batfaced metaldigger Clare and how she’d cried with happiness to see me, and I felt a jab of deep deep shame.

			“The forest people wouldn’t be in New Earth at all if it wasn’t for John,” Greenstone said. “They do owe something to John’s chil­dren, don’t you think? And in the long run, they’ll be helping build up New Earth, which will benefit their children as well as ours.”

			“You could just as well say that John would never have got to New Earth if their great grandparents hadn’t helped him paddle, so John’s children owe something to them.”

			“I guess so, but it was his idea, and they wouldn’t have—”

			“And anyway, a lot of them must be John’s children, too. Apart from anything else, think of all the batfaced kids you big people give away. For all you know, that woman I kissed back there could have been your own sister.”

			He didn’t like me saying that at all, and he turned away from me with his face closed up like a box. I touched his hand.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you, Greenstone. But we’re all the chil­dren of one father and one mother, aren’t we? Everyone in Eden. We should try and make things better for everyone, surely? We should think about what metaldiggers need as well as chiefs.”

			After a few heartbeats he turned to me. “I know, Starlight. I do know. I’m afraid to look out at New Earth through your eyes, if you want the truth, because when I do I see what a cruel place it is. But we have to remember that we won’t be able to do anything for anyone unless I stay Headman and you stay Ringwearer.”

			We were climbing out of the valley. A row of cutbats, tied one to the other with string, was being led down to the digs by a big man in a woollybuck skin wrap, shouting and slashing at them with a stick. But when he realized who we were, the bat keeper’s mouth fell open in amazement, and he ran to the car so he could kiss the ring.

			“At least the bats make it a bit easier for the metaldiggers,” Greenstone said. “Before we figured out how to use bats, people in the digs had to do even the most dangerous jobs, and lots of diggers died.”

			We came to the top of the slope. There was another valley on the other side. It seemed bright bright after Johndigs, and it was still shining and pulsing with life, but out in forest all around us people were cutting down trees.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			“Kindness should be no concern of yours, Greenstone,” the old man said. “The Ringwearer’s concern, of course, but not yours.”

			He lay facedown under a woollybuck skin on a bed that was tilted upward at the foot end, so as to help the green muck flow out of his lungs into the bowl that lay below his head. He coughed and spat, Purelight pounding his back. The wallcave had a sour smell of sick and sweat.

			“Don’t we have a duty to the small people as well as the big ones?”

			“You don’t have a duty to small or big people, boy. You have a duty to New Earth. Your duty is to give New Earth what it needs from its Headman. And that . . . And that . . .”

			The coughing overwhelmed him again. Me and Starlight stood and waited. It was obvious Dad was near the end. He was thin thin. He could no longer walk more than a few paces. The skin of his face was yellow and pulled so tightly that we could see the skull beneath, like it was straining to get out.

			“What New Earth needs from its Headman isn’t kindness, it’s strength.”

			“But surely kindness is also—”

			“Tom’s dick, boy, will you shut up and listen? New Earth is like a body. It has different parts: a brain to think with, eyes to see with, a heart to pump the blood. Eyes can’t pump blood. Hearts can’t think. Brains can’t see. Each must stick to its own job, and your job is to be strong. You’ve never got that. My brother never got it, either. That’s why New Earth needed me. Weaken even for a moment, and there’ll be no New Earth. Each chief will be headman of his own little ground, squabbling with the other chiefs until the Davidfolk come over and sweep them all away.”

			“It just seems unfair—”

			“What has fairness got to do with it? Do you think Earth built starships by being fair?”

			Again, he stopped to hack and hack while Purelight beat on his back, hard hard, to loosen the grip of the sticky green stuff in his lungs. He must have been covered in bruises. Not that I cared.

			“It’s like building with stones,” Starlight suddenly said. “If you want the wall to be high, you have to put one stone on top of another.”

			Dad turned his fierce, glittery eyes on her. “Tom’s dick, boy. The girl understands better than you do.”

			“I understand because the place I came from was a place where all the stones lay side by side on the ground. It was fair and it was kind, but we would never have learned how to make metal, or cars with wheels. Let alone a starship.”

			“Good girl, good girl. You could teach my boy a thing or two.”

			He looked back at me. How well I knew that expression of contempt.

			“John’s walk, boy, I never thought a time would come when the Ringwearer would have to teach the Headman how to be a Head­man. If you were a healer, your job would be to heal. If you were a teacher, your job would be to teach, but your job is to hold the body of New Earth together and keep it moving forward. That and only that. Forget all this stuff about kindness and fairness. As the girl said, it’s like building a wall. Your only concern is that the wall stays firm and doesn’t topple when you place more stones on top of it. Upward: That’s the only way back to Earth.”

			Starlight looked at me. “I didn’t say I agreed with how it works here,” she said. “I just understand it.”

			Dad didn’t hear her, though, because he’d begun to cough and spew. Purelight pounded his back, glancing across at me and Star­light as she did so, with something knowing in her look, like she was up to some secret game of her own. I’d never liked her. But then I’d never liked any of Dad’s pretty favorites, except for Quietstream.

			“I suppose you’ve told the girl about Harry and the boys?” the old man said when he’d finally coughed himself out. Purelight wiped his beard with a dry.

			“Yes, of course.”

			He nodded, and his eyes turned back to Starlight. “He’s always hated me since I did for his little playmates. I didn’t take pleasure in it, as he seems to think—­he forgets that Harry was my playmate when I was kid—­but there was a split opening in New Earth and my job was to make it whole again. I know people say power is all I care about. They’re wrong. I’ve given myself to power, as a speartip maker should give himself to metal and fire, or a hunter should give himself to the forest. But what I care about is New Earth. Mak­ing New Earth strong.”

			“You admire strength,” Starlight said, “and so do I. But what’s strong about giving way to Dixon on his demands to force all the forest people to the digs?”

			He studied her face for a while. I could see he liked her. He liked the fact that she wasn’t afraid of him. He liked the way she spoke to him like he was just a man and not the Headman of all New Earth. And I could see that Starlight had noticed he liked her and was pleased. So she liked him, too, in some way. There was some sort of understanding between them, some sort of connec­tion I wasn’t part of. Purelight noticed it, too; I could tell that by the sour, pinched look on her face. 

			“Good question, girl,” Dad said. “Good question. It is weak to give way too much to chiefs’ demands, but that doesn’t mean you never give way at all. It means you figure out carefully when to give way and when to say no, thinking all the time of the long game, five six moves ahead. In this case, say yes. You need to give something to Dixon because he’s sore. We need more metal, anyway, because we need more arrows and more spears for the showdown with the Davidfolk. So why not say yes, when you can make Dixon happy and get something that New Earth needs? As to this First Chief thing . . .” 

			He’d been fighting off the coughing for some time, but he couldn’t contain it anymore. The horrible hacking went on for many minutes while we stood and waited. 

			“As to the First Chief thing, sometimes it doesn’t hurt to give a man a fancy hat and a fancy name, as long as you hold on to the real power. But you want to watch Dixon. He’s as vain as any man, but he’s not easily fooled. He understands the game too well. You need to give him just enough to make him feel bigger, but not enough to let him crush you. And if he gives you even half an excuse for it, you should throw him to the fire, and all his sons with him. Meantime, you need to put some listeners in his house, a helper or two, or a ringman. I did have a couple over there, but the idiots let themselves be found out and he sent them to the digs. He has his own listeners here, I know: I haven’t yet figured out who they are, but someone here tells him things that he shouldn’t know.”



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			One waking when I was plaiting her hair, the mother told me about a dream she’d had.

			“I was in some dark dark sheltercluster somewhere—­it smelled of death—­and I’d got down from the car to give some woman a hug. I hugged her and hugged her, but when I let go, I saw it was my sister, Glitterfish. She’d been holding her little boy, and my hug had suffocated both of them. They were both dead.”

			“That’s a horrible dream, Mother.”

			“All the other people from back in Grounds were standing round: my friend Angie, and Julie, who I’ve told you about, and my brother and my uncle. They were standing there, silently accusing me. I wanted to explain to them, but I knew I had no excuse.”

			“But you’re awake now, Mother, and they’re all alive.”

			“I suppose they’re alive. I’ve no way of knowing.” She looked down at her hands, turning the ring round on her finger as she often did. “I guess you know the chiefs’ plan to cross the water,” she said after a bit, “and take back the Veekle and Circle Valley for the Johnfolk?”

			“Yes, Mother, everyone knows that one waking we’ll take them back for Gela.”

			“Take them back for Gela! Gela’s long dead, Quietstream, and if she was alive, I’m sure she wouldn’t want her children doing for each other in her name.”

			I knew that was true, of course, but I didn’t say anything, and once again I wished the mother was more careful about what she said.

			“Greenstone says that at least if he’s Headman we can make sure that Knee Tree Grounds is left alone. He can’t stop the plan itself, apparently. It’s been the plan for too long. Whole of New Earth is held together, it seems, by the idea of more ground and more greenstone and more forest across the water.”

			That was big people talk, of course, and not for me. I asked her about something else.

			“How many children does your sister have, Mother?”

			“Just one little boy. She loves him more than anything in the world.”

			I paused for a moment to rub my aching knuckles, making sure I did it where she couldn’t see.

			“I thought she was older than you, Mother?”

			“Yes, she is. She’s about six wombs older.”

			“It seems strange to reach that age and still only have one child.”

			“We don’t have big families on Grounds like you do here. There isn’t room for a lot of people, so women try not to get pregnant too often.”

			Mother of Eden, the things she said ! Didn’t she know it was wrong to stop yourself from having babies? All the teachers said so, and every hundredwake or so, some woman was pun­ished when her man complained she wouldn’t take his juice in­side her.

			“Remind me how many kids you’ve got, Quietstream?” she asked me.

			“Fourteen, Mother. Sixteen born and fourteen who lived, thank the Mother.”

			“Fourteen! Gela’s heart! How did you raise them? You’re here all the time.”

			“Most of them are grown up now, Mother, with kids of their own, but my mum looked after them when they were little. We thought that best, so I could work here at the Headmanhouse. My mum couldn’t work here, you see, because her face is broken. And most of my children’s faces, too.”

			“They’re batfaces?”

			“As you call it, Mother, yes.”

			“It’s a stupid stupid rule that says batfaces can’t work here. It’s no fun being a batface. No one thinks it’s sexy, and no one wants to kiss you or slip with you if they can find someone else. We can’t help that. But batfaces can work and think and talk just the same as anyone. Some of the rules in this place are just—”

			“Excuse me, Mother,” said a voice from the door.

			Purelight was standing there, that cold scheming creature. Gela’s heart, how long had she been listening?

			“The Headman would like to see you, Quietstream,” she said, “when you’ve finished with the mother, of course.”

			The Headman asking for me didn’t scare me. He liked to see me sometimes and have me talk to him and tease him while he stroked my face. When I was younger, he used to slip with me, too; he might even have given me one of my holefaced kids. But Purelight did scare me. Ever since she came to the Headmanhouse, she’d been looking around for ways to get herself more power.

			When she’d gone I walked over to the door to check she wasn’t hiding outside.

			“Mother,” I whispered. “You must be careful what you say. You can’t just speak what’s in your mind.”

			She wouldn’t hear it, though. “Jeff’s ride, Quietstream. All waking long people are telling me what I should say and what I shouldn’t say. All waking and every waking. Apart from Green­stone, you’re the only person I can say what I like to. If you don’t let me, I’ll bloody burst!”



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			I kept thinking about the story of Harry. Not my uncle Harry, nor the Harry that was with John Redlantern, but First Harry, Gela’s son, Harry Rulemaker, the third of the Three Fathers. I kept think­ing about how he and his sisters were told two opposite things. One: Brothers and sisters must never slip together. Two: You must slip with one another, or you will grow old and die alone. Whatever they did, it would be wrong.

			I called Council together again. I brought all those vain, wary, jealous men to the Headmanhouse. I sat in Dad’s stone seat under the whitelantern tree and told them that me and my dad had agreed to make a new rule that each of the metal chiefs could make forest people work in his digs, as many as he liked, as long as he took them from the forest next to his own grounds. He just had to send out his ringmen and bring them in.

			The metal chiefs were pleased with this, and Dixon was spe­cially happy because they all knew I was agreeing to his request. The flower chiefs and bat chiefs weren’t so happy, though. Some of them wanted to know why they couldn’t bring in forest people, too, if they needed them. The teachers weren’t happy, either, complain­ing that they needed more helpers in the Teachinghouse, and how come extra help was being given to chiefs and not to them? Not one chief or teacher mentioned that the new rule would be hard on the forest people, who minded their own business and harmed no one. Not one of them pointed out how cruel it was to take them from the light of the forest into the darkness and danger of the digs. It seemed it was only me who worried about that.

			I told them another decision I’d made as well. I gave Dixon the name of Pool Chief, and put him in charge of all the plans to gather together the boats and spears and arrows we’d need to cross Worldpool and take the Veekle and Circle Valley. He was disap­pointed and angry, of course, that he’d not got the job he asked for, but all the same, many of the other chiefs, specially the flower chiefs and bat chiefs, were jealous that I’d given this to him and not to them.

			That was something I could turn to my advantage later, I thought, if Dixon got too big and needed cutting down, and I con­gratulated myself on my own cleverness, feeling strong and tall as I walked down the Red Cave at the end of the meeting, with the chiefs and teachers clapping and bowing. Later on it would strike me as strange that I should have felt so strong and powerful and in charge of things when I’d just made two rules that went com­pletely against my own heart—­for I hated the idea of attacking Old Ground as much as I hated forcing forest people into the digs—­but all the same, that’s how it was.

			“Get someone to come and tell me where the Ringwearer is,” I said as I came out into the Tall Cave.

			Third Horn had just blown, I felt hungry hungry, and I looked forward to eating with Starlight.

			“Certainly, Father,” said a ringman, bowing his head. “And just to let you know, two whisperers have been caught up at Gerry Cave. They’re being questioned now at the Teachinghouse, and they should be ready for the Rock next waking.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Greenstone didn’t tell me about the two being sent to the Rock until after First Horn, when we’d been bathed and wrapped by our helpers.

			“I thought I wouldn’t tell you earlier,” he said, “so you wouldn’t have to think about it until you needed to. We have to be there, you see, so as to show that the punishment comes from all of New Earth. It’s the worst part of our job.”

			I remembered how weirdly proud I once had been of how my dad had punished people in Mainground. It had made me feel hard and tough compared to the other kids in gentle, boring Knee Tree Grounds: the idea that my own dad had run people through with spears, or tied them to hot trees. Sometimes I’d even boasted about it, just as my mother boasted about it to me. But it all felt different now.

			“We have to watch them fall?”

			“We have to be there when it happens, and usually the Ring­wearer says a few words so people can see that the mother consents to it, too.”

			“I guess they scream when the moment comes?”

			“Usually there’s something tied round their mouths so they don’t.”

			“What must it be like, in those last moments, knowing that they . . . ?”

			“I just hope we never find out.”

			A distance came suddenly into Greenstone’s face, like he’d had a glimpse of the future. Then he shook himself back into the world. “You need to bear in mind,” he said, “that everyone in New Earth knows the rules and the punishments for breaking them. These women could have avoided this.”

			“I suppose at least it’s people who’ve done something wrong, not just some poor chief’s son who might one waking want to be Headman.”

			“Yes. It’s people who broke the rules, and it won’t be anyone we know.”

			Greenstone had the car brought up for us. The Head Teacher had arrived from the Teachinghouse and, after he’d slobbered over the ring, two strong ringmen heaved his fat body up into the car and he rode with us down to Steam Fall.

			“What did these people do, anyway?” I asked as we set off.

			“They were whisperers, Ringwearer,” the Head Teacher told me. “The Rock is the punishment for all whisperers, and for anyone who listens to whispering without reporting it.”

			“What’s a whisperer?”

			Teacher Michael laughed. “I’m sorry, Ringwearer. It’s so easy to forget that you come from a different place. Whisperers are women who claim to have received a special secret message passed down from Mother Gela, which they themselves pass on to others. For that reason, it’s particularly important that you’re there so you can make quite clear that Mother Gela doesn’t . . .”

			He went on talking and explaining things for some time after that, but I’d stopped being able to hear him. The car was bumping along the path. Trees were shining around us. Glitterbirds were most probably squabbling on the roof above. But I was no longer there.

			“Are you all right, Starlight?” Greenstone asked me.

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph went the trees of the Great Cave forest, like this was no different from any other waking. My tongue was so dry that it seemed to be stuck to the roof of my mouth.

			“I’ve . . . I’ve never seen a person being done for before,” I said.

			“Never seen a person done for?” said the Head Teacher. “Well, it’s a good thing to see, if you know the person’s done wrong. It’s good to see New Earth being made stronger.”

			I tried to moisten my mouth.

			“It seems harsh to do for someone just for whispering some silly story.”

			“Oh, really, Ringwearer!” the Head Teacher exclaimed. “It’s because the story is so silly that it must punished. John Redlantern was Gela’s truest son, we know that for certain. Gela guided him to the ring so he could lead the way out of Circle Valley—­well, we wouldn’t be here otherwise, would we?—­and, for her sake, he set himself to rebuild all Eden as a New Earth for Gela’s children. We are Gela’s people, and we can’t have these women confusing things with these lies.”

			“It is harsh, I know, Starlight,” Greenstone said, “but you’ve got to remember that you’re new here. Everyone in New Earth knows that whispering is against the rules, and everyone knows the Rock is the punishment. So these women did have a choice. All they had to do was not whisper, and they’d not be where they are now.”

			“Well, they might still be, actually,” Teacher Michael pointed out, “if we’d discovered in some other way that they’d been told the story and not reported it. It often happens when we catch a whisperer that she gives us the names of other people she’s whis­pered to. And of course we always question the daughters of every whisperer, because nine times out of ten, it’s her own daughters she’s told.”

			“What, and then the ones she’s whispered to get thrown to the fire as well?”

			“Certainly, if they failed to report it. How will we ever stamp out this stupid story otherwise?”

			A little buck stopped for a moment in our path, turned its flat black eyes toward us, sampled the air with its feelers.

			“I can’t see why anyone ever answers your questions, if it means they’re going to send their own mother or daughter to the Rock.”

			The Head Teacher gave Greenstone a look like grown-­ups give each other over the head of a child. “Well, the ringmen do help us with the questioning, Ringwearer. Most people are afraid of pain.”

			“I don’t . . . What? Are you saying you hurt them on purpose?”

			“Like the Headmanson said, people know they have a choice. They tell us what we need to know, or they get hurt.”

			Again, I ran my tongue round inside my mouth, trying to moisten it.

			“Well, I don’t think these people should go to the Rock. Killers I could understand, but not people who’ve just heard a story. And anyway, Gela has been dead a long long time. How does anyone really know which of the stories about her is true? Like our Jeff used to say, the past keeps changing. You guys have one version of the story of Eden. The Davidfolk have another. These women have another again. How can you be sure which one is right? How can you be sure their story doesn’t come from Gela?”

			The Head Teacher’s face darkened, like it always did when I questioned whether he knew best. “Ringwearer, you must be careful careful what you say. Remember that you speak for Mother Gela, and people listen to every word. I hope you’re not suggesting that we teachers have got it wrong?”

			Greenstone came in now. “Oh, come on now, Teacher,” he said firmly. “It’s a big big thing to do for a human being on purpose, and Starlight has never seen it before. You can’t expect her not to be uneasy about it! It wouldn’t be human.”

			Teacher Michael shrugged and looked away. I’d been wishing that this journey could go on forever and never reach where it was going, but the dreadful edge of Steam Fall had already appeared ahead of us, and I could see the little shadowy shapes of thirty forty people there, black against the steam.

			The Head Teacher turned stiffly toward me. “I’m sorry if I was too hard on you, then, Ringwearer. It’s not your fault that some of the things you’ve been taught are wrong, and I can see that death might seem a harsh punishment to one who doesn’t yet understand the damage these people do to John’s great plan. I don’t ask you to say you agree with the punishment if you’re not ready to do so, but I do ask you to make clear that these whisperers do not speak for the Mother of Eden.”

			We climbed down from the car, and walked toward the peo­ple. There were about ten ringmen there, and a chief called Sky, and a bunch of small people come to watch, but I hardly noticed any of them because there in middle were two women with their hands tied behind their backs and pieces of plantstuff pulled tight across their mouths. One—­her name was Brightflame—­was an old stooped thing with white hair. The other, Sue, was about the same age as Glitterfish. She was a fat, dumpy little woman who looked like she might be a slowhead, and there were five fat little boys all around her, clinging to her and crying.

			“They’re both stonebreakers in the digs at Gerry Cave,” the Head Teacher said, glancing down at one of his barks. “As you can see, the woman Sue has five sons but no daughters. She appar­ently decided to tell the so-­called Secret Story to a niece whose dad was a ringman. The niece probably wouldn’t have told anyone, but someone had seen Sue talking to her and she was afraid of being reported, so she went and told her dad. The old woman is Sue’s mother. Sue tried at first to say that she’d heard the story from her great grandmother, who of course is conveniently dead, but they all do that, and we got the truth out of her in the end.”

			I could see the cuts and bruises on the younger woman’s head.

			“You need to let go of your mum now, boys,” a ringman told the children in a gentle voice, but they took no notice, and he and the other ringmen had to peel them off her one by one, while they kicked and scratched and screamed.

			When the two women were standing on their own, I walked forward. I touched their arms and then, although I hadn’t planned to do it, I kissed each of them on the cheek. As soon as I’d done it, I felt I’d done a horrible, stupid thing, though I couldn’t think what else I might have done.

			“Right then, you two,” the first ringman said to them. “Time to get you up on top, I’m afraid.”

			He spoke kindly to them, just as he’d spoken to their children, as if a kind voice could somehow make this right. The women shuf­fled forward and were gently helped up onto the top of that black rock by two more ringmen, who climbed up after them.

			“We watch from here, Starlight,” Greenstone said, pointing to a place on the edge, where a long branch had been set up to prevent us from falling over.

			I felt numb. It was like when you’ve been lying on your arm and it’s gone to sleep, but it wasn’t my arm but my mind that was all thick and useless. I walked with him to the edge. I looked down. It was one of those moments when the steam had blown aside and I could see straight away, I could numbly see, exactly why they used this particular spot, for there were none of those rocks sticking out from the side, and the drop went straight on down all the way to that brilliant orange fire.

			“Ringwearer?” I heard a voice saying, and I realized that some­one nearby had been trying to get my attention.

			“Starlight?” said Greenstone. “Can’t you hear? Teacher Michael is asking you to speak. It only needs to be a few words and, like he said, you don’t have to say you agree with the punishment.”

			“Speak?”

			I looked round and saw the ringmen and the little boys and all the other people behind them waiting for me.

			“It’s . . . It’s silly to believe a story just because it’s been passed down to you,” I began.

			“You need to speak louder, Starlight,” Greenstone murmured, “or no one will know you’re speaking at all.”

			I’d shrunk down inside myself, I realized, and my voice had shrunk with me. Now I stood up taller, took a deep breath, and made myself speak in the strong voice of the Ringwearer. At once my head cleared and words came.

			“It’s silly to pass on a story just because it’s been passed down to you from the past. You can’t really know if it comes from where it says it comes from, and you can’t know who may have changed it over the generations. The only way you can be sure a thing is true is . . .”

			I hesitated here. How could you be sure anything was true? And, Gela’s heart, why was I talking about this, anyway, when those poor women were standing there with that awful drop beneath them, and those little boys were waiting?

			“You often can’t be sure at all,” I said. “All you can do is decide for yourself whether a story is likely to be true. So I think these two women have been silly, but looking at them now, I’m not sure they’re all that smart. I’m quite sure they haven’t had a chance to read any of those barks full of knowledge the teachers have in the Teachinghouse, and I think maybe they just made a mistake. So . . . well, I’m the Ringwearer. I try to speak as Mother Gela would speak if she was here, and I try to remember that she’s the mother of us all: Johnfolk and Davidfolk, big people and small people, smart people and foolish people. And what I think is that she’d want her children to be given another chance, if she knew they weren’t too smart and had done a silly thing. That’s why I’m asking the ring­men here kindly to let these women get down from the Rock. If they promise never to whisper those stories again, I think we should let them go.”

			The little boys’ eyes were shining with hope, and though you couldn’t make out the two whisperers’ faces properly with that plantstuff round their mouths, I could see them relax and breathe. Even the ringmen looked relieved.

			I glanced toward Greenstone. He opened his mouth, but the Head Teacher spoke first.

			“Push them over, men.”

			And they did. They pushed them with the blunt ends of their spears, and the women fell backward over the edge.

			“Mum!” screamed one of the little boys.

			It was so loud, so piercing, that even through the roaring of that huge waterfall, it seemed to fill up the cave.

			I looked round at the boys’ faces—­I guess they were like my face that time I came back to the Sand and learned what had happened to my mum—­and then I looked down. Far far below us, those two women were still falling, already tiny, already far beyond the reach of anyone else, but still whole, still alive and thinking. And then suddenly, one after the other, they burst into flames.

			The sight of it made me throw up. My sick fell down after them through the steam.

			“How can the Head Teacher . . . ?”

			Greenstone was pale and trembling, and his hands gripping that branch were white white. “I . . .” he began.

			But the man himself was right behind me. “I’m afraid the rules are the rules, my dear. They can only be changed in Council. But you did well well, Ringwearer, for a first try at a difficult job. You made clear how foolish these stories are, and you made at least some attempt to explain why the knowledge of the Teachinghouse is superior. Even that bit at the end, well, we do want our mother to plead for mercy, don’t we? We do want her to be distressed. We want it, even if mercy can’t be given. So I think it was a nice touch, well judged even.”

			I was like one of those little wooden people we’d seen at Veekle­house: a little wooden Gela with strings pulled this way or that to suit the big men of New Earth. But, just like those poor dead women, I’d heard a story long ago that, however twisted and worn down it had become over the generations, might well have begun with Gela herself, the real Gela, the living woman called Angela Young, who came from a real place on Earth.

			That little boy was still screaming.



	

			Luke Snowleopard

			“Thank you for seeing me, Father,” I said to the chief.

			We were in a little stone house in forest, which he kept for hunting. I was standing in front of him. He was sitting in a big chair with a woollybuck skin thrown over it, looking me up and down.

			“You’re quite a fighter, from what I’ve heard.”

			I said that was nice of him and that I liked to think so.

			“Tell me . . . er . . . Snowleopard,” the chief said. “Why did you come here from Old Ground? I’d guess your work there was much the same as over here.”

			“I’ll tell you the truth, Chief. Me and my mates were bored. We’d got to talking to a few blokes from here who came over to trade, and it sounded as if this place might be interesting.”

			“And is it?”

			“I like it well enough, Father, but I’m not hard to please. A bit of meat, a fight now and again, a woman or two, and a drop of badjuice.”

			“Badjuice?”

			“You don’t have it over here, Father. It’s a kind of fruit juice that makes you feel happy.”

			“Ah, yes, I heard something about that. I guess you miss it, then?”

			“Oh, no, Father, my friends and I make it here. We brought some of the badjuice mud with us. You mix the stuff with fruit juice and let it sit for a while, and then it turns. You should try some, Father. It takes away your troubles. All the ringmen like it back at the Headmanhouse, though they can’t take much be­fore they fall down.”

			“So is there anything you miss on the other side? Friends, family?”

			He had a polished stick with a band of metal round the top of it, and he tapped it against his hand while we talked. Two of his own ringmen were waiting outside.

			“I’m not the family sort, really, Father. I guess I’ve got quite a few kids over there, but I’ve never bothered much with all that.”

			“And how does it feel to be with us Johnfolk, after being on David’s side all your life?”

			“It feels good, Father, if only because it’s a change. I’m going to tell you the truth: Johnfolk or Davidfolk, it doesn’t make much difference to me. I don’t really care about those old stories. I know you’ve got to have them to keep the women and kids happy, but for myself I don’t give a bat’s dick.”

			The chief found that funny. “Well, you say what you think, I will give you that.”

			“Not to everyone, Father, but somehow I had a feeling you’d know what I meant. John, David, Gela: They’re all just children’s stories as far as I’m concerned. Me and my mates like fighting, and we’ll fight hard for anyone who looks after us. So any old story you want us to stick up for, well just tell us which one, and we’ll do it.”

			“You know the Ringwearer, I believe?”

			“We knew her dad, Father. Blackglass, we called him.”

			“What was he like?”

			“Oh, you know, another fighting man: raised to be tough and hard, and not too bothered about anything. We knew her mum, too.”

			“Really? And what was she like?”

			“One word, Father: silly. But she was a good good slip.”

			The chief laughed at that.

			“Which I bet the girl is, too,” I added. “You should see the way she looks at me, Father.”

			“Speaking of slipping,” the chief said, “I understand you’ve been going with Firehand’s girl Purelight?”

			Tom’s dick. How did he bloody know? It was only last waking I’d first given her one.

			“That’s true, Father.”

			“So what’s the latest news on the Headman?”

			“Not many wakings now, Purelight says. The old guy can’t eat a thing anymore, and he can barely get enough air. . . . I must say, Father, I’m impressed you know already about me and Purelight. It’s only been a—”

			“I am well-­informed, Snowleopard, my friend, and I’d bear that in mind if you’re going to work for me. When I decide I need a listener in someone’s house, I always take on three four.”

			“That’s smart, Father. And am I right in thinking you won’t tell me who the others are?”

			“Well, of course.”

			“I understand, Father,” I said in my best sincere voice, “but you can trust me.”

			The chief laughed loudly at this, banging the end of his stick down on the stone floor. “I can trust you! You? Do you mean trust you like David Strongheart could trust you? Or like Firehand can trust you? Or do you perhaps mean like the Ring­wearer can trust you, who I hear speaks of you as her special friend and protector?”

			I laughed. The chief was a funny guy. I’d never really noticed that before. “Well, now you put it that way . . .”

			“Now I put it that way, you agree you can’t be trusted.”

			“You see right through me, Father.”

			“Well, I hope you see through me, too, my friend, because if you do, you’ll know how I treat people who let me down.”

			“I do see that, Father. I see a man who doesn’t hesitate and doesn’t hold back.”

			“Tell me something from the Headmanhouse that I don’t know.”

			“When the Ringwearer came back from the Rock last waking, she threw up all over the floor of the Tall Cave.”

			“Ha! She likes kissing holefaces well enough, and letting slow­heads try on the ring. But it seems this wasn’t so much fun.”

			“I guess not, Father, though I reckon her dad would have en­joyed it.”

			The chief wasn’t listening to me. “So she wants everyone to love her,” he said, looking down at the stick he was patting against his hand, “but she’s not so keen on the tough stuff. Pretty much like Greenstone. Well, that should make things easy.” He glanced up at my face with a faint little mocking smile. “Okay, good, I think we’re done here, Ringman Snowleopard. You know how to get hold of me, so make sure you do.”

			“Thank you, Chief Dixon, I will.”

			Part IV



	

			Julie Deepwater

			Me and Glitterfish took a boat out to gather nuts near the edge of forest. We waded waist-­deep, feeling down for the little bumps on the stems of the wavyweed, plucking them off, and tossing them into a bowl that we floated between us like a tiny kneeboat. Just nearby, only a few yards away, shone the open water, pink and green, and behind the pulsing of the trees we could hear the sigh sigh sigh of small waves breaking up as they reached the shallow water of the Grounds.

			“I’m seriously thinking of moving over to Mainground,” Glit­terfish said after a while. “Maybe try to be with that chap Tommy.”

			Tommy was one of the guards who had come over, that time Lucy did for the spearfish.

			“But Glits, it’s different between men and women over there. Here people slip together, make a baby, slip with other people, be friends. There, when you go with a guy you become his: his shelter­keeper, they call it over at Nob Head.”

			She shrugged. She was so much the opposite of me—­she set­tled so easily for things I would never never accept, and she lived for motherhood, which I’d never wanted at all—­yet in some ways we had a lot in common. We both liked quietness.

			“The way I figure it, Julie, if I’m going to have to live with guys with spears all round me, I may as well pick one of my own to protect me from the others. You said something not so different yourself. You said that if we ended up with guards here, you’d leave and go to Mainground.”

			“I did say that, but I didn’t mean that I’d become the woman of some guard!”

			Glits tossed a handful of nuts in the bowl and stood up straight to stretch her back.

			“Well, obviously not,” she said. “You don’t like to slip with men.”

			“But even if I did, Glits, I’d—”

			She didn’t let me finish. “If you went to Mainground, you’d have to live among guards. So you must have been thinking that you’d rather live among them there than here.”

			I combed my fingers through the shimmering weed.

			“Mainground’s a big big place,” I said. “There’s Davidfolk over much of it, but there’s Johnfolk, too, down alpway, and I’m quite sure there must be others who’ve kept themselves apart from all of that, just like us Kneefolk did. I just wouldn’t settle down until I’d found them.”

			“You could be wandering around all your life!”

			I laughed. “Well, that wouldn’t be so bad!” I took the bowl of nuts and tipped it into the bottom of the boat. “Glits,” I began in a completely different voice. “There’s . . . there’s something I meant to talk to you about. When my mum was alive she told me something, and she asked me to pass it on to my own daughter, but obviously I’m not going to—”

			I broke off because Glitterfish was laughing.

			“Are you going to tell me the Secret Story, Julie?”

			“You already know it?”

			“Oh, yes. My mum told it to me. She made quite a thing of it: how it made me special, how I mustn’t tell anyone at all, and spe­cially not Starlight.”

			“And you still remember it?”

			“I do. Mum made me go over and over it. She was proud proud that she knew it.”

			“I thought she might, actually. She used to hint sometimes about something special she knew that other people didn’t.”

			“That sounds like Mum.”

			“So she heard it from her mum, and my mum heard it from hers, and . . . let’s see . . . you’d have to go right back to my great grandmother, your great-­great grandmother, before you get to a woman who we both come from. It’s an old story, isn’t it?”

			“Well, it’s supposed to have come all the way from Gela.”

			“Do you believe that?”

			“I don’t see why not. I guess it might have changed a bit after all that time.”

			“We should compare what we’ve heard. See if we heard the same. I think it comes from Gela, too. You must tell it to your daugh­ters when you have them. Tell them from you and from me. There needs to be another story in the world, apart from the story about David and the story about John.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			The old story says that something changed inside Angela when she lost the ring. She’d been in Eden for many wombs by then. She’d had five kids. She’d understood that no one was going to come soon from Earth. She’d been making do with Tommy. You’d think, when she’d lost so much, that losing a little thing like that wouldn’t make so much difference. But she was like a boat that’s so low in the water that all it takes to sink it is one more stone.

			I had a moment like that, too, but it wasn’t such a small thing. It was the death of those two stonebreakers. The sight of them falling falling falling, that long long time they were still alive, still whole, but beyond the reach of anyone: It went round and round in my head. And I kept thinking about how I’d been used, like a little wooden Gela, and about how, when it came to it, I’d been ignored.

			Two three times on the way back to Edenheart, the Head Teacher tried to make cheerful conversation—­“Rather fuggy in the Cave this waking, don’t you think, Ringwearer? Rather fuggy and warm”—­but neither me nor Greenstone would answer him.

			“I really need to talk with you about this,” I said to Greenstone as we jumped down from the car.

			The Head Teacher climbed down awkwardly after us, groaning and wheezing, with two big ringmen to stop him from falling. “I’m getting old, I’m afraid. Ha! Old and fat and stiff.” 

			Neither of us even looked at him. 

			“We will talk,” Greenstone told me. “I want to talk to you, too, but I can’t right now.” 

			There were flower chiefs waiting for him in the Red Cave who’d traveled in specially from their grounds to tell him they were no less important than metal chiefs, and to ask what he was going to give them. He had to go and meet them if he didn’t want to add to their sense of grievance. 

			So I was on my own. Or I was on my own in one sense, anyway. In another way, I wasn’t alone at all, and couldn’t be alone even if I wanted to be, for inside the House, helpers were around me always, ready to run for whatever it was that I wanted, and, outside the House, ringmen were always there to protect me against the love of the small people. 

			“Mother, can I fetch you something to eat?” a helper asked me anxiously when I seemed to be standing there in the Tall Cave with no purpose. 

			“Mother, shall I call Quietstream?” 

			“Perhaps you’d like your reading barks, Mother?” 

			There were always people around me, always, but I’d learned to ignore their presence, as they themselves ignored the silent bats that crept around beneath them. I could be with them and still feel like I was alone. But now they got on my nerves. I waved them away impatiently, striding through the Tall Cave into the blue cave that lay behind it, and then into the red one beyond that. More helpers came running forward, but I stilled them with the ring as a mother might quiet a fretful child with her breast. 

			“Now leave me,” I told them. 

			There must be more than one way to play old Firehand’s game, I kept thinking as I went back and forth through the House. There had to be some way for me and Greenstone to stay on top of things, without having to do for people who’d done nothing wrong.

			I had to keep moving. If I’d been on Grounds I’d have taken out a boat and paddled till I felt calmer, but here all I could do was go back and forth between the different wallcaves. I went into every single one of them that was on the ground and then—­something I’d never done before—­I began to climb one of the ladders to the floors above. Only ringmen and helpers normally ever went up there, and now they stared in amazement and dismay as I came up among them.

			“Can we help you, Mother?”

			“Have you lost your way?”

			On the top floor was the small cave where the Time Counter stood: two metal bowls, one above the other, their outer surfaces the shiny red of polished redmetal, their insides a pale, scabby green. The upper bowl was counting out the seconds into the lower one—­drip—­drip—­drip—­drip—­while the Timekeeper sat beside them on a stool, watching the water level rise toward the mark of the Fourth Horn. He was a bald, middle-­aged man who looked a bit like my uncle Dixon, and it took him a few heartbeats before he recognized me.

			“Ringwearer!” he gasped and, in his haste to kneel and kiss the ring, he tripped over his own metal horn, sending it clattering noisily across the stone floor.

			I smiled as his bald gray head bent over my hand. I had power. I had power in my own right. The big people of New Earth might think they could control me. They might think they could force me to tell their story for them, as if my arms and legs were made of nothing but wood and string, but every small person in Eden­heart thought I was wonderful, every small person would happily do whatever Mother Gela asked.

			I patted the Timekeeper’s head.

			“Blow the horn!” I told him.

			“But Mother,” he exclaimed, “it’s not yet time!”

			“Blow it anyway. Blow the Fourth Horn. I’ll take responsibility for it.”

			Trembling, he picked up his metal horn and went to the wind­hole. He glanced back at me, thinking perhaps that I was only hav­ing a joke with him, or maybe that I’d gone mad, but I nodded to tell him to go ahead. He reluctantly lifted it to his lips.

			Parp.

			“Blow it properly. I promise you won’t be blamed.”

			He lifted the horn again.

			Paaaarp-­Paaaarp-­Paaaarp-­Paaaarp! Paaarp-­Paaarp-­Paaarp-­Paaarp!

			There was a silence beneath us for a few seconds, silence but for the humming of the Great Cave. And then, from down below in Edenheart, came an answering horn:

			Paaaarp-­Paaaarp-­Paaaarp-­Paaaarp! Paaarp-­Paaarp-­Paaarp-­Paaarp!

			I went to the windhole, leaned out, looked out at the houses of Edenheart laid out below me like little toys, and listened as the other horns, up and down the caves, repeated what the Head­man­house had begun:

			Paaaarp-­Paaaarp-­Paaaarp-­Paaaarp! Paaarp-­Paaarp-­Paaarp-­Paaarp!

			The Timekeeper was listening to it, too, with his horn still in his hands. I winked at him, and his face suddenly broke into a grin, like a little boy whose mum has suddenly done some wonderful and outrageous thing.

			It was pointless, of course, and it changed nothing, but I felt a little stronger as I climbed back down the ladder, like I’d proved something to myself.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			Soon as I’d finished with the chiefs, helpers came to tell me about Starlight. Whole House was fretting and running about like a nest of glitterbirds that have spotted a treefox.

			“We’re worried she’s unwell, Father!”

			“She’s been up the ladders, Father!”

			“She made the Timekeeper blow Fourth Horn way way too early!”

			I pretended to frown, but inside I laughed. Only Starlight would have thought of altering the flow of my dad’s precious time!

			“Well, why don’t you take me to her?”

			She was in the Writingcave, sitting at a table under one of the trees, pretending to read a bark under that big map of Eden. She’d sent away all the helpers.

			“Whole House is in a state, Starlight!” I told her. “No one knows which horn they’re in, or what they’re supposed to be doing!”

			She ignored what I’d said completely. “I’ve been figuring it all out, Greenstone. There are two sorts of power in the world: the sort that comes from force, and the sort that comes from love. You might say the first sort is man’s power, and the second sort is woman’s power, not that women can’t be forceful or men can’t be loving, not that some men aren’t kinder than some women, or that some women aren’t more forceful than some men. But men are usually stronger and bigger than women, and only women have breasts and wombs. And . . .”

			I could see why she’d worried the helpers so much. She was talking at double the normal speed, her brain running so fast that her mouth could hardly keep up.

			A helper brought food, and I told her to leave it for us and wait outside the door to make sure no one disturbed us.

			“Starlight, dear,” I said. “Did you not want us to talk about what happened at the Rock?”

			Anger flashed in her eyes. “I am talking about that, Greenstone. That’s exactly what I’m talking about. What happened at the Rock this waking is two women were thrown to the fire for daring to listen to words that came to them from women and not from men.”

			“Yes, but—”

			She held up her hand to stop me. “No! Wait! Let me say what I have to say. I don’t know if the story those women told was true, but it’s certainly older than your New Earth stories about President being a man, or President being Gela’s dad.”

			Mother of Eden, this was dangerous stuff. I looked round to make sure that the helper was out of hearing.

			“How do you figure that out?”

			“Because no one outside of New Earth thinks that President was a man, but there are whisperers on both sides of the Pool.”

			“Really? I’ve never heard of—”

			“Well, I have. So it figures, doesn’t it? The story that whisperers tell goes back to before the time when your precious John crossed the water. The story about President being a man only began after the crossing.”

			“Well, that doesn’t mean their story is true and ours isn’t. We’ve discovered how to make metal since then, we know all sorts of things that people didn’t used to know over on Old Ground.”

			“Never mind which story is true. What I want to know is why you New Earth men think it’s so terrible for women to hear a story that men didn’t tell them?”

			Again I looked round at the door.

			“Speak more quietly, dear,” I told her, putting my hand on hers. “I am listening, I promise, and I’m interested, but please please speak more quietly.”

			“The way I figure it, here in New Earth, men’s power has won out over women’s power, just like it’s done on Mainground. But men still fear women’s power. No one ever forgets their mother’s power to give them nourishment or withhold it. And men specially don’t forget it, because they never grow into women themselves, and never lose a child’s craving for the comfort of women’s bodies.”

			“Slow down, Starlight, slow down. You’re talking so so fast.”

			“Mothers have great great power, Greenstone, and Gela was the mother of everyone. So what you guys have done is to capture Gela and make her say what you want her to say, just like you capture leopards, and cage them, and make them sing. That’s what the Ringwearer is, isn’t she? The power of women in a cage. Well, I’m not doing it anymore. You can threaten to chuck me from the Rock, if you like, but even so, I won’t do it.”

			She was close to tears. My hand still lay over hers and I squeezed it gently. “Don’t make me into your enemy, Starlight. Remember I loved you because you were different? It’s hard hard to change things in a ground like this, but we can—”

			“It’s just an excuse, Greenstone, to say it’s hard to change things.”

			“No, it’s a fact. To change things you need power and, as my dad told me so many times, if you’re going to hold on to power, then you have to play the power game, give up everything except the game, and throw away whatever might get in the way of winning. If you start thinking about anything other than winning, someone will come along who’s willing to play the game harder than you. And that makes it difficult to—”

			“What’s the point of power, if you have to give up everything else to get it?”

			“Let me speak for a moment, Starlight. I said it was difficult, but I didn’t say we shouldn’t try. I just beg you—”

			I stopped because a helper had come running in.

			“It’s your father, Headmanson. He’s asking for you. Purelight says he’s not got long to go.”



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			I was visiting my grandchildren upcave when the mother decided to bring forward the Fourth Horn. We all felt worried when we heard it. We all knew it was blowing too early. We all wondered what it meant.

			“I’ll go back,” I said to my daughters. “There must be some­thing wrong.”

			I’d hardly got inside the Headmanhouse when I was told that the Headmanson had been called to his father and that he’d asked me to go to the Ringwearer in the Writingcave.

			“The Headman is dying,” the other helpers told me, “and the mother’s gone crazy.”

			I ran straight to her. She was sitting at a table by herself under a tree, food in front of her that she hadn’t touched. Beautiful beau­tiful, she looked, all alone in that pure white light, like a woman from Earth.

			“Mother, is everything all right with you? The Headmanson thought you could do with company.”

			She’d turned impatiently toward me when I came in, but as soon as she saw it was me, all the irritation went from her face.

			“Oh, Quietstream! I’m so glad it’s you!”

			She wasn’t far from tears, and I could tell that what she really wanted was for me to take her in my arms. I hesitated—it didn’t seem right—but how could I say no? 

			Oh, how she melted against me! How she clung! 

			“I tried to stop them, Quietstream, I really did, but they pushed those poor women off the cliff and I saw the fire take them.” 

			“Hush, hush, little Mother, I know, I know,” I murmured, hold­ing her tightly, just like I’d hugged my own little grandson earlier that waking, when he’d fallen and grazed his knee. “I know, I know, I know,” I whispered over and over, rocking gently back and forth, while the mother wept. “I know you tried to stop them.” 

			She pulled back from me. 

			“How do you know?” she demanded. 

			“One of the ringmen who was there is a friend of mine, Mother. He told me you asked for them to be given another chance. And everyone thought they’d be given one, too, until the Head Teacher—” 

			“Hateful hateful man. What he says is true must be true, and everyone who disagrees with him must be killed.” 

			“Hush, hush,” I said, pulling her back against me. “Hush, hush, little Mother.” 

			I glanced over her shoulder. What she’d just said wasn’t at all a good thing to say, and you could never be alone in the Headman-house. Sure enough, a helper was waiting in the door, a little pale wispy-haired girl called Tina. Her mouth was wide open with shock at the sight of the mother of all of us being comforted like a child in the arms of a helper like herself. I dismissed her with a sideways jerk of my head. 

			“I’ll take you up to your sleeping cave, Mother,” I said, “and you can bathe in the warm water. That will make you feel better.” 

			She let me lead her to the water like a little child, but when I began to rub her shoulders, she turned her sharp sharp eyes on my face. 

			“Greenstone says that if you want power, you have to give your­self up completely to power, and forget everything else. But why would anyone want power if that’s all it is? What would be the point of it? Why go to all that trouble?” 

			I’d often asked myself the same question, watching the chiefs and their women, worrying and fretting over who was on top and who was falling behind. 

			“I don’t know, Mother. Perhaps it’s one of those things that people want for their own sake? Like food, or a slip? But it’s not for me to say.” 

			“When John first came here, all those generations past, how many people did he have with him?” 

			“They say eighty-two, Mother.” 

			“And how many chiefs?” 

			“The story says six, apart from First John himself.” 

			“So each was chief of only about eleven twelve others.” 

			“I suppose so, Mother.” 

			“They couldn’t have been big men like they are now, then, could they?” Again, she turned and looked at me. “I mean, if John and those six chiefs had tried to make the others do something they didn’t want to do, they’d just have laughed. ‘There are more than seventy of us,’ they’d have said, ‘and only seven of you! Why do you think you can make us do anything?’ ” 

			She shrugged my hands impatiently off her shoulders and began to climb out of the pool. She wasn’t in the mood for sitting still. 

			“And when you think about it, what’s really changed? There are still only a few big people, and still a whole lot of small people. Why do you small people let yourselves be pushed around like this?” 

			I look round anxiously at the door again as I dried her. I could see why people said the mother had gone crazy. Hadn’t she just seen for herself what happened to folk who talked as she was talk­ing now? 

			“Mother, you should try to rest yourself and think about other things.” 

			“Think about other things? I’m supposed to be the Ringwearer, aren’t I? I’m supposed to be the mother of everyone. Does a mother stand by while people mistreat her kids?” 

			“No, Mother, but—” 

			But then a drum began to beat, and horns began to blow, and a loud voice called out from the Tall Cave. I knew what it would say before I’d heard a single word. 

			“The Headman has gone! Headman Firehand has died!” 

			I tried to carry on drying her, but I was shaking badly. Then the tears came and I couldn’t even see what I was doing. I’d worked for the Headman since I was a little girl. I’d looked after his house-woman, and I’d cared for his son from the waking he was born. And then there were those times that he’d taken me to bed with him. Everyone feared him, but he’d sucked on my breasts like a child.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			One moment it had been my dad, struggling fiercely like he al­ways did, all on his own. Next moment it was a pale damp slab of meat. Purelight was there, and a healer, and they both looked round at me to see how I would react, but my eyes were dry and the doors of my heart had closed up tightly, like the big doors of the Headmanhouse. I didn’t feel anything at all for that pale thing lying on the bed.

			Mother of Eden, I’d wished for his death many many times, but as much as I’d wanted it, I’d also dreaded it because of the burden that would fall on me from that moment on. Well, that moment was now here. I was Headman of Edenheart and New Earth, and I decided I’d start by being as hard and cold as the old man himself.

			“Get the body washed and made ready for the funeral,” I told Purelight, “and have the topman send riders out to the chiefs and teachers with the news.”

			Purelight bowed her head, but she still hung back, peeking slyly at my face. I had a reputation among the helpers for being soft, for showing my feelings as my father never did. No doubt she was expecting, if not tears, then a trembling lip or a wobbly voice, which she could report to the other helpers.

			“Hurry up, please,” I told her. “And have someone find the Ringwearer. I’ll meet her in the Red Cave, and she and I are to be left alone.”

			“Headman,” the healer said as Purelight went out—­and it was strange strange to hear that word—­“Headman, can I help you in any way? Sometimes the grief—”

			No doubt the old fool had some cure for grief in his bag that worked just as well as his cures for the lung sickness. Luckily, I had no need for it. My heart was as still and cold as the Dark Mountains above us, where the snowleopards waited for their prey.

			“I’m fine,” I told him. “You can leave now. I’ll have the topman give you your metal later this waking.”

			I stood by myself in front of my father’s corpse, enjoying the feeling of not feeling anything, and enjoying, too, the knowledge that helpers and ringmen would be peeking at me from the doors right now and seeing me not feeling anything. It made me feel powerful.

			When Starlight came to find me, I was sitting in my father’s stone seat, or the seat that had been my father’s. She frowned as she studied my face from across the cave, dismissing the helper who’d brought her to me with a backward wave of her hand. How quickly she’d grown used to ordering people about! How good at it she’d become!

			“Have the ringmen at the doors make sure that no one disturbs us,” she called back as she advanced toward me, watching my face all the time.

			I smiled. “Here, Starlight, you can sit beside me. These are our seats now. We can use them whenever we want.”

			She nodded and, still not taking her eyes off mine, she took the seat that had been empty since my mum’s death.

			“Everyone expects to see me grieve for the old slinker,” I said, “but why would I? He showed me no love at all.”

			“Not even once?”

			I wished she hadn’t asked me that, because straight away I real­ized that there was one time. I’d cherished it over many many hun­dredwakes, turning it over wonderingly in my mind. It was when I was a little boy, walking across some stony ground beside the river with my mother and father, whereabouts exactly I couldn’t say, but I think it was near the Fall.

			“Look, Greenstone!” my mother said. “There’s a bluefish come out onto the rocks. If you run you might catch it.”

			I ran, but I tripped up almost at once, grazing my hands and my knees and even my nose. I didn’t cry, because I knew my father didn’t like tears. I just picked myself up. Of course the fish had heard me and dived into the water, so I turned back to my mum and dad.

			“Good boy,” my dad said. “That’s a brave little man.”

			There must have been hundreds of people who’d shown me more kindness than that, yet as soon as I remembered it, the doors inside me swung open and the tears came.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			The Headmanhouse was made by building a wall across the open­ing of a side cave. At the back of it, there was another wall, and beyond that, the side cave went back without walls for maybe half a mile to the hole in the roof where the water came down from the mountains above. There were no bucks or other animals still living there except for the odd small bat that came down from out top, but trees and starflowers still grew on the banks of the stream, making the cave warm and light. It was here that the Headmen and Ringwearers of New Earth were buried, not under piles of stones as they buried people on Mainground, but under big square slabs of rock that were built round them like a kind of box, with their names scratched on the top. There was a whole row of these stone boxes, stretching away upcave from the boxes of John Redlan­tern and Brightflame, which were bigger than all the others, and painted in bright colors.

			Now all the chiefs and teachers gathered there, and their housewomen and sons and daughters, and the ringmen and help­ers from the Headmanhouse. There were a bunch of underteach­ers, too, and a hundred or so small people the chiefs had brought in from their grounds. Four ringmen carried Firehand’s body out from the Headmanhouse to the box that had been prepared for him next to Greenstone’s mother. Pale as a dead spearfish, he was lying on a wooden bed in a blue longwrap sewn with many metal badges, and on his head was the Headman’s hat.

			I’d never seen the hat before, and I’d expected polished metal and colored plantstuff, but it was just a dried old buckskin cap, black with age. It didn’t need metal and fancy colors, though, be­cause its power came from being a thing out of an old story, like the ring, or the Veekle, or the Circle of Stones. It was the same hat that John Redlantern had been wearing when Brightflame met him beside Brown River.

			In front of the stone box the ringmen paused, and the Head Teacher took the hat from the old man’s head before they lowered him into it. A hornman in red blew a long, low note.

			“Firehand goes to meet President,” called out the Head Teacher in a weird singsong voice.

			The hornman blew another blast.

			“. . . and Harry and Tommy,” called out the Head Teacher.

			Another blast.

			“. . . and Mother Gela and John.”

			Now all the chiefs and teachers came forward to take hold of the heavy stone lid of the box and lift it over the top of the old man. And that was the end of Firehand’s time in the light of Eden, and the beginning of his time in darkness. Almost all the small people were crying—­I suppose to them Firehand himself was something out of a story—­but the chiefs’ and teachers’ eyes were dry.

			When Firehand was under the stone, we all went down to the Meeting Ground, where a crowd of people was already gathered and, on the raised-­up floor in front of the whitelantern trees, the Head Teacher placed the Headman’s hat on Greenstone’s head and Greenstone promised to carry on the work of his great-­great grandfather John, be a good son to Mother Gela, and protect New Earth and its rules. Everyone cheered and clapped.

			“The new Headman of Edenheart and New Earth!” the Head Teacher called out, and three hornmen blew loudly together.

			Greenstone had told me I had to speak now, both as his house­woman and as the Ringwearer, the mother of all of them, even Greenstone himself. I went to the front of the wooden floor and raised my hands for quiet.

			“This is a good man,” I told them. “He will do his best to look after you. And you must all do your best to help him, as I’ll try to help him, too. You must all listen carefully to what he says, and what he asks of you.”

			There was a big cheer. The small people loved me, but they liked Greenstone, too: He had a reputation for being friendly and kind. There was power here, I thought as I stepped back so that Greenstone could speak. We had power, just from being ourselves, that me and him could build on.

			There was more feasting after that, more music and dancing and leopards in cages. When we lay down at last in our bed, it was already more than halfway to First Horn, but I couldn’t help my­self from speaking to the new Headman about the things I’d been holding inside my head.

			“If we get our power from the chiefs, and they get their power from the small people, then our power comes from the small peo­ple, too. We just need to find a way of reaching out to the small people over the heads of the big ones. It shouldn’t be too hard. You always say how impossible it is to please the chiefs and teachers because they already have so much and yet still always want more. But it should be easy to please the small people, because they have so so little, and expect so little, too. And on top of that, they like us. 

			They like us both.” 

			“It’s harder than you think, Starlight.” 

			“But not impossible. And like I said before, I can’t go on being Ringwearer if that means having to pretend that Mother Gela wants women shoved off cliffs, or forest people forced to dig for metal they don’t even get to keep.” 

			“I know, I know, I’m just saying that—” 

			“You’ve grown up with this, and so of course it seems to you that this is just how things have to be, but when you come from a different place, like I do, you can see that all these arrangements you have—the chiefs, the teachers, the ringmen, the Rock, the Council: all of it—are just . . . just made-up things. I’m not saying ev­erything was great on our Grounds, but we fed ourselves and sorted out our disagreements, and got in all the skins and blackstone we needed, without chiefs or teachers or any of this stuff you have in New Earth. People here have just got used to all that, so they’ve started to think of it as something unchanging, like trees, and fire, and water. But really it isn’t so.” 

			He lay silently under the skins with his face turned away from me. The tree pulsed, the stream trickled into the pool, and distant voices echoed through the caves from somewhere on far side of the House. I remembered that his dad had died only two wakings ago, and that he’d just become Headman of all New Earth without choosing it or wanting it at all. 

			“You’re too tired for talking, aren’t you?” 

			“Yes, Starlight, I am tired tired tired.”



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			A new Headman always calls a Council ten wakings after putting on the hat, and he always makes some new rules there to show he’s his own man. So, of course, as soon as my dad was in his box, chiefs and teachers came to visit me, all through every waking, to tell me exactly what those new rules should be. But me and Star­light figured out rules of our own, and in a couple of wakings, I would have the job of telling them all.

			This wasn’t going to be like last Council, when I gave them stuff they wanted and felt strong. That had seemed hard at the time, but the only hard part was that I didn’t give all of them everything they asked for. No, this time I was going to sit there on my own and tell them things that most of them would hate, and the thought of it made me feel weak and small. I did my best to hide from Starlight just how much I feared it—­she didn’t seem to feel that same kind of fear—­but I found it hard to sleep, hard to eat, hard even to listen when people spoke to me.

			“I’ll ride round my friends,” I told Starlight. “I’ll prepare them in advance. I think just this time it’s best I go alone.”

			I set off on a buck with just four ringmen riding with me, and went straight to Chief Earthseeker. As soon as he saw me, he had his helpers fetch fishing strings and floats and hooks, and took me out to a favorite fishing spot of ours. It was a place where a small side stream came down into his cave from a crack in the roof, de­scending to the cave’s main stream in a series of little waterfalls and pools. One of the pools was deeper and wider than the others, and that’s where we headed. There was only one path to it, and Earth­seeker had his ringmen guard it so we couldn’t be disturbed. Then there was just me and the old chief, with nothing else for company but the sound of water and the pulsing trees.

			“So what’s your problem, Headman Greenstone?” he said as we settled down side by side on a rock, fixing meat onto our hooks and throwing them out into the glittering water.

			Back when I was a kid, this would have been the beginning of two three hours of happiness, listening to his stories, talking about fishing, or just sitting together in silence and enjoying the feeling of being alive. But it wasn’t like that now. I knew quite well that Earthseeker wouldn’t like what I had to say.

			“When new Council meets,” I said, “I want to make some new rules, which most of the chiefs won’t like. Probably not even you. And I’d like to give you a new job, too.”

			“I see,” said Earthseeker. “Well, you’d better tell me, then.”

			His tone was guarded, and the longer I spoke, the tenser he became, specially when I told him this would only be the first of sev­eral Councils, and that later on we planned to change the Council itself, bringing in topmen, ringmen, and other small people. Chief Earthseeker always treated his own small people with respect, re­membering their names, asking after their children, making sure they were looked after when they were too old to work, but that didn’t mean he thought that small people should have more power.

			“These are big big changes, Greenstone,” he said, pulling his hook in and throwing it back out again. “Most chiefs will be strongly strongly against them, and there will be a lot more talk than there already is about whether you should be Headman at all.”

			Hmmmmph hmmmmph hmmmmph went the trees around us. A nearby spiketree released some hot steam with a long, slow sigh.

			“Is there a lot of that talk?”

			Many different kinds of trees crowded round the pool and hung their lanterns over the water, so that the ripples from the little waterfall that fed it kept changing as they spread across the surface: white, blue, red, yellow.

			“I’m afraid so, Greenstone. No one I speak to admits that it’s their own view, of course, because they know I’m your friend, but nearly everyone is keen to tell me that it’s what all the others are saying.”

			This was scary news, of course, even if not surprising, but I tried not to show my anxiety.

			“Well, that’s exactly why we need to start to make these changes. The chiefs are supposed to help me, not be their own little head­men in their own grounds, but if they won’t accept that, then I have to go over their heads and appeal directly to the small people.”

			Again, this obviously troubled him a great deal, and it was some time before he answered me, his breath whistling in and out of his big, strong lungs as he tugged his hook about in the water, trying to tempt a fish.

			“I don’t say the chiefs get everything right, Greenstone,” he said at last, “but the small people need chiefs. They wouldn’t sort out metaldigs on their own. They wouldn’t make plant­stuff. Things like that take lots of people working together with someone on top organizing them. New Earth needs chiefs like a body needs a head.”

			“They don’t have chiefs where Starlight comes from.”

			He just shrugged at that, and then we sat silently for a bit, not easily and comfortably as we’d done in the past, but with a big, painful gap between us. Again and again we impatiently pulled in our hooks and threw them out again, unable to enjoy the slow slow pleasure of just sitting and watching and waiting.

			“Perhaps I shouldn’t be Headman,” I said at length. “Perhaps Starlight and me should get in a boat and go back across the water to somewhere where they won’t know who we are.”

			As I’d guessed, he didn’t like that at all, and his big face dark­ened. “Dixon would probably be made Headman, then,” he said in a tight, stiff voice. “Is that what you want?”

			Something tugged at my hook and I pulled in a mudfish. Its six little arms waved about frantically as I took the little green hook out of its mouth and tossed it back. “No, it’s not what I want.” I put more meat onto my hook and threw it out again. “Dad said I should put Dixon to the Rock if he gave me any cause for it. Maybe that’s the answer.”

			“And make poor Lucy live all over again what your father put her through? You couldn’t do that, Greenstone.”

			“No, I couldn’t, but if I’m going to do things a different way, then I’ll need your help. I have to get power from somewhere.”

			The old chief tugged at his fishing string to make the meat move in the water. “Well, you can have my help,” he said at length. “I won’t pretend I’m comfortable with your ideas, but you’re my Greenstone, and you’re the Headman, and I’ll back you in every way I can.”

			I put my arm round his big shoulders to tell him thank you. It was a generous thing he was doing, risking his own position among the big people of New Earth, for the sake of a plan that he himself wouldn’t have chosen, and I felt bad for even asking it of him, spe­cially as there was more to come.

			“You’re a good boy, Greenstone,” he said gruffly, “and I know each Headman has to find his own way of doing things.”

			“Well, let me tell you my way, then. In this first Council, I’m going to say there’ll be no more bringing in of forest people for the present. I shouldn’t have agreed to that in first place, and I don’t want chiefs to be able to build up their power that easily.”

			The chief nodded. He could live with that. He wasn’t the kind to force people to work for him at spearpoint, and he didn’t need any more small people himself. “Okay, but the metal chiefs aren’t going to be happy, so you’ll—”

			“So I’ll need to find a way of keeping them in line. Yes, and that’s where your new job comes in. Remember how I made Dixon the Pool Chief?” I said. “Well, I want you to be the Ground Chief.”

			He laughed uncomfortably. “What’s a Ground Chief?”

			“I want you to be in charge of all the ringmen when they’re in the caves or the digs.”

			He was so surprised by this that he stopped right in the middle of throwing out his hook. “I appreciate the honor, Greenstone, but do you honestly think the other chiefs will let me take charge of their ringmen?”

			“I’m not trying to stop the chiefs being chiefs, Earthseeker. I’m just trying to go back to how it was in time of John, when chiefs were there to help him, not to tell him what to do. And to do that, I need there to be someone, apart from me, who talks to all the ringmen from all the caves, so they can think of themselves as being New Earth ringmen, and not just Dixon’s ringmen, or Gerry’s ringmen, or your ringmen. First thing I want to do after the Council is for you and me to bring all the topmen together at the Headmanhouse, without their chiefs, and agree some rules for all of them, right across New Earth.”

			He finally threw out his hook. “You’re trying to stop the chiefs being able to come against you, like they did in the time of Head­man Roger?”

			“Exactly, because that’s what they more or less threaten, every time I do something they don’t like.”

			“Okay, but you do know that it’s not just a question of telling them new rules? People don’t really think about what the rules are; they think about who it’s safest to follow. You need to persuade the ringmen and their topmen that you’re the man worth following, not their chiefs, if it comes down to a choice.”

			“Well, that’s what I hope you’ll help us with. But we’ve got an­other plan, too. Me and Starlight are going to travel round the houseplaces in the caves and out top, making friends with the ring­men and small people and getting them on our side. I think I’m quite popular already with the small people, and of course they absolutely love Starlight.”

			Earthseeker smiled. “Well, that is certainly true. My people are crazy about her. Would you believe, some of them even say that just being near her makes illnesses go away?”

			I’d never heard that, and for some reason it moved me so much that, just for a moment, I felt as if I might weep.

			“Another idea I had,” I said quickly, to move the subject on, “was that we’d show our friendship to the topmen by giving each of them, say, ten cubes every hundredwake on top of what their own chiefs give them.”

			Earthseeker frowned. “But where will the extra metal come from, Greenstone? You’ve just told me the metal chiefs aren’t going to be allowed to bring in any more help in their digs.”

			I felt myself reddening. It was such an obvious point. To give something to anyone, you had to take it from someone else. That was almost the first rule of being Headman.

			“Well, obviously that’s something to think about later,” I said. “I guess one way would be to give up the plan to take back Old Ground. Then we wouldn’t need so much metal for spears and masks and arrowheads.”

			“But that would—”

			“I know. That would make the chiefs even angrier with me than they already are.”

			Earthseeker chuckled. “Yes, and you’ll probably have upset them enough for the time being. Only thing I will say is that you haven’t done anything yet to upset the teachers.”

			Not yet, I thought. Not until they hear that we’re no longer going to send whisperers to the Rock.

			But I didn’t tell him that. I felt that he’d also had enough for the time being.

			After I left Earthseeker, I went to see my friends Roger at Glass Cave and John at his dig out top. They both told me they agreed completely that we should give more power to the small people, and take some away from the biggest chiefs, but when I asked them for support in Council, they were careful careful not to commit them­selves to anything that might make them unpopular with the other chiefs. Even Teacher Harry, back in Edenheart, who was maybe my best friend when I was little, said he’d rather not vote against all the other teachers in the Teachinghouse, seeing as he had to work alongside them every waking.

			“Truth is, Starlight,” I said when I got back to the Headman­house, “there are big people who like us, and there are certainly big people who don’t like Dixon and his friends, but no one wants a fight, and no one wants to risk the fire.”

			“Does it have to be a fight, though, Greenstone?” she said as we sat on her bed with a chessboard between us. “The chiefs need ringmen if they’re going to fight. We’ve already got all the ringmen in Edenheart, and we’ve got Earthseeker’s ringmen, and surely we can rely on your other friends at least not to send their ringmen against us, even if they don’t want to help? So now all we’ve got to do is persuade the other ringmen that it’s best to side with us or not take sides at all. I reckon we’re nearly there. Ringmen are small people, aren’t they, and the small peo­ple know we’re on their side. We just need to build on that by traveling round the caves and the ground up top, telling people what we’ll do for them if they help us.”

			“You make it sound so easy, Starlight dear, but I’m not looking forward to this Council one bit.”

			Starlight laughed. “Well, I’ll tell you what will help. Don’t look at them as scary chiefs and teachers; don’t look at them as your dad’s friends and enemies; look at them as funny pale little bearded creatures from a faraway place, hiding down a hole in the ground.”



	

			Lucy Johnson

			When Dixon came back from the Council in Edenheart, a bat was standing in his way with a jug of water, and he kicked the bat right across the floor. Then a helper asked him if he wanted anything and he bellowed at her that what he wanted was for stupid small people to leave him alone. He could be kind kind sometimes, but the whole house dreaded him when he was like this, and I dreaded it more than anyone. Sometimes he’d hit me. Sometimes he’d make me bend over for him so he could get rid of some of his tension with his dick, coldly and angrily shoving himself into me and then walking away, complaining that I was cold like stone, and why couldn’t I ever give him love?

			But they say it’s better to face a leopard than show it your back, so I went to him where he was sitting in his writingcave, slapping that stick of his against the palm of his hand.

			“Some bad person has annoyed my lovely, smart Dixon,” I whis­pered to him.

			I knew it comforted him to be made to feel big. He was like a child who must be told how strong he is when he lifts up some small stone, or what a brave brave hunter he is when he catches some little crawling creature: like a child, but big, and with muscles much stronger than mine.

			He glanced up at me. “Well done, Einstein,” he growled.

			He didn’t say anything else. It was my job to coax the rest out of him, so he could call me a fool if I guessed wrong and be sarcastic if I guessed right.

			“I guess maybe Greenstone?”

			“Of course bloody Greenstone, woman. That’s who I’ve just been to meet!”

			He slapped the stick fiercely against his hand. I wished he’d put it down. Once twice he’d used it to lash out at me.

			“We should have stopped him being Headman in first place,” Dixon growled. “We should have faced him out that first Council after he came back with the fishing girl. Or pushed him out as soon as the old slinker died. But Gerry insisted on caution, didn’t he? ‘He’s no threat to us,’ he said. ‘He’s more of a woman than a man. We can walk all over him, and let him build his own grave.’ Stupid bloody Gerry.”

			“So . . . Greenstone has done something bad?”

			“Oh, well done, woman! John’s walk, you’re smart this waking. You are smart smart. Maybe you should be chief in my place?”

			He stood up suddenly—­I tried hard not to flinch—­but, to my relief, he didn’t come toward me, just paced about, still hitting that stick against his hand.

			“Yeah, he’s ‘done something bad.’ ” Dixon copied the way I’d said the words in a silly, dumb voice like a slowhead. “He’s got more of his dad in him than we thought. Which I warned Gerry about. ‘The Headman’s hat can change a man’ were my exact words. Mind you, I reckon the fishing girl has got a lot to do with it. Greenstone may be more of a man than we thought he was, but there’s no doubt that she’s tougher than he is, the little slinker. And of course she’s got Greenstone right where she wants him. All my listeners tell me about the noise she makes in bed when he shoves himself up her at the end of every bloody waking. And about the hours they spend there talking talking talking, too low for anyone to hear.”

			He paced about a bit more and then, without any warning, he snatched up the chair he’d been sitting on earlier and flung it against the stones of the wall. It was so sudden I just couldn’t help flinching this time. Dixon noticed this, and gave an ugly little grin.

			“Yeah, he’s done something bad,” he said. “Three things, in fact. First of all, he’s made bloody Earthseeker the Ground Chief, like I’m Pool Chief, in charge of organizing the ringmen in all the caves. We can get round that, of course—­the old fool’s no match for me and Gerry—­but it’s an insult and it will slow us down. Sec­ondly, he’s had Earthseeker call a meeting of all the topmen in Edenheart, all of them: mine, Gerry’s, everyone’s. Which is outra­geous. When has a Headman ever gone over the heads of the chiefs to their topmen? And thirdly, he’s called a stop again to us bringing in the forest people. He’s stopping it, he says, until he’s had time to give it some more thought. We can get round that, too, of course, but if he tells the topmen directly that they’re not to bring them in, it’s going to be awkward. They’ll have heard one thing from him and another from us, and we won’t be able to pretend to be doing what the Headman wants.” He stopped and looked straight at me, his eyes shining, and that ugly grin spreading on his face. “So is that bad enough for you, sweetheart? Or is old daddy Dixon just making a silly fuss?”

			I could see the change in the way he was looking at me. I could see he was thinking of some of that hard, cold slip. Mother of Eden, I hated that, I hated hated it. But it would be worth enduring, I told myself, all his anger would be worth enduring, if it drove him to throw down my cousin Greenstone and his fishing girl, who wore the hat and ring that should be ours.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			About fifty topmen came down to Headmanhouse, most of them bringing their housewomen, and we gathered them together in the Red Cave, and treated them like they were big people. Me and Greenstone and Earthseeker moved among them and asked them about their families and the places they came from. Helpers and bats brought them food and drink and handed out presents from the House’s store: a new plantstuff wrap for each housewoman, a new metal knife for each topman, with G for Greenstone cut into the blade. When we’d made them all welcome, a horn blew and Greenstone and Earthseeker went to the top of the cave and began to talk to them all together.

			“You work for all of New Earth,” Greenstone told the topmen. “You’re the ones who make sure our ringmen do their work prop­erly every single waking and every single sleep. There’d be no New Earth without you!”

			They all cheered that, of course. Everyone likes to think they have a special place in the world. Even back on Grounds that was so.

			“The chiefs are the bosses in their own grounds,” Earthseeker told them. “But my job as Ground Chief is to help the Headman make sure that all the ringmen work together right across the caves and out top. Back in your chiefs’ own grounds, you must do what your own chiefs tell you, of course, just as you do now, but outside of your chiefs’ grounds, you must take instructions only from the Headman or from me.”

			Unless they were dumb dumb, those people must have figured out that the Headman was trying to take some power away from the chiefs, but we’d thought carefully about how to tell them our new rules in a way that wouldn’t make it seem too much like we didn’t trust their chiefs. The only way of doing it that we’d come up with was one that I didn’t like at all.

			“As you know, men,” Earthseeker said, “a waking will come when we cross the water to Old Ground to take back the Veekle and Circle Valley. In readiness for that, it’s important that we make sure that all the ringmen, and their topmen and chiefs, all work together as one. Each chief has his own ground, of course, but we are all one ground, really, the ground of New Earth, and, big or small, we’re all one people, too—­the Johnfolk—­and we must stay that way if we’re going to beat the Davidfolk.”

			We didn’t leave them to think about this for too long, because straight afterward, I stood up in front of them myself and told them how proud their mother was of them, and how much she relied on them to look after her other children, holding New Earth together so we could build and learn until we found our way back to Earth. And then I went out among them and made sure every topman had a chance to speak to me and kiss the ring and every housewoman had a chance to hold the ring and try it on her own finger.

			I could see that they loved me. I could see that for many of them, being this close to me was a bit like having someone from a dream come to life, or a character from some old story appear in the world and walk among them.

			“Oh, Mother,” one woman sobbed. “Never in all my life did I think I’d hold this ring in my own hand.”

			I overheard a few of them telling one another in awed voices that I was just an ordinary person like them—­“Just as ordinary and natural as someone you might meet in your own cluster,” one woman said—­but I knew quite well that my being “ordinary” didn’t really make me seem ordinary at all in their eyes, but was yet an­other thing that made me seem special and different and worthy of their love.

			That love had once felt quite wonderful to me, and part of me still found it so, still basked in it, still loved them back in gratitude, for I was still the daughter of Dream Brooking and Blackglass Lun­non, with the same longings, the same needs, the same holes and gaps inside myself, but I saw it more clearly now and understood it for what it was. These people didn’t know Starlight Brooking, and they had no idea what I was like when I wasn’t playing the part of the Ringwearer. This love of theirs wasn’t really like the love be­tween a mother and a child. It was more like those lines of force you see in your mind when you’re playing chess, coming out from each piece and stretching across the board. Those lines are power­ful, they can control or destroy, but they don’t really come from the pieces. They come from the game itself, and they only exist at all while the pieces are still on the board.



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			When I was a little girl, I lived through a dreadful time we called the Great Shaking. The only warning of it was that two three times we felt the rock move slightly under our feet, like Eden had an itch and was twitching its skin. We didn’t take much notice of that. It happened from time to time, and nothing had ever come of it before. But then suddenly Steam Fall gave out a great roar, which you could hear echoing through every single cave, as if some huge buck had been trapped in a corner and was turning to face its hunters. And the rock all round us shook so hard that people fell to the ground.

			Many houses crumbled, and huge pieces of stone came crash­ing down from the roofs of caves. Whole top end of Tree Cave was opened up to the black sky; part of the Great Cave path was covered in big lumps of stone, which took twenty wakings to clear; and in Gerry Cave a houseplace with fifty people in it was buried under a single piece of rock. A horrible smell spread everywhere, like the smell of rotten fish. All through the caves, it burned in our throats and made us gasp for breath, and down near the Fall, birds and bats fell dead to the ground and thirty forty people were suffocated.

			Later, when the roaring and shaking had stopped and fresh air had blown back into the caves from out top, I went with my mum down to the Fall and we found it had changed its shape. In some places big slabs had fallen from the cliffs; in others new dark rock had been thrust up from below, which looked smooth and soft like mud but rang out hard when we chucked stones down against it. There were hunks of that same dark rock lying in the river and on the ground, some of them still hot from the fire below.

			People my age and older than me remember the Great Shaking and wonder when it will happen again, and whether this time it’ll be us who are done for by the poisoned air, or buried by a falling roof. And when the brothers fell out, Firehand and Harry, and the chiefs quarreled and their ringmen squared up to one another at the cave mouths, people said to one another that this was another kind of Shaking, another time when the world stopped working as it should, no one could tell what would happen next, and neither roof nor floor could be relied on to stay where they were.

			Now it was like that again. Whole of Headmanhouse was rest­less restless, like a tree of glitterbirds that have seen a slinker climb­ing toward them. Angry chiefs and teachers came and went, there was shouting in the Red Cave every waking, and ringmen arriving from other caves told us how their chiefs were scheming with one another, and how the Head Teacher was traveling in his car from one big house to another, his face purple with rage. The big people were there to protect us, or so we’d always been told. They might live in big houses, they might make us work hard, but they were there to organize things so we would be safe and get the things we needed. But if they fought among themselves, who was left to protect us, and what could we do to protect ourselves?



	

			Starlight Brooking

			The same waking the topmen and their women went back to their own grounds, me and Greenstone set out on our journey round the houseplaces. Sending ringmen ahead of us to announce we were on our way, we took our car and twelve ringmen and headed up Bat Cave, a bright bright side cave that was lined with one tall rooftree after another, filling the air from floor to roof with masses of shining pink flowers.

			We were heading toward a big metal ground out top and a place there called Batsky, and we were more than halfway there when a sturdy young man came bounding down toward us on the back of a big blue buck. He had tightly curled brown hair and was wearing a fine wrap in red and white with a necklace of polished metal.

			“Greenstone!” he bellowed as he wheeled round the car and drew up beside us. “Greenstone, you dick! What do you think you’re bloody playing at, coming up here without even telling me until last moment?”

			Four of the chief’s ringmen pulled up their bucks beside him.

			“Hello, Whiteblade,” Greenstone began. “I—”

			“What do you think you’re bloody playing at, Chief Whiteblade?” I demanded, rising to my feet in the car. “This is the Headman of New Earth you’re talking to!”

			I shouldn’t have spoken so harshly, but I was afraid that Greenstone would give too much ground. Our plan was to go right past the chiefs, not seeking their agreement, not discuss­ing things with them, not seeking their support, but going straight to the small people and the ringmen. We knew it would upset the chiefs, of course, but we’d deal with that later. First, we needed to prove to them that we had power of our own, power that didn’t just come from them. Second, we’d give some power to the ringmen and small people to balance the power of the chiefs. And only then would we talk to the chiefs, smooth them down as best we could, reward the ones who supported us, maybe punish a few who didn’t.

			That was the plan, but that didn’t mean it made any sense for me to shout at Whiteblade and make Greenstone look weak by standing up for him when he could perfectly well stand up for him­self. The young chief looked at Greenstone and pulled a pretend-­amazed face, as if what had happened was so strange that he almost doubted his own senses. Greenstone looked nearly as shocked as Whiteblade did, but he was loyal to me, as always.

			“She’s right, Chief Whiteblade,” he said. “You wouldn’t have called my dad a dick, and you don’t call me a dick, either.”

			“Oh, come on, Greenstone. We’re friends, right? We used to play football together. And chess. Remember how crap you were at chess? Remember how I always used to beat you?”

			“I’m the Headman of New Earth, Whiteblade. That means I stand where First John stood. And you’re just one of my ringmen. One of the chiefs of my ringmen, it’s true, but that’s still one of my ringmen.”

			“Tom’s fat cock, Greenstone, what are you bloody talking about? John Redlantern was my great-­great granddad, the same as yours. You know that. Everyone knows that. He’s the granddad of just about all the chiefs and teachers. You’re the Headman, yes, okay, but New Earth belongs to all of us, all of us big people together.”

			Once again I got so angry that I butted in when I should have let Greenstone speak for himself. “Get off your buck, Whiteblade,” I told him. “This is Gela’s ring. You show it respect like everyone else does.”

			The chief of Bat Cave stared at me in amazement—­real amaze­ment this time, not jokey or put on—­and then looked sharply at Greenstone, as if to ask him when he was going to control his crazy housewoman. But again Greenstone backed me up.

			“Yes, get down, Whiteblade. Kiss the ring. You’ve insulted me in front of my men and yours, so it’s the least you can do to make up.”

			The young chief hesitated while his bucks and ours stood with their heads lowered, their mouth-­feelers sampling the moist cave air. He glanced sideways at his ringmen. He didn’t want his small people to see him being made to bow, but he couldn’t have them thinking he didn’t respect the ring, either. Finally, with a snort of disgust, he climbed off his own buck, came to the side of the car, and bent his head, just for a mo­ment, over my hand.

			“We’re going to show the ring in Batsky,” Greenstone told him.

			“I don’t agree with that, Greenstone.”

			“You should call me Headman now, Chief Whiteblade.”

			“Gela’s tits, what’s got into you? Okay, I don’t agree with it, Headman. You shouldn’t talk to my small people without getting my agreement first. Are you trying to take all the power away from the chiefs?”

			“Not trying to take your power away, Whiteblade, but remind­ing everyone that this is one New Earth, and it’s all one ground, not a whole lot of different grounds with their own headmen.”

			“Well, you’re not welcome,” Whiteblade said, and he turned his buck and led his ringmen off up the cave, too fast for us to keep up in our clumsy car.

			Bats swooped and wheeled above us as we emerged from the top end of Bat Cave. It was always a shock, after the brightness of the caves, to be out again under the black black sky. There was still light, of course—­trees still shone, and in many places on the slopes on either side of us, firelight glared out from the hungry mouths of greenstone ovens—­but the background to every light out top was always blackness: the black sky, the black branches, and, when I looked back the way we’d come, the huge black shadows of the mountains above the caves.

			Batsky was ahead of us, its few houses softly lit by pale pruned whitelanterns, which gave it a sad, colorless look compared to the bright forest that surrounded it. A row of ringmen appeared ahead of us, standing in a line across the path, with metal masks over their faces.

			“Okay, stop the car,” Greenstone said.

			One of our own ringmen jumped down from his buck to help us down from the car, and we walked out in front of it.

			“I’m the Headman of New Earth, men,” Greenstone said, “and I’m asking you to get out of our way.”

			With their faces hidden we couldn’t tell what they were think­ing, and of course we had no idea what Whiteblade might have told them. They didn’t move. Greenstone frowned, and I could see he was going to say something sterner, but I put my hand on his arm to still him.

			“Hello there, men,” I called out to them, gently but at the same time firmly, like I’d heard mothers talk to overexcited children back on Grounds.

			Behind us the bucks sniffed and snuffled as the car and our ringmen moved slowly forward.

			I held my right hand out in front of me. “Here I am for you,” I called to them again, gentle but firm. “Here I am with the ring on my finger for all of you to see. And this is your Headman with me. Mother Gela is with him, just as she was with his great-­great grandfather John when he led the way out of Circle Valley and over Snowy Dark, all those hundreds of hundredwakes ago.”

			The blank metal faces stared at me, not smiling, not frowning, not even blinking.

			“Come forward, boys. I’ve brought you the ring from Earth, where President lived and Gela and Tommy were born. Come and see it. Come and touch it. You’re ringmen, after all, you’re the men of the ring, and we’ve brought it here specially for you and your people.”

			The men looked at one another uncertainly. Then one of them lifted off his metal mask. Underneath it was a lined, wary middle-­aged face: the face of someone’s granddad. He laid down his spear and came forward, slowly slowly, like he was stalking a leopard, to kneel in front of me and kiss the ring.

			“Thank you, my friend,” I said. “Thank you for trusting me.”

			He’d been avoiding my eyes, but now he looked up at me with a gap-­toothed smile, all the wariness suddenly gone.

			“A long long life to you, pretty Mother.”

			Other men came then, taking off their metal masks one after another, kissing the ring, muttering awkward little words to me and then kneeling in front of the Headman, too.

			“Come with us, blokes,” Greenstone said. “You and the men we’ve brought with us can take us through to your meeting ground. Perhaps one of you is a fast runner who could go ahead of us and make sure everyone knows to come there? We want everyone to come. Rockwomen, stuffmakers, flowergatherers, bat keepers.”

			A young ringman ran off, and the rest of them formed a cir­cle round us as we passed through the little shelters propped up against trees where Batsky’s small people lived.

			“Follow us!” I called out as folk came running toward us.

			Soon a little crowd was walking with us, swallowing up the car and the ringmen.

			There were more than a hundred people waiting for us when we reached the Batsky meeting ground. I’d heard the sound of them in the distance, the yammering of excited voices. But as we entered that pale, tree-­lit space, word that we were there spread across it in seconds and the yammering was buried by a big, excited roar that went on and on. Ringmen cleared a path for us and we continued forward, smiling and waving at the people around us. Greenstone was beside me, and it was good to know he was there, but I could give him no attention, not even a single glance, because everything inside me was focused on the role I had to play. Our lives could depend on me getting this right.

			“Don’t hold them too far back,” I murmured to the ringmen. “Let them touch the ring.”

			“Let them touch the ring,” I heard Greenstone’s voice repeat­ing, somewhere out there in the world. “Don’t keep them at such a distance.”

			These were New Earth people, I reminded myself, people who had no sense of a Watcher looking out of their eyes. The source of things, the spring from which everything came, seemed to them quite separate from themselves, remote and beyond their control. They longed for it, like all people do, they longed for it to touch them and end their aloneness, but they thought they had to rely on others to bring it to them.

			I smiled at faces, I stroked hands and cheeks, I looked into shin­ing eyes. Here and there in the dark sky above us, the huge wheel of Starry Swirl was peeking between the clouds, making little patches of light in the blackness, like far-­off rocklanterns on the roof of an enormous cave. I felt fingers and hands brushing me as I walked forward, a blur of touch.

			“I’m here,” I murmured gently, like a mother soothing a crying child. “I’ve come to bring you the ring.”

			There were tearful women, tearful men, tearful children. All the ringmen had removed their metal masks, had ordinary eyes again instead of black, unblinking holes, and in the presence of the Mother of Eden, they were pushing their way forward with a strange tenderness, like loving grown-­ups gently lifting aside the little limbs of over-­boisterous children.

			A large car, normally used for carrying lumps of greenstone from the digs, had been pulled into the middle of the square, and a ladder propped up against it. A ringman helped me climb up and, as I rose above the level of the crowd, a moment came when, for the first time, everyone could actually see me. Another great roar rose up and burst, like big waves from Deep Darkness breaking at the outer edge of Knee Tree Grounds. And a chant began to form itself out of the noise, a simple rhythm.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			The rhythm grew stronger and firmer as it drew in more and more voices, until it was the only sound that could be heard at all.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I could see out of the corner of my eye that Greenstone was climbing up after me, and I reached back to him to bring him to stand beside me.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I waved at them, and the rhythm broke up at once into another roar. I raised my right hand, as high as I could reach, and pointed to the ring with my left forefinger. There was another, even louder, roar. What a strange strange sound it was, in a way like the roar of waves, or the roar of the river at Steam Fall, yet so different, so dif­ferent from anything else in all of Eden.

			For a moment I hesitated, wondering whether to take the next step I’d planned. But then, with a tiny nod to myself, I did it. I took off my longwrap so that all I was wearing was a plain buckskin waistwrap, like most of the men and women in front of me. Oh, how they roared!

			After a little while, I raised my hands again. A complete hush descended at once on the entire crowd, and all that could be heard was the hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph of the whitelanterns round the edge of the meeting ground. I let the silence hang there for one—­two—­three—­four seconds, and then I spoke.

			“This is what Angela Young wore when she lived and walked in Eden. And this is what I wore, too, until I came here across the Pool.”

			Once more they roared and roared, as I’d known they would, for the more like them I made myself, the more special and dif­ferent I became in their eyes. “She’s one of us,” they’d say to one another, but they knew just the same that I could have chosen to be as different from them as any chief’s daughter, so that my being like them was a gift.

			“On the waterhill where I come from there are no big people and no small people,” I told them. “Only people!”

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			“When Tommy cut starflowers and Angela sewed wraps, who was the big person then?”

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			“And Tommy and Gela’s kids—­Angie, Clare, Lucy, Candice, Harry—­which of them were big people, and which were small?”

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			“And aren’t we all their kids, every one of us? Big people. Small people. Johnfolk. Davidfolk. We all come from one father and one mother.”

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			Is this real? I wondered. Am I really here? Could I really have come, in such a short short time, from where I once was to this? I felt as if the world itself had dissolved and become part of me, a thing inside my head, a dream. I felt that, if I wanted, I could reach out and touch the houses and shelters round the edge of the meeting ground, and pluck the stars from the sky like waternuts.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I felt completely relaxed, completely in control. Laughing, I glanced round at Greenstone beside me. He was half facing me, half facing the crowd, looking bewildered but happy. Seeing me look at him, he smiled.

			I turned back to the crowd and held up my hands for quiet. Once again I pointed to the ring.

			“This is Gela’s ring. This is the ring that came from Earth. This is the ring that Angela Young was given by her mum and dad in that far-­off ground called Peckham that none of us will ever see.”

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I slipped off the ring and held it in front of my face. “There’s writing inside it. You can’t see it from there, but I can see it now. Perfect, tiny writing.”

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			I raised my hands again, and there was silence at once.

			Hmmmmph hmmmmph hmmmmph went the trees. Hoom! Hoom! Hoom! called a starbird somewhere far out in the forest, Eden going on with its own life as if these strange, pale human creatures had never come here.

			“I can see what the writing says, and it says exactly the words the stories tell us it says. Tell me what you think they are, everyone, and I’ll tell you if you’re right.”

			There was a rumbling from the crowd as people started to call out the famous words. I pretended to look puzzled, and everyone laughed.

			“What? I can’t hear you! Tell me again.”

			Again the rumbling.

			“Does it say ‘To Angela . . .’?”

			“To Angela,” the crowd boomed.

			“Does it say ‘To Angela, with love . . .’?”

			“To Angela, with love.”

			“Does it say ‘To Angela, with love from Mum and Dad’?”

			“To Angela, with love from Mum and Dad.”

			I slipped the ring back on my finger.

			“Gela’s mum and dad loved her, and that kept her going in those lonely lonely times, when family was only two people, three people, four people, seven people, in forest all by themselves. And just as she was loved by her mum and dad, Gela loved her own kids. And you are Gela’s kids, all of you.”

			I paused to let the crowd roar. I waited for the rhythm: “Mother! Mother! Mother!” Once I’d just happily basked in this attention, like a little child basks in the praise of grown-­ups telling her what a clever girl she is, but I was past that now. This was my job—­getting this attention, holding it, shaping it—­and everything depended on my doing it right.

			“And she wanted her children to be happy, like any good mother does. She wanted them to care for one another, and to always always remember that they were one family. Small people. Big people. Ringmen. Rockwomen. Flowergatherers. Stuffmakers. Diggers. Underteachers . . . Everyone! Even Headmen.”

			I pointed to Greenstone, and he got a friendly cheer of his own.

			“Gela is our mother. We are her children, and there are some things she wanted us always to remember.”

			Again, I hesitated for a moment. I didn’t dare to look at Green­stone. It was a big big step I was about to take. It meant breaking two different sets of rules at once, the rules of New Earth and the rules of Mother Gela both. And it meant great danger for me.

			“Always remember women are just as good as men!” I called out.

			I’d done it now, and it was too late to go back. Most of the women there cheered loudly, but I was sure I could see the faces of women who were surprised and shocked to hear words they already knew.

			“Don’t ever treat someone differently because of the way they look,” I called out, “whether they’re holefaces, or clawfeet, or what­ever else.”

			This made more sense, I’d decided, than “because of the color of their skin,” when every face in front of me was the same yellowy-­brown.

			“Just because someone thinks they’re important doesn’t mean they’re better than anyone else, and nor does having lots of stuff.”

			It was scary scary to be speaking these words out loud, but it was also wonderful. I had no doubt that they were older than all the other rules, older than the Johnfolk and the Davidfolk, even if they had got a bit mixed up in the telling through all those generations.

			“Don’t treat people like they’re just things! And watch—”

			I broke off for a moment because I’d noticed another car nudg­ing its way through the people at the edge of the meeting ground. Chief Whiteblade stood in it in his red and white wrap, his arms folded and his face tight, ringmen all round him in metal masks. I felt a cold stab of dread. He was a chief of New Earth, and he must have sent women to the fire for saying these exact same words.

			But I raised my hand with the ring again, and the people cheered, and I rode upward again on the sound of it, like the bats rode upward on the warm air above the great crack of Steam Fall.

			“Watch out for men who think the story is all about them!” I called out.

			I said the story as Quietstream had heard it, not as I’d heard it from my own mum. Seeing Whiteblade there had decided me.

			“In fact, the story isn’t about any one person,” I said, moving on from the words that came from Gela, and back to words of my own. “The story is about us all.”



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			How far she’d come since she had the Timekeeper blow his horn early and mess up my father’s precious time. She was the house­woman of the Headman, but she was wearing the same wrap as a stonebreaker or flowergather, and openly speaking words for which dozens of women had been sent to the fire. Whether or not she knew I’d recognize them, she must have realized that there would be many out there who would.

			Who else in all of New Earth was this bold, who else in all of Eden? Certainly not me. I was scared, scared both for her and for me, but I was proud proud as well. She was like a new John, stand­ing tall and defiant in front of Family after destroying their Circle of Stones.

			“John Redlantern led you to this ground of New Earth,” she called out. “He led you here, but it never belonged to him. How could it? It’s just ground, isn’t it? It’s been here since long before people first came to Eden, and what’s in it belongs to whoever finds it! The greenstone you dig is yours, and so is the metal you make from it.”

			A big roar of approval went up from a crowd that included many diggers and stonebreakers. She raised her hands for quiet. It was like she’d been doing this all her life.

			“The Headman asks you for some of it. He needs some of it for the ringmen who keep New Earth safe, and for their chiefs, and he needs some of it for the teachers and underteachers, who remember things for us. But it was never just John’s metal, and it isn’t just Headman Greenstone’s metal now. New Earth doesn’t belong to him.”

			As the crowd roared again, I looked across the meeting ground and saw that Whiteblade had gone. Small people had filled up the space where his car had been, like skin growing over a wound.

			“And you don’t belong to the Headman, either, or to the chiefs. The Headman is your leader and the leader of the ringmen, and the ringmen are there to protect the people of Gela’s ring. But the people of the ring do not belong to him.”

			The crowd liked this, too, but then suddenly Starlight said a weird weird thing.

			“And the bats, too. They don’t really belong to anyone, any more than you belong to the Headman. Before people came here they had their own houseplaces and clusters, their own writing. They belong to themselves as well.”

			The faces looking up at us became troubled and confused, and who could blame them? Some of these people would be bat keep­ers, many would have bats working for them in the metaldigs, and most of them were the smallest of small people, with only bats to prevent them from being the smallest things of all.

			Starlight was quick quick. She could see she’d made a bad move, and she began to work at once on recovering from it, thrust­ing her ring hand above her head.

			“New Earth belongs to all of you!”

			It was as if a fire had burned too low and she’d lifted away the cooking pot to blow on the embers and bring them back to life. She stood and held the ring up there until the roaring had built up again like good strong tongues of flame, and then she moved from one side of the car to the other, left, right, front, kneeling down and reaching out so that people could touch the metal from Earth with their own fingers, their own lips.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!”

			She stood up straight again and held up her hands for quiet.

			“Never mind bats for now, though,” she told the crowd. “First of all we need to think about the ringmen, the metaldiggers, the underteachers, the stonebreakers, all the so-­called small people. That’s the important thing, making you bigger, giving you your fair share of New Earth.”

			How could she have thought of mentioning the bats, I won­dered? And who cared about bats, anyway? But never mind; she was on top of things again. The fire was blazing again like we needed it to do, if we were to have any chance against Dixon and his friends.

			“Mother! Mother! Mother!” the people chanted, and she stood there, smiling, her arms held out, with her bare feet and her bare breasts and her simple buckskin wrap.

			“Here is your Headman now,” she told them after a time. “Here’s Greenstone.”

			She glanced at me. I could see some uneasiness in her face, and I realized that she was worried what I’d think about the words she’d said. But this was her game, not mine, not anyone else’s. It was a game she had invented herself. I smiled at her and kissed her cheek.

			“That was my beautiful housewoman!” I called out, and all the people cheered.

			I’d been talking to small people since I was a little kid. I knew they liked me and, unlike some big people, I had no fear of them. It was the big people who scared me.

			“Do you blame me that I loved her from the moment I saw her?”

			“No! No! No!” the crowd roared.

			“Don’t you love her, too?”

			“Yes! Yes! Yes!”

			“I was certain certain that she’d be the best of all Ringwearers, the best of all mothers for New Earth. Do you think I was right?”

			“Yes! Yes! Yes!”

			“Everything she just said is true,” I told them. “The ground and the metal don’t only belong to me or the chiefs and teachers. You need to give some of it to us so we can do our jobs, but it isn’t all ours, and from now on I promise, if you help me, you’ll get a fair share.”

			I glanced again at the place where Whiteblade’s car had been. Where had he gone, I wondered? What was he doing now?

			“So are you with us?” I called out to the people of Batsky.

			“Yes!”

			“Where are the ringmen? Are you with us, men?”

			“Yes!”

			“Will you help me and the Ringwearer?”

			“Yes!”

			“Will you do as I ask you?”

			“Yes!”

			“And how about the metaldiggers? Raise your hands! Where are you? Are you with us?”

			Yes, they were here. Yes, they were with us. Yes, they would help us. And so would the stonebreakers and the stuffmakers and the flowergatherers.

			Perhaps Starlight was right. Perhaps we really would win! What could the chiefs and teachers do to stop us, after all, if all their people were with us?



	

			Lucy Johnson

			Whiteblade came bursting into our house, nearly knocking over the helper who opened the door to him. He was panting and red in the face, and he stank of sweat. He’d ridden all the way down his cave and the Great Cave at full speed without a stop.

			“Dixon!” he bellowed, pushing past helpers and bats. “Dixon! Where are you?”

			I was in one part of the house, Dixon in another, and the two of us arrived in our door cave at the same time.

			“That bloody Greenstone’s got to be stopped!” Whiteblade shouted. “He’s just come into my ground and spoken to my ring­men and small people, without asking me, without so much as tell­ing me his plans. And can you believe this? That fishing girl of his stood up in front of all the small people in a buckskin wrap like she was one of them and not one of us at all. Which of course they loved, the lazy little slinkers, but it’s an insult to the ring. And you won’t believe what she said, Dixon! You just won’t believe it! She said that all the ground and all the metal—”

			Dixon interrupted him. “Okay, Whiteblade. That’s enough for the moment. Lucy is here, and there are helpers all around us. We’ll go to my writingcave, and then you can tell me the rest.”

			“Yeah, okay. I mean, I was prepared to give the guy a chance, but as far as I’m concerned, he’s blown it now. Whatever you and Gerry have planned, I’m with you. Even if it means—”

			“We’ll go to my writingcave,” Dixon repeated in a firm, tight voice.

			Of course I didn’t go with them—­that sort of thing wasn’t for women or helpers—­but, just as chiefs had listeners in the houses of other chiefs, so we women had listeners who reported to us about our men. Whiteblade arrived at Third Horn, and I learned before Fourth Horn that Dixon had sent a helper on buckback down to Edenheart, with a message for a ringman called Snowleopard.

			I already knew about Snowleopard. Dixon didn’t know it, but I did. He was the man from Old Ground who’d won the polefight in Edenheart, and the paddle race at Brightrest. He’d come over with the fishing girl, and she thought he was her special protector and friend, but my clever Dixon knew better. He’d been giving Snowleopard metal to build up a little group of ringmen at the Headmanhouse who would do as Dixon asked.

			That fishing girl was in for a surprise.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			After Batsky, we traveled to another houseplace called Highdig. Along with our own Headmanhouse ringmen, we brought along another twenty from Batsky who Greenstone had asked to ride with us. The rest of the ringmen in Batsky he’d particularly told to stay there until he himself had personally sent for them.

			Highdig was in the ground of Chief Gerry, Chief Dixon’s clos­est friend, but the small people there welcomed us as warmly as the small people in Batsky, and when we left we had another twenty ringmen following us, so now we were traveling with sixty men. Again, Greenstone told the rest of the Highdig ringmen to stay where they were:

			“Do you understand?” he said to them. “I’m speaking as your Headman, and I’m telling you that you mustn’t move for anyone, not even your own chief, unless you know for certain it’s me who sent for you.”

			It was the same at Shortpool, where metal was beaten into blades and tools and wrapped round the edges of wheels, and at Winghouse, where, every two hundredwakes, a prize was given for the best attempt at making a real jet plane that could fly. It was the same at dusty Narrowdig, at Metalhouse with its stink of ash, and at dark dark Greenrock, where all the trees had gone. When we finally went down again into the caves after three wakings, we were followed by more than a hundred fifty ringmen.

			We made our way toward Edenheart through a side cave named Glass Cave, after the blackglass that could be found there running through the walls in thick bands. The chief there was Roger, and he came to meet us just outside his little houseplace at High Falls.

			“Hey there, Headman Greenstone!” he called out cheerily, jumping from his buck and walking over to meet our car. “Wel­come to my home.”

			He wore his blond hair and beard in little greased spikes tied with colored laces in just the same way that Greenstone tied his own red hair and beard. The two had been friends since they were kids.

			“You people have been out under the sky there, upsetting peo­ple, so I hear!”

			“Trying to make some changes,” Greenstone said. “You and me often used to talk, didn’t we, about how the big chiefs had too much power and how we ought to get back to how it was in the time of John?”

			“I guess you’re planning to give one of your talks to the small people here as well? We’ve got a place all ready for you. I thought I’d come down myself and introduce you, if that’s all right. I mean, John’s hand, it’s not often we have the Ringwearer and Headman come to High Falls to see us. Everyone is excited excited! Perhaps I could ride down there in your car with you? My blokes can take care of my buck.”

			He swung himself nimbly up into the car and directed us through the small cluster of shelters round his house to an open patch beside the stream where trees had been cut down and the holes filled up so as to make a space for games of football. On the far side of the stream, just in front of the shining cave wall, was a high, narrow waterfall, pouring down from the frozen darkness outside through a crack in the cave roof, and throwing up a fine mist that glittered in many different colors.

			Thirty forty people were waiting, and they’d been shouting ex­citedly from the moment we came into view.

			“Here’s your Headman, people!” Chief Roger called out.

			The little crowd cheered.

			“And here’s our beautiful Ringwearer. As she’s been telling ev­eryone, she comes from a funny, gentle little place across the water, where they all wear nothing but skin bitswraps, and—­look!—­she’s wearing one right now!” The chief winked at me and Greenstone in a friendly fashion. “She’s come over here to our ground with lots of interesting new ideas that the Headman wants to try out here in New Earth. Like freeing all the bats.” He looked round at me. “That’s right, isn’t it? That’s one of your ideas that you spoke about up at Batsky?”

			“It is,” I began, “but—”

			“As soon as I heard that,” said Chief Roger, “I thought I’d better make a start on it.”

			He waved to some men who were watching from the far side of the stream. There were lots of batholes in the rock beside the fall, and many young bats were caged there. The men waved back to their boss, then began to pull away the wooden poles that held the cage-­fronts in place. Hundreds of bats came bursting out, screech­ing and creaking and flapping wings that had never before been used to fly. About half of them managed to lurch up into the air, but many of these crashed almost at once into one another or into the rock. One dropped sideways into the stream and was washed away. Another blundered into the little crowd and was angrily flung aside to lie twitching on the ground.

			The rest of the bats didn’t even attempt to fly, just stood there as if their wings had already been cut and they’d been roped together to work in the digs. Their flat eyes rippling, they gave out a steady stream of high-­pitched squeaks.

			“Hard to imagine that lot with their own houseplaces, isn’t it?” observed the chief cheerfully to the watching small people.

			He glanced quickly at me and Greenstone to give us another of his friendly winks. A childhood friend of Greenstone’s he might have been, and one of the few people, apart from Earthseeker, who Greenstone had reckoned he could rely on, but he wasn’t on our side anymore.

			“You haven’t come to listen to me, though,” he said to his small people. “You can see me any waking, so I’ll stop now and let the Ringwearer speak. That’s right, isn’t it, Headman? You always let your housewoman talk first?”

			“I’m not sure this is going to work, Starlight,” Greenstone said as we carried on toward the Great Cave and Edenheart.

			“Why? Why wouldn’t it? Roger is just one guy. Look at all the people who cheered us in all those different places!”

			“I guess. But this is a hard game to play, against some smart and powerful players. And some of the things you’ve said are things they’ll never forgive or accept.”

			I guess he meant the words from the Secret Story. It was a strange thing, but even now, when I’d spoken them out loud to all those hundreds of people in all those different places, I couldn’t bring myself to speak of them by name.

			“Are you saying I shouldn’t have said them?”

			He laughed. “You’re the chess player, Starlight, not me! I’m not saying you’re wrong. We had no choice but to take some risks. But you’ve certainly taken us to a dangerous place.”

			“This isn’t like chess, exactly. There are really no rules. It’s more like a game of dare. We’ll be all right if we just keep going and act like we’ve already won, because as long as the ringmen believe we’re winning, they’ll stay on our side. And what can any chief or teacher do to us then?”

			Greenstone smiled. Behind us the metal faces changed from green, to pink, to blue, to white, as the ringmen passed beneath the shining trees of Glass Cave.

			“You may be right. But I wouldn’t talk about bats again, if I were you. Whatever your Jeff might have said about animals, no one here cares about their feelings, and even the smallest are glad of having them there to do the work that they’d have to do them­selves otherwise.”

			“Yes, I’d kind of figured that.”

			“And I suggest that when you talk in Edenheart, you don’t talk about metaldiggers or stonebreakers, either. People there are proud they don’t have to go down dusty holes, and they’re glad it’s other peoples’ job to get the metal they use. You might as well talk about bats as talk about diggers in Edenheart.”

			“So I’ll just talk about stuffmakers and traders, yes?”

			“That’s right. Those are the sort of people who live there. Stuff­makers, traders, spearmakers, builders, helpers. And younger sons and daughters of chiefs and teachers. Big smalls, they sometimes call themselves, or even small bigs.”

			I nodded. I’d imagined that great pile of blocks called New Earth would topple over just as soon as the ones at the bottom under­stood that they didn’t have to hold it all up. But I was beginning to see that almost everyone, however small, had at least some reason to want to keep that wall standing.

			“I think you should put your longwrap back on, too,” Green­stone added. “Most people in Edenheart wear at least a plain long­wrap. They think skin waistwraps are for forest people and diggers.”

			I pulled on my white and yellow wrap and smoothed down my hair, readying myself for this one last job before we returned to the Headmanhouse.

			“Perhaps you’d better be the one to speak first,” I said. “So they won’t say it’s me who’s in charge.”

			“Good idea. And when it’s your turn, Starlight, be careful. Re­member the Teachinghouse is in Edenheart. There’ll be ringmen and underteachers listening to us who work at the Teachinghouse, and some who help when people are questioned for breaking the rules. Maybe some of those words would be better left for another time?”



	

			Mary Starfler

			I saw the mother at Narrowdig. I had my little boy John with me. He’d been coughing and coughing for wakings, and he had a fever, too. We were all afraid it was the beginning of the lung sick­ness. I’d lost seven of my sixteen babies, and it looked like it was going to happen again.

			People told me the mother could heal sicknesses. There were stories coming from Batsky about headaches and bad backs that had been eased just by being near her, and it was said that, over at a place called Johndigs on far side of the Great Cave, a woman who couldn’t walk at all stood up and walked just like you and me when the mother touched her with the ring.

			So when I heard she was coming, I got six big, strong digger men together—­my five brothers and my cousin Tom—­and we per­suaded our dig ringmen to let us go early early to the meeting ground, when there was still a bit of room to move, promising them we’d do extra work the next three wakings.

			Soon as we got there—­me, my mum, my kids, and our six big men—­we pushed our way to the front. People were okay about it when they saw the state of our little John: He was so thin, so pale, and he was hacking away all the time like he wanted to cough out his insides. So we got right up there, right up next to the old car they’d put there for the mother and the Headman to stand on.

			It was a long long wait, specially for our John. The state he was in, he wasn’t comfortable anywhere, the poor little batling, so that, wherever he was, he always wanted to be somewhere else. He was too little to understand that we’d come here for his own good. He kept crying to go back to Granny’s shelter. 

			At last the word came across the crowd that the mother was here. I swear I’d sensed her presence already, though, before any­one told me, like a gentle wind blowing away the smoke of Nar­rowdig. Tom lifted up my little Candy so she could tell us what was going on. 

			“It’s her!” she shouted out. “She’s pretty pretty! All the people are crying!” 

			And then there she was. Right there, I mean, as near as my shelter is to my mum’s. Oh, she was beautiful! I’d never seen such beauty. But what was really wonderful: She wasn’t wearing a wrap made of colored plantstuff, or even footwraps; all she had on was a piece of buckskin round her middle, just like me and Mum, and my kids and my brothers and my cousin. So she was special special, she was Mother Gela, and she spoke in a strange strange way that went up and down like a song, but at the same time she wasn’t one of the big people. She was one of us. 

			She climbed up onto a car and held up the ring, and we all cheered and cheered. The Headman stood beside her, the new young Headman. He did wear big people’s clothes, of course, a dyed wrap and ties in his beard and all that, but you’d want that in a Headman, wouldn’t you? He had a kind face, though, and you only had to see him look at the mother to know that he loved her as much as we did. 

			Oh, and her face, her lovely face. When she smiled, you could tell how happy she was to see us, but there was sadness there, too, deep, gentle sadness, like she knew how hard life was for us, like she knew what it was to break stones all waking long, and never see your kids until you were so tired that all you wanted to do was lie down and sleep. She might not have any kids of her own, but she was a true mother just the same, a mother to all of us. And there on her finger—­right there in front of us!—­was the ring that Mother Gela brought from Earth.

			Well, she talked to us for a bit, and the Headman talked to us, and then the time came that we’d been waiting for. The mother came to the edge of the car and knelt down so that people could see the ring and touch it. She went first to the front and then to the far side of the car from us. But then she stood up straight—­the Headman leaned across and said something to her in her ear—­and I was afraid for a moment she wasn’t going to get to us at all.

			“Mother!” I shouted out. “Please touch my little boy!”

			Would you believe she turned and looked straight at me? She looked straight into my eyes, just like you’d look at someone who lived in the same cluster as you! And then she smiled and came over. It was hard to hear over all the shouting and yelling all around us, but she knelt down right next to us, and spoke to us alone.

			“There’s a poorly little man,” she said. “What’s his name?”

			I told her he was John, and straight away she reached out her hand with the ring on it and touched it gently gently against John’s poor hot forehead.

			“Hello there, little Johnny man, you are a poorly chap, aren’t you?”

			“Thank you, Mother, thank you, thank you, thank you.”

			I was crying and my mum was crying and my kids and brothers and cousin were all crying, too.

			She moved on then, of course. Well, she’s a mother, isn’t she? A mother has to look after all of her kids. Having nine myself, I understood.

			But that same waking, when we got back to our shelters, John lay down and slept like he hadn’t slept since the cough first started, slept right through until the First Horn blew. And when he woke, the fever was gone.



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			When the Headman and the mother had finished with the crowd in Edenheart, they crossed the river, with all those ringmen after them, and came back to the Headmanhouse, just after the timehorn blew the end of the final quarter.

			“Paaaaaaaaaaaaaarp! Paaaaaaaaaaaaarp!”

			The sound was echoing up and down the cave as helpers ran out to meet them.

			“Paaaaaaaaaaaaaarp! Paaaaaaaaaaaaarp! Paaaaaaaaaaaaarp!”

			“Where’s Quietstream?” the mother asked as she climbed down from the car. “I am tired tired. I could really do with a bath.”

			“I’m right here, Mother.”

			I stepped forward, and bowed, but I couldn’t bring myself to return her smile or meet her eyes. I just turned and led the way.

			“We’ve been working hard hard,” she told me as she followed me into her sleeping cave. “I swear I could sleep for two whole wak­ings, one after the other.”

			“Could you, Mother?”

			“What’s the matter, Quietstream? Are you angry with me?”

			Hmmmmph hmmmmph hmmmmph went the tree. The stream tinkled into the pool.

			“Angry, Mother? It’s not for me to be angry with the Ringwearer. Let me take off this longwrap.”

			The mother raised her arms. “You’re angry angry,” she said, her voice all bright and brittle now with anger of her own. “I don’t mind people being angry with me, but I hate it when they lie and pretend they’re not.”

			She stepped into the warm water under the whitelantern tree and sunk down into it. I knelt beside her as usual and began to scoop up water and pour it over her lovely shoulders. My fingers were aching badly. They always got worse when I was upset.

			“Yes, I am angry, Mother,” I suddenly said.

			Well, that surprised her! She sat straight up and glared round at me.

			“Why?” she demanded.

			I checked there was no one at the door.

			“Because you spoke about things you promised not to speak about.”

			I’d never in my life discussed the Secret Story with anyone. I hadn’t even passed it on to my daughters. When it came to the moment, it always seemed unfair to make them carry that burden.

			“I don’t think I promised never to speak the words, Quiet­stream. I think I promised not to say where they came from.”

			I scooped up some water, poured it over her back, and began to rub her down. Then suddenly I stopped.

			“You came here across the Pool only a hundredwake or so ago, Mother, and yet you think you know better than we do who have lived here all our lives.”

			She said nothing.

			“The chiefs know where those words come from, Mother.” I began to rub again. “They know it because every time a whisperer is caught—­every time one of us is caught—­she’s given to the Ques­tioners in the Teachinghouse, and they beat her, and burn her with hot metal, and threaten her kids, until she tells the whole story.”

			“I know, but—”

			I’d never interrupted the big people, never, but now I did. “And they write it all down every time. They have the Story right there in the Teachinghouse, written down, again and again, on hundreds of barks, which the Teachers show to the chiefs. The old Head­man even used to joke about it sometimes with the Head Teacher. They’d put on women’s voices and screech out the words to each other.

			“ ‘Women are just as good as men,’ the Headman would squeal.

			“ ‘It doesn’t matter what color you are,’ the Head Teacher would squawk.

			“ ‘Red, purple, green, or blue,’ the Headman would cackle back.

			“Then they’d roar with laughter. And I had to stand there wait­ing in case they wanted anything, not speaking a word, and not showing anything in my face. It didn’t seem to occur to them I might recognize the words myself.”

			I could see the mother tense as I told her this, but she shrugged like she didn’t care.

			“Maybe the mistake we’ve all made,” she said, “is whispering those words instead of shouting them out loud. I mean, what’s the point of remembering them at all if we don’t do anything with them?”

			I began to rub her back again. “But they can be changed once they’re out there where everyone can hear them,” I said. “They can be mocked. They can be twisted round to mean something differ­ent from what our mother meant. Like . . .”

			I looked down at her hand, hesitating, but then deciding I’d gone too far already to worry about being careful now.

			“Like the ring on your finger there: taken by the big people for themselves, though Gela was the mother of all of us. Our mother knew this would happen; that’s why she wanted us to keep her words safe until Eden was ready to hear them.”

			“Yes, but if we don’t—” She shook my hands angrily off her back. “Gela’s tits, Quietstream! Do you want to make a hole in my skin?”

			“I’m sorry, Mother. It’s just—”

			“I’ll tell you why I said the words. I said them because if I’ve got to stand in for Mother Gela, then I should say what Gela really would say. Otherwise I’d be doing exactly what you’ve just com­plained about: speaking words in the name of Gela that Gela would never have said.”

			“But you know that she wanted us to keep the story secret, Mother. That’s part of the story.”

			The mother snorted. “If the story’s true at all, that is. I know my mother changed it. ‘Always look out for men who like the story to be all about them,’ she told me. ‘They’re the ones you should try to be with.’ That’s not what you were told, is it? And if one woman can change it, probably others did before. Maybe it didn’t even start with Gela at all. Maybe some other woman made it up. Or some man.”

			“So why did you say the words then, Mother, if you don’t think they’re real?” I began to scoop warm water over her hair. “Did you really do it for Gela, do you think, Mother? Or did you do it because you thought it would help get the small people on your side to help you with your trouble with the chiefs?” Never in my whole life had I spoken like this to one of the big people. “Or was it just because it was exciting to say them, Mother, when everyone was watching and you had nothing on but a skin wrap?”

			She whirled round angrily. “Well, you’re certainly speaking your mind this waking, Quietstream, I must say! I thought small people weren’t supposed to—”

			“And I thought, Mother, that there weren’t supposed to be big people and small people.”

			She laughed angrily at that. “There shouldn’t be, but me and Greenstone seem to be the only people in New Earth who are will­ing to do anything about it.”

			Then she stood straight up, the water dripping from her body and her eyes fiery as she dared me to deny what she’d said.

			But when I’d wrapped her, she suddenly changed.

			“Please don’t be angry with me, Quietstream!” she burst out, turning and throwing her arms round me like I was her mum. “I’m trying to do the best I can, I really am.”

			For a second or two, I held out, stiff and unyielding, but then I couldn’t help myself and I gave way, taking her in my arms and kissing her on her wet hair.

			“I know you are,” I told her. “But you need to be careful. You’re playing with things you didn’t grow up with and you don’t really understand.”

			Then a voice called from the door, and my blood turned cold with fear.

			“Mother?”

			It was Purelight, a woman I’d never liked or trusted since she first came to the Headmanhouse. How long had she been waiting there? What had she heard?

			“Mother, the Headman says food is ready for you in the Writ­ingcave,” she said, “and he hopes you’ll come and eat with him and Chief Earthseeker.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			I was feeling pretty shaken when I walked into the Writingcave. Quietstream had made me doubt everything I’d done in New Earth. But Greenstone greeted me with a happy smile.

			“Here’s my smart smart Starlight,” he said to the chief, sending Purelight away on some other errand and setting other helpers to keep watch outside the doors.

			Earthseeker stood and bowed, but the old guy looked a lot less pleased to see me. He didn’t smile or meet my eyes, and, when he sat down again, he looked away from me, and down at his big hands lying on his lap.

			“Was I was right to speak those words?” I asked Greenstone. “The ones people aren’t supposed to say?”

			Earthseeker was still looking at his hands, but I could see him tense, his big, thickly bearded face working away as his feelings fought one another inside him.

			“I was surprised, and I was kind of shocked at first, but I thought to myself: Starlight is clever. This is all part of her plan. And I could see why you were doing it, too. It was another way of giving power back to the small people, not just from the chiefs, but from the teachers, too. You were letting them have their own ideas about Gela, and not just ideas from the teachers.”

			Earthseeker shook his head. “I don’t mind taking those bloody teachers down a bit,” he growled, “but why do it in that way? Why do something that’ll make enemies of chiefs and teachers both? Your dad was always careful to split them up, and make them jealous of one another. And anyway, those words are surely—”

			“Yes, Earthseeker,” Greenstone interrupted him, “but Star­light’s whole plan was to play a different game, not playing the big people off against one another, but going straight to the people who give them their power in the first place.”

			A meal had been spread out for us on the table: chopped bucks’ feet cooked in melted stumpcandy, sweet-­bat hearts, flowercakes tightly wrapped in batwing skin. Neither of the men had touched any of it.

			“Well, I won’t pretend I like this,” said Earthseeker. “I won’t pre­tend I’m easy with it at all. But I’ve always promised myself that I’d look after you, Greenstone, and I’ve always believed in supporting the Headman. And if that means—” He broke off with a shrug. He couldn’t even bring himself to name the thing that I’d done. All his life he’d been told that whisperers were bad, that whisperers told lies, that whisperers were enemies of Gela and New Earth.

			“They tell the Secret Story on Old Ground as well as here,” I told him gently. “If you think about it, that means it’s actually older than some of the stories the teachers tell.”

			Greenstone nodded. “It could even mean that it really does come from Gela. Think of that, Earthseeker! We say, ‘become like Earth,’ yet we punish women for speaking words that might have come from Earth itself.”

			Poor Earthseeker squirmed in his seat. “I’m going to leave all that to you,” he said. “I’ve never been one for teacher talk. You’re the Headman, and you’re the nearest thing I’ve got to a son, so I’ll back you whatever you do. Just tell me what your plan is, and I’ll do what I can to help you.”

			Greenstone looked straight round at me. It was one of those moments when you suddenly get something that’s been obvious for a while, but you’ve never quite got before. And what I got was that I was the leader here. Earthseeker knew he wasn’t a thinker, and he was happy to give his power and his loyalty to others who were. Greenstone was a thinker—­he was smart just like his dad—­but there was something inside him that meant he couldn’t really lead, either. His dad would have called it weakness, but you could say it came from a kind of strength: Greenstone deciding that he wasn’t going to be like his dad, no matter how hard the old man tried. Anyway, strength or weakness, it meant that right now every­thing was down to me.

			“Well,” I said, “we’ve brought back more than a hundred fifty ringmen. Put them together with the ringmen we’ve already got here in the House, and Earthseeker’s men as well, and we’ve got far more fighting men than any of the chiefs. On top of that, we’ve spoken to ringmen in all those places and had them promise they’ll stay where they are until we call for them. You already told all those topmen that exact same thing, didn’t you, Chief, that time we brought them all down here? You couldn’t have been clearer: The ringmen must stay where they are until we call for them. So I reckon we’re pretty safe for the moment. First thing we need to do is talk to our new ringmen, keep them on our side, make some of them into new topmen, and then we need to think about calling that new Council we planned, a bigger kind of Council, not just with chiefs and teachers in it, but small people, too, to make new rules.”

			Earthseeker took one of the bucks’ feet, pulled it apart with his big hands, then decided he didn’t feel like eating and chucked it back down again. “Well, I hope it works,” he said. “Apart from me, and maybe one two others if you’re lucky, you must have got pretty much every single chief and teacher against you. Even young Roger has turned away from you, from what you say, and I’d have thought he’d have been the last to go over to Dixon.”

			He wasn’t getting it, though. He was still thinking in the old way.

			“That’s the thing, though, Earthseeker,” Greenstone said. “That’s what Starlight has figured out. It doesn’t have to be all about chiefs and teachers. Big people are only powerful because small people make them so. Without the small people, they’re just—”

			“Yes, and the chiefs won’t necessarily all be against us in the long run, anyway,” I interrupted. “Firehand never gave them exactly what they wanted, did he? He just made sure they could see they’d be better off backing him than going against him. We can do the same. It’ll just take a bit longer.”

			Earthseeker looked at Greenstone, then back at me. And then he laughed. “John’s brave walk, Greenstone, listen to her! She would have been a match for your dad!”

			Greenstone looked across at me. “I know,” he said. “She’s like a new John Redlantern.”

			They were Johnfolk, of course, so to them that was praise. But I couldn’t help thinking that it was John who brought killing into the world, and John who split a family that was living at peace into two groups of people who hated each other.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			More than two hundred ringmen squeezed into the red house­cave, some with metal masks and armguards tucked under their arms, others just with spears. Standing in front of the two stone chairs and the big whitelantern tree, Starlight raised the ring above her head to make them all cheer, held it out in front of her so the nearest men could kneel and kiss it.

			I asked them all if they’d stand with me.

			“Yes! Yes! Yes!” the men shouted happily.

			Would they fight, if need be, against anyone who set themselves against the great-­great grandson of John Redlantern?

			“Yes! Yes! Yes!”

			Would they protect the Ringwearer, who spoke for Gela herself?

			“Yes! Yes! Yes!”

			Starlight spoke then, reminding them they came from the small people, people who wore undyed plantstuff or buckskin wraps, just as she’d done herself until she came here.

			“We’ve got sons and grandsons of metaldiggers here, am I right?” she called out.

			Some of the men cheered.

			“And of flowergathers and stuffmakers?”

			More cheers.

			“And bat keepers and metalmakers?”

			She told them she’d been raised by a man who gathered bark and made boats from it, and her mother had done the same.

			“And my father was a fighting man, like all of you!”

			Of course they all cheered at that.

			She told them the only reason some chiefs might wish to stand against me was that I wanted to give more to the small people, people like their own fathers and mothers, and the big people were afraid that this would mean less for themselves.

			“And they’re right to fear it,” Starlight said, “because it will mean that. But don’t you think they’ve got more than enough?”

			The men roared their approval of this. And why wouldn’t they, when they had so little and us big people had so much? Starlight was like John Redlantern. And she was like the guy who first figured out you could make greenstone into metal. Her thoughts didn’t go back and forth along the same old paths like everyone else’s. And because of that, she’d found a whole new kind of power for us.

			“Raise your spears, men, if you’ll fight for us,” I called out.

			The men cheered again, and shook their spears above their heads.

			“If enough of you ringmen stand by us, then there won’t even be a fight,” I told them. “Are the chiefs going to fight on their own?”

			The men laughed and cheered and shook their spears again.

			“Are there any topmen out there?” I asked.

			Two men raised their hands, and I called them to the front.

			“We need some more topmen to join these two,” I said, “but I don’t know most of you, so you tell me yourselves, all of you, who you think I should choose?”

			They liked the idea that I’d trust them to pick their own lead­ers, and they began to shout out names: John this and John that, Harry Bignose, Mehmet from Batsky. . . . I picked out four who seemed to have been cheered the loudest and had them come up to the front. Meanwhile Starlight began to move through the cave so that more men could kneel and kiss the ring, and take from it that calmness and sureness that everyone seemed to find in it. As each man knelt, she placed her hand gently on the back of his head.

			“Gela’s proud of you,” she’d say.

			“Long life, Mother,” he’d murmur dreamily back. “Long life and happiness.”

			“And to you, my friend,” she’d softly answer, “and to you.”

			“We’ll look after you, Mother,” one guy shouted out to her across the cave. “We’ll look after you like we’d look after our own mums.”

			“And I’ll look after all of you, my friends,” she called back. “I’ll be a mother to you all.”

			She really will win this for us, I thought, just like she’d won almost every game of chess she’d ever played with me. Jeff’s brave ride, why would the ringmen not side with us?



	

			Starlight Brooking

			I’d done well, I told myself as I moved round the cave, bringing the ring to all those fighting men. Yet uneasiness crawled inside me like a slinker through the airtubes of a tree. And even as one tough ringman after another knelt and kissed my hand and promised his support, my eyes searched back and forth, back and forth, between the glowing red walls of that big big housecave, seeking out my three protectors, Snowleopard, Blink, and Spear.

			“Where’s Snowleopard?” I finally asked one of the house ring­men when I’d reached the far end of the cave.

			“He went out, Mother,” the man told her as he knelt down. “Him and the other two Oldgrounders, and a bunch of others. They said the topman had sent them.”

			Later, Greenstone gave the ringmen metal from his store, so they could trade for things they needed, and had them set to work build­ing shelters for themselves around the Headmanhouse. There wasn’t room inside for all of them, and we wanted to make them as comfortable as we could. Meanwhile, me and Greenstone went back to the Writingcave, taking Earthseeker with us, and all of the topmen in the Headmanhouse, old and new, except for a couple we left to supervise the building. An underteacher called Gerry came with us to write down what we decided.

			“We’re going to have a new kind of Council,” Greenstone told them. “We want you to help us plan it. It won’t just be chiefs or teachers anymore. We’ll have topmen there as well, topmen from each chief’s ground.”

			All the topmen were amazed.

			“Topmen as part of the Council, you mean, Father?” asked one of the new ones suspiciously, a big, broad guy called Mehmet. “Not just there to watch the doors?”

			“As part of the Council, helping to make the rules. And we’ll have ordinary ringmen and other small people, too, so everyone gets a say, women as well as men.”

			The men looked at one another.

			“Women, Father?” asked another one of them, like he thought he must have misheard.

			“Yes, why not? Who would you go and talk to if you had a dif­ficult problem and wanted advice, your mum or your dad?”

			“My mum, probably, but—”

			“So why not have women help decide the rules? The Ringwearer will be part of Council, too.”

			They all looked at me.

			“Well,” I said, “we all look up to Gela, don’t we? And she said women were as good as men.”

			“I guess,” said the one who’d spoken, glancing uncertainly at the others.

			“Believe me,” I told them. “Where I come from there are no big or small people, and men and women decide things together. It all works fine.”

			“So chiefs will still be there,” Greenstone said, “and teachers will be there, but they’ll share the decisions with small people. We need your help to get the word out to all the caves and to the house-places out top, and we’ll need you and your ringmen to organize the choosing of people to come along to the Council’s first meet­ing. That’s where we need your advice right now.” 

			We worked there from Second Horn through to well past Fourth, while helpers came in with food and drinks for us all, treating the topmen like they were as big as anyone else. Gerry the underteacher wrote down our plan for how people would be chosen for Council, and how the ringmen in each houseplace would make sure it happened. At First Horn next waking, he and the other underteachers in the Headmanhouse would copy it out, and our ringmen would take it to the chiefs and topmen in every ground of New Earth. 

			“But where are the chiefs?” I asked Greenstone when we finally lay down in our bed. “Where are the teachers? You’d think they’d have come here by now to find out what we’re doing.” 

			“They’ll be meeting among themselves,” he said. “Meeting and scheming. That’s what big people do when they don’t like what the Headman is up to.” 

			“And where are Snowleopard and the other two? They told their mates that the topmen had sent them somewhere, but none of the topmen know anything about it.”



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			We sent those barks out to every chief and to the topmen of every chief, to be read out in all the houseplaces of New Earth. Ring­men came and went from the Headmanhouse. A few small chiefs came to join us—­my old friend John, and his friend Gelason, and a young metal chief called Tom from out top, with just two digs in his ground—­and small people started to come in who’d been chosen for our new Council: ringmen, underteachers, diggers, and stonebreakers. We gave them all food and shelter until we were ready for Council to meet. They sat outside in the treelight of the Great Cave and sang songs or played football and games of chess. Something new and strange was just beginning, like nothing ever seen before in New Earth.

			As people arrived, we kept hearing about chiefs going back and forth through the caves, meeting one another in twos and threes, and we heard a few stories, too, about splits among the ringmen, with some going to the houses of their chiefs, while others stayed in the houseplaces where we’d told them to wait. A few teachers came to us, including my old friend Harry, but they told us that the Head Teacher was traveling in his car out top or in the side caves, busy making trades and deals.

			When we had about forty small people ready for the Council, we decided it was time. We sent messages to the chiefs and teachers to tell them the Council would meet at Second Horn next waking. Then we waited, while outside of the Headmanhouse, the ringmen practiced with their spears and knives and bows.

			Everything seemed strangely bright and new. But Eden cared nothing for all of this. The trees still pulsed as they always did, and the river still flowed toward the fire.

			As First Horn blew from the windholes above us and echoed up and down the cave, people started to gather for the Council. A couple more small chiefs came to the Headmanhouse, and a couple more teachers, but Dixon and Gerry and eleven others had all stayed away, and so had Teacher Michael and most of the other teachers.

			Second Horn blew. There were well over a hundred people in the Red Cave, including me, Starlight, Earthseeker, six other chiefs, seven teachers, twenty topmen, fifty other ringmen, and about fifty other small people, men and women, from various caves and digs.

			“This is a new Council,” I told everyone. “The first of a new kind of Council.”

			There weren’t enough seats, of course, for even half the people there, and, but for a few oldies, everybody stood.

			“Remember the power of New Earth comes from the people who live in it, whether big or small,” I told them. “There would be no metal or plantstuff or houses without small people. There’d be no one to fight for us without ringmen. That’s why Gela tells us that small people are as good as big ones, just as women are as good as men.”

			Earthseeker stood up next. He had to read from a bark to re­mind himself of the words he’d agreed to speak.

			“This is a list of things we can make new rules about,” he said, “and the Headman promises not to go against our wishes. First, we can make rules about the way we get metal and flowers and divide them up between ourselves.”

			“What about bats?” someone shouted out. “Will we share them, too, or will the chiefs keep them for themselves?”

			“Second,” said Earthseeker, who didn’t know what to say about bats, “we can make rules about the way the ground is divided. Third, we can make rules about the way that ringmen answer to the Headman and the chiefs. Fourth, we can make rules about things people are punished for, and the punishments that are given.”

			Lots of people started shouting out all at once, but Starlight raised her hands for silence, and told everyone that we’d need to go through the list point by point, with only one person speaking at a time. She told people to put up their hands if they wanted to speak, and wait until it was their turn. It was how they did things on her Knee Tree Grounds, apparently, when they met to decide things together.

			“Let’s start with how we’re going to divide up metal,” she suggested.

			Some little digger from way out top put his hand up straight away and suggested that the greenstone should belong to the peo­ple who dug it up, and everyone else should trade with them for it. Another said that was going too far, and that half should go to the chiefs so that the ringmen could be fed and paths through forest kept clear.

			Me and Starlight sat in our stone chairs and watched, only step­ping in to choose the next speaker when the previous one had finished.

			“What about us stonebreakers?” asked a tough-­looking old woman from Highdig. “Not much point in getting greenstone out of the ground unless someone smashes it up and puts it in the ovens to get out the metal.”

			Poor Earthseeker stood grim-­faced beside us, as he watched the world he understood being turned upside down.

			“You can trade for the stone with the diggers,” the first speaker said, “and then, when you’ve made the metal, you can trade it on again to spearmakers and anyone else who wants it.”

			“Why not let the chiefs have it all,” another man suggested, “but make them give a certain number of cubes each tenwake to everyone who works for them? We do need chiefs, after all.”

			“Why do we need them?” one of our new topmen wanted to know, and I heard old Earthseeker groan. “Seriously, why do we need them?” It was Mehmet, the big guy from Whiteblade’s ground who’d met with us in the Writingcave two wakings previously. “Why can’t we decide everything like this in a Council? You don’t need anything above topmen to keep the ringmen organized, as long as they know what they’re supposed to be doing. And I reckon those first chiefs must have been more like topmen, anyway, back in John’s time, when there were only eighty grown-­ups in all New Earth. They must have had less men under them than most topmen do these wakings.”

			I was amazed at the ideas people came up with, once they un­derstood that they were allowed to say whatever they wanted. It was like all my life we’d looked out at the world from one narrow windhole, and imagined that this was the only way of seeing. This whitelantern tree must always be in front of that redlantern, it had seemed to us, and yet now, looking from different angles, we could see the two trees side by side, or with the redlantern in front, or both of them from straight above. We could even turn our backs on the trees completely and look at the rest of the forest that our one windhole had hidden from us.

			After a long time, some time after Third Horn, Council agreed that, for the moment, half of the greenstone from the digs would go to the chiefs and teachers, to be used for ringmen and under­teachers and for clearing paths, while the rest would go to the dig­gers, to trade with as they pleased.

			“Okay,” said Starlight, “so we go on to the second question. How should the ground be divided?”

			I glanced at Earthseeker, his hands gripped so tightly together that the knuckles were white, and gave him a reassuring smile. Chief Gelason had put up his hand, and I invited him to speak.

			“I don’t think ground was ever supposed to belong to us chiefs,” he began, “but I do think—”

			Suddenly we heard a woman’s voice just outside the cave, screaming in terror, and Quietstream came running in from the left doorway, followed by ringmen in metal masks.

			“Whisperer!” the masked men shouted. “Whisperer! Stop her!”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Some of the ringmen who were already in the cave grabbed hold of Quietstream and held her, while more masked men came pouring into the already crowded space until there were ten of them squeezed in round the doorway, with their blank, unblinking metal eyes and blank, unsmiling mouths. One of them was taller than the rest and wrapped in blue. He pushed forward into the middle of the cave and pulled off his mask.

			“Tom’s dick, Dixon, what do you think you’re doing?” de­manded Greenstone. “I’m the Headman, in case you’ve forgotten. This is my house, and Quietstream is my helper.”

			Dear Greenstone. He acted like a Headman, too. He acted like he was as strong and sure as his dad.

			“I’m afraid your helper’s a whisperer, Headman.” Chief Dixon gave the smallest bow that it’s possible to give without it being invis­ible. “She must be taken to the Questioners before she whispers to anyone else. That’s unless the rules your grandfather made have changed without my knowing.”

			“She stays in this house,” Greenstone said. “This is a Council. You can join us if you want, but these men here weren’t invited, and they must leave.”

			Again Dixon gave his barely visible bow.

			“I’m afraid there’s more,” he said. “You see, Quietstream isn’t the only whisperer in this wallcave. There’s another one who’s even closer to you.”

			Chief Dixon waited, watching the troubled faces around the cave until he was sure that even the slowest had understood. Then he looked straight at me.

			“That’s right, people. It’s your darling Ringwearer I’m talk­ing about. The fishing girl Greenstone picked up from the Davidfolk. This helper here is most likely the one who first whispered the words to her. But did the Ringwearer report the woman? No, she did not. Did she at least keep the words to her­self? No, quite the opposite; she told everyone! In Batsky, in Nar­rowdig, in Winghouse: All over New Earth she’s been standing in front of crowds and shouting out those wicked lies for every­one to hear. And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, she’s been doing it with our mother’s ring on her finger.”

			I looked round at the faces in the cave. Some looked shocked and bewildered; I guessed they’d no idea that I had spoken words from the Secret Story, and now they felt I’d deceived them. Others looked guilty and scared, and I figured they’d known quite well where those words came from but had come along anyway, think­ing that the Ringwearer and the Headman were powerful enough to keep them safe. I’d let them all down, the ones who knew and the ones who didn’t both. I’d moved these people like pieces on a board, knowing that me and Greenstone were taking a risk, but not really thinking about the risk I was putting them in.

			“We can protect you!” I shouted out to them. “We can protect you from this man and his ringmen and all the others like him! But if you want us to do that, you have to stand by us. It’s you who give big people their power! Give your support to us and we’ll protect you. Turn to Chief Dixon, and we can’t.”

			Some of them didn’t even look at me. They all knew the punishment for listening to whisperers, and why should they trust me now, anyway?

			“It’s really true!” I called out to them. “You’ll see it’s true if you just think it through for yourselves. What can Chief Dixon do, if all of you stick with us?”

			I saw a few people nodding, but not many, and even the ones who nodded didn’t otherwise move or shout out their support. After all, even if they did still trust me and Greenstone, how could they be sure of one another?

			“She’s right,” called out Greenstone from over by his stone seat. “We warned you this could happen, but what can these few men do, if all you lot stay with us?”

			Dixon pretended to shake his head sadly, as if he were more disappointed than angry to hear this nonsense coming from the mouths of the Ringwearer and the Headman. And then he put on a new and soothing voice as he spoke to the people in the cave.

			“Many of you heard her saying those lying words in your house­places. And of course now you feel bad because you shouted and cheered. But no one will blame you for that, I promise you, be­cause you were tricked. You thought you were listening to a true Ringwearer, and you didn’t know where the words came from. Of course you cheered. There’s no fault in that.”

			I walked a little way in his direction, the people stepping back hastily to let me through, as if I was something dangerous to touch, like the scalding bark of a spiketree. I stopped in the middle of a bunch of ringmen who’d followed us down to Edenheart a couple of wakings ago, and had promised to fight for me and Greenstone against any chief that stood against him. But now their eyes darted uneasily between me and Chief Dixon, between Dixon’s masked ringmen and their own friends. One of them ran his tongue over his lips. Another chewed on a nail.

			“Okay, that’s enough, Chief Dixon!” Greenstone called out from where he still stood by the Headman’s chair. “Or just Dixon, as I should call you now, because you’re no longer a chief of mine, and John Cave is no longer your ground. I’ll divide it up between the ringmen here who’ve promised to protect me. They keep their promises, and it seems you don’t. You, my friend, are on your way to the Rock.”

			The ringmen around me glanced uneasily at one another. Chief Dixon laughed.

			“Don’t talk to me about keeping promises, Greenstone. When you put on the Headman’s hat you promised to carry on the work of John and Mother Gela, and protect the rules of New Earth. And yet look what you’ve done. You stood there beside this false Ring­wearer, and you did nothing to stop her lies. You’re not—”

			“You say I told lies, Dixon,” I interrupted him, “but if you ask the people who were there, they’ll tell you I never once claimed my words came from Mother Gela. I just repeated some of them because they seemed to make sense. It’s the teachers, not me, who claim to know what Mother Gela thinks, just like the shadowspeak­ers do among the Davidfolk.”

			He glared at me, his face dark with rage, but I could see that his eyes were unsure. He couldn’t know for certain which way this would go, after all, any more than I could.

			“That’s a ridiculous—” he began.

			“Excuse me, I haven’t finished. The teachers say they know what Gela wants, but all they do is write things down on their barks and then use those same barks to prove that what they say is true. I’m the Ringwearer, but I don’t know what Mother Gela thinks. All I know is that she was the mother of all of us, and I’ve never heard of a mother who said it was okay for her children to do for one an­other, or for some of them to live in big houses and others in dark dark clusters where there aren’t even trees to give out light.” I held the ring above my head, making myself as tall as I could. “This is our mother’s ring,” I called out, “and when I put it on, I promised to be a mother to everyone, not just to the big people.”

			Many people nodded this time, and a few even clapped, but there was no cheering, no chanting “Mother! Mother! Mother!” Not with Dixon present, and those masked men. And the ringmen round me had backed away a little, leaving me in my own circle of empty space.

			Dixon sighed, like a grown-­up dealing with a naughty child. “I repeat,” he called out to everyone in the cave. “No one will be blamed for hearing the fishing girl’s words when she was the Ring­wearer, or for cheering her, or even for following her here. But anyone who stays with her from now on is doing so knowing that she’s a whisperer. You all need to think about that. Specially those of you who were nodding and clapping while she spoke.”

			“He’s trying to frighten you,” called out Greenstone, still over by the Headman’s seat.

			He would have said more, but the metal-­faced men round the doorway moved aside to let in a new arrival, and the bald, fat fig­ure of Teacher Michael came striding into the cave. I guessed he’d been waiting outside for the right moment.

			“Listen carefully, people,” he boomed out.

			His boy, hurrying along behind him, placed a wooden box on the ground in middle of cave. Climbing on top of it, the Head Teacher stood in silence for several seconds, frowning down at us all while he caught his breath. become like earth, read the words on his pale longwrap.

			“This man Greenstone is no longer your Headman,” he finally said. “His father only became Headman because a previous Head Teacher chose him over his brother, Harry. It was a bad choice, and the teacher who did it went crazy soon after. So now I’m making an­other choice. Chief Dixon is Headman now. He’s a great grandson of First John just as much as Greenstone’s father was and, unlike Greenstone, he’s been true to John and true to President and true to Mother Gela. You’re not Headman anymore, Greenstone. And the fishing girl’s not Ringwearer.”

			He looked round at all the people in the cave, big, small, middle-­sized, all mixed together in that strange new Council of ours.

			“Let’s get this straight, everyone,” he went on. “Let’s get this ab­solutely straight. I have read many thousands of barks. I have read every single word written by John Redlantern and his companions. You just heard the fishing girl admit with her own tongue that she doesn’t really know what Mother Gela wants, but I do. I know what she wants. I know what President, her father, wants. I know what’s true and what’s false. So you need to listen to me carefully. Like the new Headman says, you’re not in trouble yet, none of you are, and you won’t be in trouble just so long as you do exactly exactly what he asks of you from this moment on. I don’t need to tell you what will happen otherwise.”

			“Remember, ringmen!” I yelled out. “Remember, topmen! Re­member we warned you about this! Remember how we said that some of the chiefs might turn against us. Remember you promised you’d help us if they did!”

			I raised my hands above my head and pointed to the ring. Only a short time ago, in every houseplace in New Earth, that would have been enough to make a whole crowd roar and roar. But now there was silence.

			“Who are you going to listen to?” I shouted, though I could feel people moving further and further away from me, moment by moment by moment. “Are you going to listen to the Headman and the Ringwearer of New Earth? Or are you going to listen to a chief and a teacher who’ve pushed their way into the Headmanhouse and acted against all New Earth’s rules?”

			How different my voice sounded now, how different from the strong strong voice that had called out across those meeting grounds. It had been true what I said to Greenstone, truer than even I had understood: Power did come from the small people, and without them, I had no power at all.

			“That’s right,” said Greenstone from the far end of the cave. “Where in the rules of New Earth does it say that a teacher can take the hat from the Headman and give it to a chief?”

			Chief Earthseeker had stood up also: poor Earthseeker, who’d never asked for this fight in first place, and didn’t even agree with what we were trying to do. But he’d never liked the teachers.

			“That’s right,” he bellowed. “You show me where it says that in all your barks?”

			The Head Teacher looked across at him. “With pleasure,” he purred. “Come down to the Teachinghouse next waking, Chief Earthseeker, and I’ll show you where your own great grandfather John Redlantern wrote it down with his own hand.”

			Greenstone made a sudden move toward me, but he didn’t get far. Three ringmen grabbed hold of him and held him back. They were topmen, all of them, and not only that, they were men he’d made topmen only two wakings previously. Of the new topmen, only big Mehmet still seemed to be holding back.

			“Mehmet!” I shouted. “Get your men to help us! I know you don’t like the chiefs, and this is your chance to stand up to them.”

			He looked at me unhappily, glanced across at Dixon, looked back at me again.

			“Starlight, go!” Greenstone shouted.

			Many eyes turned uneasily in my direction.

			“Run, Mother!” screamed Quietstream from where she was still being held by men in masks, twelve fifteen feet away.

			I didn’t run, but I began to walk quickly toward the main door of the Cave. No one tried to stop me. Men and women, ringmen and small people, stood aside to let me pass. “Good luck, Mother!” quite a few whispered to me now, or “Long life!” And, though none of them spoke up for me out loud, a few followed after me, so that when I came into the Tall Cave, a little line of maybe fifteen people was trailing anxiously behind.

			Six men were waiting outside in the Tall Cave. They had metal faces and metal spears in their hands.

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph went the great shining tree. From the windholes above people were looking down interestedly to see what would happen next. Time moved slowly slowly.

			“Starlight!” whispered a Mainground voice.

			“Snowleopard?”

			One of the metal faces leaned toward me. “Do exactly what I tell you and we’ll get you out of here,” he murmured softly. “Send these people back, first of all.”

			I told the people who’d followed me to go back into the Red Cave.

			“Do what the Headman asks you,” I told them, and left them to figure out which Headman they’d choose to obey.

			As soon as they’d gone, Snowleopard grabbed me with both arms and spoke to me out loud.

			“Gotcha!”

			“Snowleopard! What are . . . ?”

			“Shut up, whisperer.”

			His metal face couldn’t smile or frown.

			“We’re taking you to the Questioners, girl,” called Blink.

			I could see an empty eye socket through one of the eye holes in the mask, like there was just another empty mask behind it.

			“And if you’ve got any sense, you’ll answer them straight away,” said Spear, whose face was always half a mask.

			Snowleopard laughed, yanking my arm up behind my back as he pushed me forward. “Oh, she will. She surely surely will.”

			Part V



	

			Julie Deepwater

			One waking, maybe a wombtime or more after Starlight went away, a wind came blowing in from Deep Darkness, powerful and cold, rocking the lanterns back and forth on the trees and sending big waves toward us, which came rolling right in through the trees, clouding the water with sand and mud. We couldn’t cut bark, we couldn’t fish or gather waternuts, we couldn’t go out on the open water. All of us stayed on the Sand, wrapped up in skins to keep ourselves warm, our fires blowing smoke into our eyes. And we all felt restless and uneasy, the bitter wind reminding us of all the other things that had been disturbing the peace of Knee Tree Grounds.

			“We’re really here,” someone said as usual when we came to­gether in the Meeting Place.

			“Not for much longer!” shouted out a woman called Greenlan­tern, and there was a loud, harsh laugh. “Are we just going to sit here and wakedream as usual?” Greenlantern asked. “Or are we actually going to figure out what to do?”

			New situations seem to bring new people forward. Of course I knew everyone on the Grounds—­we all did—­but I’d never had that much contact with Greenlantern before. She had a narrow, pointy face, and I’d always thought of her as being a bit sour.

			“We always have quietness first,” Dixon said. “There’s plenty of time to talk afterward, when we’re eating.”

			We always managed that before, whether the wind was blow­ing or not, but it seemed hard to imagine quietness now with the branches creaking and groaning above us, and the waves beating away out there on the edge of forest.

			“Quietness won’t change anything,” Greenlantern said.

			“Quietness is the whole point of this place,” a woman called Clare said. “If you don’t want quietness, then go to Nob Head.”

			“Whether I go to Nob Head or not has nothing to do with it. It won’t be quiet here anymore when the Johnfolk come.”

			“Who says they’re coming?” I asked. “Why do we keep on about this? Why would they be interested in us?”

			“Because you and your friends went down to Veeklehouse, Julie, and told them where we were.”

			It was the first time I’d ever known the quiet time to turn straight into an argument.

			“They might know where we are,” said Angie Redlantern, “but what would they want from us?”

			“You’re just trying to make yourself feel better about what you and Julie did. We all heard what those guards said when they came over. The Johnfolk will need a place to rest after they’ve crossed over, before they go and fight the Davidfolk.”

			“Yes, you’re right, Greenlantern,” said Lucky. “We did all hear it. So do you have to repeat it every single waking?”

			“We’re Kneefolk,” said an old blind woman called Jane. She was the oldest person alive in whole of Grounds, the granddaughter of Jeff Redlantern himself. “Whole point of Kneefolk is we make time for the Watcher, and remember it’s the Watcher that looks out of all our eyes.”

			“The Watcher!” Greenlantern snorted. “What use is the bloody Watcher now?”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Snowleopard pulled a strip of buckskin over my mouth, pulled it tight and tied it behind my head, then shoved a stinking skin bag over my head so I was in darkness and could barely breathe. Someone else tied my hands and legs with rope. Then they dragged me out of the Headmanhouse and flung me facedown over the back of a buck.

			I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move. There was nothing I could do, and no way that I could tell whose side these men were really on. Snowleopard had always said he’d protect me, and he’d said it to me again just now, before he’d turned harsh and cold, but where had he gone when he snuck away from the Headmanhouse, and what was he playing at now?

			“Tom’s dick, I wouldn’t mind being one of those Questioners if it meant I could get my hands on this,” said a New Earth voice.

			A hand came feeling up the inside of my thigh. I wriggled to shake it off, and several men laughed loudly.

			“Or this one, either,” I heard Spear say. “A bit old and fat, maybe, but they say old Firehand used to give her a slip from time to time. And from what people say, the old guy knew his women.”

			So they had Quietstream there as well.

			I felt one of them pull himself up onto the buck behind me and heard the sounds of other bucks around me snuffling and wheezing as the other men climbed onto their backs. Then we started to move. Presently water splashed against my legs and I guessed we were going through the river.

			“Let’s go round this way,” Snowleopard called out, so now I knew it was him on the buck with me.

			“Why not straight to the Teachinghouse?” asked a New Earth voice.

			“New Headman doesn’t want folk in Edenheart seeing this just yet,” Snowleopard answered. “Remember, she’s still their precious Mother Gela as far as the small people are concerned. He’s still got to break it to them that she’s just a whisperer.”

			I could hear the humming and the pulsing of forest all round me as the ringmen skirted the edge of Edenheart.

			“Right,” said Snowleopard. “We’ll stop here a minute.”

			I felt him jump down off the buck.

			“Why are we stopping?” asked a New Earth voice.

			Snowleopard chuckled. “Do you want to let the Questioners have all the fun? I’m sure they won’t mind if we have a little go first.”

			I tried to shout, but the only sound I could make was a sort of buzz, which just made the men laugh. I felt my wrap being yanked up above my waist. I couldn’t speak, and my face was covered up with a bag and hidden away from the men by the buck’s warm body, but my bum was right out there at head height, like it was a face of its own, looking out at the bright bright world.

			“How about that, boys? It’ll be burnt to a cinder soon enough. What a shame to let it go to waste.”

			I wriggled and squirmed. I tried again to cry out. I waited for their touch, their poking fingers.



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			So they’re going to start with the mother, I thought, and then maybe turn to me. I’d had a lot of bad things happen to me in my life. A good many chiefs and teachers thought pretty helpers were there to slip with whenever they wanted, just like we were there to bring them food and drinks. So I was afraid of what was coming to me, but at the same time I was kind of used to it, and I was worried for the mother almost more than myself. What made it specially cruel for her was that those three men from Old Ground were the ones she’d thought would keep her safe.

			What difference did my feelings make, though? I was tied up, just like she was. I couldn’t move, and I could barely make a sound. And who would have come and helped us, anyway, even if we could have cried out? We were already dead. We were just whisperers on their way to the Teachinghouse and the Rock. We had no real life left ahead of us. Only a few grim hours of fear and pain.

			But then I heard a sound I wasn’t expecting. It was a sort of soft crunching. Crunch! Crunch! Crunch!

			“Hey, wha—­!” a man’s voice cried out after that third crunch, but a fourth soon silenced him.

			“Okay, quick now,” said an Old Ground voice. “Kick them in the water and go.”

			“That was easy,” said one of his friends. “That was easy easy.”

			“One more little stab for old Rog there, I reckon, to make sure he’s properly done for,” said the third one, and I heard him grunt as he delivered a final thrust.

			There were splashes as the bodies were dumped into the river. Then the three men who were still alive jumped back onto their bucks and we started to move again, the guy on my buck leaning down to whisper in my ear.

			“Little change of plan,” he said.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			We finally stopped in a damp and echoey place, where the loud­est sound was fast-­running water. Snowleopard jumped off the buck’s back, reached up to lift me down, and pulled the bag off my head. Blink was doing the same for Quietstream, grinning his gap-­toothed grin as he undid the skin tie around her mouth.

			“Don’t I even get a kiss?” he said.

			“Aren’t you taking us to the Teachinghouse?” Quietstream asked.

			“We’ve been playing a bit of a game,” Snowleopard said as he knelt down to cut away the ropes they’d tied me with. “Old Dixon thought we were his men, and gave us lots of his nice metal cubes, but we’ve sort of tricked him.” He looked at me and winked. “Well, we couldn’t let you down, could we, Starlight? We were friends of your dad, after all.”

			I could see Quietstream watching him while Spear worked away with a knife at the rope round her ankles. I could see her wonder­ing if this was just another game. I didn’t know what to believe myself.

			We were just inside the opening of a tiny, steep side cave, which brought a small stream of icy meltwater down from the surface. Red and blue rocklanterns crawled over one another on its dim, damp walls. Behind me, the stream poured out into the light of the Great Cave.

			“So you kept your promise,” I said.

			Snowleopard laughed. “Of course, Starlight, of course. Didn’t we always say we would?”

			I didn’t answer that. “Blink, Spear, you, too,” I said.

			I’d never felt easy with those two. Blink was such a weird mix­ture of an old man and a naughty child, and with Spear I’d always had a feeling that not just his face, but all of him, was only half alive.

			I went to Quietstream and hugged her. “I’m sorry, Quietstream. I’m sorry sorry sorry.”

			She hugged me back, but her face was grim. She might have escaped the Teachinghouse herself, but we both knew what hap­pened to the mums and daughters of whisperers.

			I turned back to the men. “So how are we going to help Greenstone?”

			Snowleopard shook his head, his blue eyes fixed on mine. “We can’t help him, I’m afraid. Chief Dixon told me he was going to take Greenstone straight to the Rock. No Teachinghouse, no noth­ing, just straight over the cliff. I did try to suggest he hold back on that for a while, but . . . well . . . I’m only a ringman, aren’t I, and he’s a big big chief. He wasn’t going to listen to me.”

			I looked straight into his eyes. Not many people could hold my gaze when I looked at them like that, but Snowleopard looked steadily back at me. “How come you were talking to Dixon in first place?”

			Snowleopard didn’t hesitate. “We knew he was up to some­thing, and we reckoned we could help you best if we pretended to go along with it.” He laughed. “We were proved right, too. Old Dixon chose me and the boys to be the ones to take you away from the Headmanhouse. He reckoned you’d make less fuss if it was us.”

			Greenstone had been sent straight to the Rock. I heard what he said, but my mind couldn’t take it in. It was like a cold cold stone wrapped up tight inside a piece of skin. I knew it was there, I even knew what it was, but I couldn’t yet see it or touch it or feel its weight.

			“There’s nothing we can do?”

			“I’m sorry, but no. There’s only three of us, and it’s too late, anyway. That fellow of yours has gone.”

			Quietstream put her hand on my arm. There were tears run­ning down her face. She’d cared for Greenstone since he was a baby, after all.

			“I know he’d be pleased pleased if he knew you were safe, Mother.”

			“Well, he won’t have known that, will he? How could he? He’ll have been completely alone, right up to the end.”

			She’d been trying to help me, but what she’d actually done was make the truth seem more real to me, opened a chink in that awful package in my mind and let me glimpse that cold cold stone inside it. I quickly closed it up again.

			“You’re really sure they took him straight to the Rock?”

			Snowleopard nodded gravely. “Definitely. No doubt about it.”

			“There must be something we can do!”

			“He’s gone. Old Dixon wanted him out of the way for good before most people even knew what was happening. ‘We’ll shove Firehand’s boy straight over the cliff’—­those were his exact words. ‘We can deal with the whisperers later.’ ”

			“But couldn’t we just try?”

			“Like I said, it’s too late. Ask yourself what he would have wanted. For you to save yourself, or for you to be thrown down after him?”

			I looked at Quietstream.

			“He would have wanted you to save yourself, Mother. He loved you like he’d never loved anyone.”

			He did love me, I thought. He truly did. And I loved him. So how could he really be dead?

			“We only managed to get you out of there because no one was expecting it,” Snowleopard said. “But about now people will be real­izing we tricked them. Only chance of saving ourselves is if we make a move now. This little cave will take us quickly out top. It’ll be cold cold up there, but we can be back down in warm forest in less than an hour, and then it’ll just be half a waking’s ride to poolside and we’ll be away from this ground for good. We’ve got a boat hidden there, ready for us.”

			“A boat? So you had this all planned? How did you know what was going to happen?”

			“We aren’t any old guards, remember, Starlight. We worked for David Strongheart at Davidstand, and we know what it’s like around big men, or high men, as we called them back on Mainground. We know how high men push and shove one another, and we spotted old Dixon’s game early early.”

			“We could see right away that your Greenstone was going to have a job standing up to him,” Blink said suddenly. “Not much of a fighter.”

			“Don’t talk about Greenstone like that,” I told him.

			Blink grinned at me, his toothless mouth open, interestedly watching my face. Beside him, Spear rubbed his dead cheek.

			“He meant no disrepect,” Snowleopard said soothingly. “We know the Headman was a lovely bloke. All the ringmen said so.” For a moment he glanced down at the ring, then he looked straight back into my eyes. “But he’s gone, I’m afraid, and if we don’t get going right now, it’ll be the same for the five of us as well. We three might be good fighters, but we can’t beat all the ringmen in New Earth.”

			“I’m still the Ringwearer. I’ll show them the ring. I’ll tell them they must fight for me, and not Dixon.”

			“It won’t work anymore, Mother,” Quietstream said. “You saw that for yourself in the Red Cave.”

			I looked at her. I felt that awful stone inside me. Even in its skin wrap it was horribly hard and cold, but I’d been in this place before, when that spearfish did for my mum, and I knew that it was hardly even the beginning.

			“I feel sure that . . .” I began, then made myself stop. There was no point saying the same thing over and over.

			Straight away Snowleopard nodded to the others, and they began leading the bucks up the cave.

			It was way too steep and narrow for us to ride. Blink and his buck went first, then Spear, then me and Quietstream, then Snowleopard behind us. Most of the time we were ankle-­deep in freezing water, and sometimes we had to climb through small waterfalls as the icy stream came tumbling down from pool to pool. All five humans were soon drenched, and all of us slipped many times on the soft, smooth rocklanterns. Even the bucks slipped, in spite of their six flat feet, bellowing and screaming each time they lost their footing. In between whiles, they snuf­fled and snorted, their mouth-­feelers twitching and squirming, agitated ripples moving constantly back and forth across their eyes.

			“I hope you don’t mind me showing those men your butt, Star­light,” Snowleopard said after a while. “I had to distract them so we could do for them. I just couldn’t think of a better way.”

			I didn’t even bother to answer him. What did my butt matter now? But there was something about all of this that was too smooth, too practiced, too planned.

			“Who were the other three men?” Quietstream asked.

			“Rog, Luke, Stone. Three of Dixon’s blokes. Not bad fellers. But they’d have done the same to us if they’d known what we were up to. Come on now, keep moving, girls. They’ll be after us by now.”

			“Here we are now,” called out Blink above us. “Harry’s sister-­slipping dick, it is cold cold cold.”

			One after another we clambered out into almost complete darkness and icy cold. We were in a narrow valley—­the stream must once have flowed right along it, until it found its way down to the cave below—­and it was almost bare of life, lit only by two three small, twisted whitelanterns some way off, and a single bent blue spiketree. Huge, dark masses rose high above us on either side, and, between them, a narrow strip of Starry Swirl’s cold wheel blazing down like frozen fire.

			“Get those wet wraps off, you two,” Snowleopard commanded.

			The three men stood watching us interestedly as we made our­selves naked in front of them, calmly observing our breasts, our bellies, the fluffy hair between our legs. We were shivering all over with cold, our teeth chattering, as Snowleopard passed us each a plain ringman’s wrap and some footwraps.

			“Right. We need to go. We need to go quick quick quick. We need to get poolside ahead of the news from the cave.”

			Snowleopard helped me up onto his buck. Quietstream climbed up with Blink. Then all three men dug their spear butts into their animals until they shrieked.

			“Get on with it, you fat lumps!”

			I pressed myself back as tightly as I could against Snowleopard’s big, strong body to keep myself from freezing.



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			We reached the warmth and treelight of the forest after an hour, and without ever stopping to think about which way to go, the men made their way through shining trees and drifts of starflow­ers, across streams and over hills, like they’d known this ground all their lives. We didn’t pass any houseplaces. We didn’t see a single shelter or a single human being. The only thing that told us human beings had ever been here was that from time to time we reached one of those paths the old Headman laid out through the forest, and cautiously cautiously crossed over it. Above us Starry Swirl blazed down from the awful emptiness of the sky.

			The one-­eyed guy kept trying to talk to me—­“Lot of wing-­monkeys in this forest, aren’t there? . . . We never get trees like that one where I come from! . . . Gives you a sore bum, all this riding, doesn’t it?”—­and I couldn’t tell if he was trying to be kind or what, but it was impossible to pay attention to him when all the time I was worrying worrying worrying about my girls and my mum, and sometimes about poor Greenstone, too, all by himself, falling fall­ing into the fire.

			Up and down the hills we rode, shrieking starbirds clattering away from us through trees, treefoxes wriggling their noses at us as they watched us from branches with their flat black eyes. And at last, after half a waking or more—­it was hard to tell without the horns—we came to the top of a ridge and there was Worldpool, the ridge sloping down toward it in great deep creases, full of bright trees. The Pool shone pink and green and stretched away into the distance, flat and smooth and empty, until it reached that hard straight line where the shining water met the black black sky. 

			As we rode along the ridge for a bit, I struggled inside myself. I was afraid to be alone, but I knew I didn’t want to cross the Pool. Finally, when they turned down into one of those creases in the hillside and began to head toward the water, I got my courage together and yelled out. 

			“Stop! Please stop!” 

			Blink pulled up his buck. The other men turned to face us. Poor mother Starlight watched me warily with tired tired eyes, like I was going to lay yet another burden on her shoulders. She looked pale and small, hunched up there in front of that big big man. 

			“We can’t stop,” Snowleopard said. “There’ll be guys setting out toward poolside right now to get boats on the water, and we won’t be able to go as fast as them. Only way we can beat them is to get a head start.” 

			“Just put me down, then. I don’t want to go across the water. I want to stay here, where my children are.” 

			The men looked at one another. Spear shrugged. “She’s no risk to us,” he said. “She won’t find anyone else for a waking at least.” 

			“True enough,” said Snowleopard. “Put her down, then. We’ll be faster without her, anyway.” 

			I climbed down from the buck. 

			“What will you do, though?” the mother said. “You can’t go back to the caves. And if you try to see your kids, they’ll be in even more trouble than they already are.” 

			“I can live in forest. I’ll find some forest people. They get by okay, don’t they?”

			“But you could be wandering about by yourself for—”

			Snowleopard made an impatient noise. “Come on now, girls. No time for chatting. We’ve got to go.”

			They turned their bucks round and started off down the slope through the trees and starflowers. The mother turned one last time and waved, and then they were gone.

			Hmmmmph hmmmmph hmmmmph went the trees. Hmmmmmm­mmmm went the forest, stretching away around me for miles and miles.

			I didn’t know which way to go. I didn’t know how to hunt. I didn’t even know which fruit to eat and which to leave alone.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Filling up whole sky, the huge wheel of stars shone coldly down as our bucks descended to the edge of Pool. The air was warm warm and my toes and fingers weren’t freezing anymore, but I was shivering all the same. That horrible iciness was growing inside me, that stony lump of grief and shame. I pressed myself back against Snowleopard, not for warmth anymore, but simply in the hope that his body at least could give me some comfort, some sort of sem­blance of love.

			I kept thinking about Greenstone: Greenstone all alone, Green­stone falling, Greenstone still alive and awake as his blood boiled and his skin burst into flames. It still wasn’t real—­it was far far from being real—­but I could feel it unwrapping inside me.

			“Right then, girl, jump down,” Snowleopard said.

			We’d dropped into a narrow, rocky crack that had cut its way into the slope, and it was easier to walk than to keep on riding in that tight, tree-­packed space, where we had to keep ducking down under shining branches. At the end of it, by the edge of the water, two big black rocks stuck up from a sandy beach like the rocks did on the edge of the Sand. The men had made a little camp beside them. There was a place for a fire, and a little cave in the rock where they’d stored things.

			Now they moved immediately into a routine. First, without saying a word, they did for the bucks they’d been riding with a sin­gle hard spear thrust into the belly of each: crunch, crunch, crunch. The creatures sank shuddering to the ground, their mouth-­feelers blowing out green foam. While it was still lying there quivering, Snowleopard hacked three legs from his buck with a long metal knife, then started to cut off chunks of meat. Spear unwrapped a box of hot embers and set about making a fire. Blink began carry­ing things out of the cave. There were four heavy bags with lumps of rock clunking inside them—­when he put them down, I saw it was greenstone—­and some bags of dried food, and a whole bunch of greased water carriers, which Blink told me were full of badjuice for the journey.

			I stood watching them, trembling, while the trees pulsed around us and the great Pool slapped against those two big rocks. There was a tongue of bright water reaching in between them, nar­row but deep, and there was a boat hanging there above the green and pink light, gently rocking from side to side.

			“I think I should go with Quietstream,” I said.

			She’d been right not to leave her kids behind, it seemed to me, and I shouldn’t have left Greenstone until I was certain that he re­ally was dead. I wouldn’t be so alone if I was with her, either. She would have let me cry, and I would have let her cry, too. We could have comforted each other. It didn’t even seem to occur to these men that I might be sad or troubled in any way.

			Snowleopard looked up. “Well, you can’t,” he said firmly, like I was a silly child.

			“But—”

			“It would take you three hours at least just to walk up to the top of the ridge,” he pointed out, “and how would you find her then? She’d be out in forest somewhere, perhaps eight ten miles away.” He shoved another chunk of meat onto a stick.

			“I guess you’re right,” I said. “Okay. It’s just . . .”

			I needed to think. I needed to figure out what these men were playing at. They’d let down Greenstone. They’d even let down Chief Dixon. So why should I trust them to look after me?

			“I have to take a crap,” I said.

			Snowleopard looked up at me from the meat, his hands green and slimy with buck blood. Then he glanced back at the trees be­hind me, in that crack between the cliffs. He nodded and turned back to his meat. “Okay, but don’t go far. As soon as the meat’s cooked, we need to go.”

			Blink had come over to squat down with him and Spear, and now the three men together began to push sticks through the bits of meat Snowleopard had been cutting up and hold them out over the fire.

			Squeezed between walls of rock, the forest pulsed and hummed. Flutterbyes swarmed in the warm, damp air around the shining trees. A small slinker stuck out its bony head from an airhole and watched the flying creatures all around it, its head swaying slowly from side to side.

			I wasn’t part of this place, the thought suddenly came to me, not part of New Earth, not part of Eden, not part of this forest with its black sky, its shining flowers, its sweet, damp, sickly smell. I didn’t belong here. No one did. It was a dark, horrible place where people should never have come in first place and would never never feel at home.

			I looked back. The men were sitting side by side with their backs to me, chatting and laughing as they busied themselves with cooking their meat. I pressed my back against the rock and crept back toward them like we used to creep toward fatbucks out at the edge of our water forest. There was a boulder that had fallen against one of the cliffs, and I crawled behind it so I could peep through the crack between it and the wall of rock and watch the men without them seeing me, like I was looking into another world where Starlight Brooking didn’t exist.

			“Gela’s tits, Spear,” I heard Snowleopard say. “You and your bloody moaning. We got here, didn’t we? And last time I checked, none of us had a spear sticking out of his back!”

			Blink laughed loudly, but Spear wasn’t happy.

			“We took a risk we didn’t need to, though,” he said. “We should have done for both of them straight off and then just taken the ring. I mean, all we were ever asked to do was figure out where the metal came from. Strongheart will be amazed we got the ring as well. Why do we need this extra hassle?”

			He looked round at Snowleopard and, as he did so, he showed me the dead side of his face, as cold and expressionless as a corpse. I saw Snowleopard glance in my direction before he answered, checking to see if I was near, but I knew he couldn’t see me in my hiding place.

			“Come on now, Spear,” he said. “Strongheart will be pleased pleased to have the Ringwearer as well as the ring. Imagine the things she could tell him with the right persuasion, the things she could be traded for. Or maybe he’ll want to keep her, eh? Maybe the Head Guard of Mainground will think it’s fun to shove his dick where the Headman of New Earth used to go.” Again he glanced back in my direction for a moment, then leaned forward to put the meat he was holding in a better position. “I mean, let’s face it, Spear, she’s been pretty useful to us so far, right back to the time we got that guy Mike to threaten her with his dick in Veeklehouse. Who knows if old Greenstone would have agreed to take us across the Pool with him if it wasn’t for that?”

			Blink laughed. “Poor old Greenstone, eh? He was useless useless, wasn’t he? He had it coming to him all along.”

			But Snowleopard was still working on Spear.

			“Yeah, and anyway, Spear,” he said, “this isn’t like you, my old mate. You must be getting old! Never mind Strongheart; aren’t you interested in seeing a bit more of that pretty little butt yourself? I know I am.”

			Blink gave another loud laugh, and even Spear, reluctantly, gave a short little snort of amusement.



	

			Lucy Johnson

			Dixon sent for me to come to the Headmanhouse, and I rode down in our car with helpers and ringmen all around me. I was so proud, so happy. We’d beaten Firehand! It had been a long long fight, but my dad, Harry, had won in the end.

			We passed quickly through Edenheart. The small people didn’t yet know what had happened, and to them I was just another chiefs­woman going up to the House for a meeting or a feast. But it would be a different story when I next came there with Dixon. I’d be wear­ing the ring on my finger, and they’d have a proper Ringwearer again, not some desperate little fishing girl who tried to win the small folk’s love by trying to be like them.

			What a lie that had been, anyway! When she got back to the Headmanhouse after her little trip to the digs, she’d put on her fancy wraps again quickly enough, from what I’d heard. She’d had her helpers bathe her and bring her food. She’d slept in a wallcave in a wooden bed. If she really wanted to be like the small people, how come she didn’t sleep on the ground in a bark shelter, and gnaw her meat from a bone?

			We crossed the river, stopped outside the House. The doors opened and, as a ringman was helping me to the ground, I heard Dixon come up behind me.

			“Lucy . . .” he said.

			I turned and threw my arms straight around his neck. “Dixon, my dearest, you clever clever man. You always said you’d—”

			I stopped. He was stiff stiff in my arms.

			“Yeah, we got Greenstone all right,” he said. “He’s down in the holding cave at the Teachinghouse. But the bloody fishing girl got away, and she’s still got the ring on her finger.”

			My blood turned as cold as the Dark Mountains. In one single moment, my new happiness was smashed.

			“How could she have got away?”

			“Snowleopard and some others were supposed to be taking her and her helper to the Teachinghouse, but they haven’t arrived, and the ringmen who were with them have been found dead in the river. Looks like those Old Ground men have gone off with her.”

			I stared at him. “What? You let those Davidfolk take charge of her? That was your big plan?”

			Dixon didn’t often cringe in front of me, but he did now. He cringed like a beaten child. “The job I gave Snowleopard was to come up to our cave and tell our ringmen that Earthseeker had told them to come down to Edenheart. And then he was to go back down there with them and watch out for a chance to get the fishing girl: I knew she trusted him, and I knew she’d go with him without a fuss. I told three of my blokes to stay with him all the time. It was just—”

			“Three of your blokes against those three big men who won the Edenheart polefight? Tom’s dick, Dixon, how could you? And why didn’t you take the ring off her finger before they took her away? I thought you were supposed to be smart.”

			He started to get angry now, as I knew he would. “Watch your tongue, Lucy,” he hissed, glancing round at the ringmen and help­ers. “We had a lot to deal with. We had a whole bunch of ringmen and small people who still weren’t sure whose side they were on. We didn’t want to unsettle them by making a scene.”

			“So you handed the ring to three Davidfolk instead? You were sure whose side they were on?”

			“I didn’t hand it to them. They tricked us and took it, and now we’ve got everyone out looking for them.”

			“Mother of Eden, Dixon, to think I was feeling proud of you as I came down here. To think I was imagining the stories people would tell in the future about Headman Dixon, who brought back the Headman’s hat to the true sons of John! I’ll tell you what the stories will say now. I’ll tell you the only thing anyone will remember Head­man Dixon for. He was the dumb one who gave away the ring.”

			Of course he slapped me then, hard hard, with a second slap to follow. But it was worth it. It was worth it just to see the shame on his face when I told what he’d done and he knew I was right.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			I crept back up between the cliffs a little way, then turned and walked back down to the men, kicking stones so they’d notice me coming.

			“You ready now, Starlight?” Snowleopard called out when he saw me. “This meat is done enough. We’ll stick it in a bag and load up the boat, and then we’re set to go.”

			They pulled the boat up to the narrow beach at the end of that tongue of water, and I helped them load it with the heavy bags of greenstone, the badjuice, the food, the cooked meat, the skins for warmth in Deep Darkness.

			Mother of Eden, I hated them, but hate made me stronger. It drove out fear and let me set my grief to one side, so that I could watch them calmly, like I was studying the pieces on a board. Snow­leopard specially I watched. He even caught me once, looking at his face as I wondered why I’d ever thought of him as a man who hid nothing.

			“What are you staring at, Starlight?” He grinned at me and winked.

			Jeff’s shining ride, he’d actually thought I was admiring him! He’d thought I was finding him sexy. And actually, that was inter­esting. It was useful information, the fact that he could think that, so soon after I’d lost Greenstone. It showed that, as smart as he was, there were some things Snowleopard didn’t understand. My heart full of hate, I winked back at him and smiled a secret sexy smile.

			He loved that, and he was about to speak when a loud screech­ing came from the cave, and Blink emerged from it dragging a big cage with two baby bats inside it, perhaps half my height, their wings flapping uselessly against the wooden poles that trapped them there.

			“I’d just assumed these bloody things had died,” he said. “Ei­ther that or escaped. I mean, we haven’t had a chance to feed them for—­what?—­ten wakings or more, have we? But they’re still alive, look: thin but alive. Are we still going to take them with us? Or is that too much trouble?”

			Snowleopard shrugged. “May as well, but let’s chop off those wings, or that flapping will drive us nuts.”

			Blink slid out the pole that kept the cage shut, and he and Spear held the two creatures down while Snowleopard knelt on their wings and hacked them off with his metal knife. Then they shoved the bats back inside the cage and dumped it onto the mid­dle of the boat next to the windtree, washing their hands in the water to make a small green cloud of blood.

			The boat was much smaller than the boat that had brought me to New Earth, and was only two-­bodied: two sister-­boats, rather than a mother-­boat and two daughters. Two of us knelt in each of them, took up our paddles, and began to dig our way forward, out onto the open water.

			That cold stone was heavy heavy inside me, but hate kept me sharp and gave me strength. I watched the men. I noticed where they’d put down their spears and where they’d laid their woolly skins to sleep. I noticed the things on the boatfloor: the bags of stones, the coiled-­up rope, the bats, with their stumps still oozing blood, huddled in their cage.

			The windcatcher puffed up, collapsed, puffed up again, and then began straining forward, pulling against the windtree. It would have taken us forward all by itself, but we kept paddling hard for most of a waking, until the men were sure we couldn’t be seen from poolside. Only then did they climb out of the sister-­boats and settle down toward the back of the main boatfloor, Spear taking the steerpole, Snowleopard and Blink stretching out on their sleep­ing skins while the shining watertrees passed beneath us.

			“Do you want to eat some of your meat now, boys?” I asked them. “And maybe have a little badjuice?”

			All around us was bright water and black black sky.

			“Why not?” said Snowleopard, studying my face. “We’ve got something to celebrate.”

			“I’ll be honest with you,” I said. “I didn’t know what to think when you three tied me up outside the Headmanhouse. I was frightened you weren’t going to keep your promise. But I shouldn’t have doubted you, should I? You’ve got me out of New Earth safely, and now you’re taking me home. I just don’t know how to make it up to you.”

			The men glanced at one another and grinned. Blink rubbed his hands. Spear ran his tongue over his dead lips.

			“You’re doing all right so far,” Snowleopard said, smiling com­placently and stretching out comfortably on the boatfloor. “You’re doing fine.”

			They chuckled with pleasure as I fetched meat for them, filled and refilled their mugs, found fruit and cakes for them to fill their bellies.

			“This isn’t so bad, is it?” crowed Blink.

			“I’m so so grateful to you three,” I told them again. “I would have been falling toward that fire by now if you hadn’t got me out of there. I wish I could think of a way of showing you how grateful I am.”

			I was playing a part, like one of those little wooden people at Veeklehouse, and the men loved it. Could they really not see the ice inside me, I wondered? Couldn’t they see my grief? Couldn’t they even recognize my hate? But these were the wrong questions. It just didn’t matter to them what was looking out from my eyes. As long as I played out this new role for them as well as I’d once played the role of Ringwearer, they didn’t care who pulled the strings or spoke the voices.

			“And it’s good to be with proper Mainground men, too,” I said, giving Snowleopard another lingering look.

			“Tom’s dick and Harry’s, girl,” purred Snowleopard. “You really are a guard’s daughter, aren’t you? Come and give old Snow a kiss.”

			My body was nothing more than a ringman’s metal mask, I told myself as I went over to him. It wasn’t me. It was just the thing I hid behind. And I made myself open my mouth to him when I kissed him, made myself soft and yielding for a moment in his arms before I wriggled out of his grasp with a teasing laugh.

			“Hey!” grumbled Snowleopard, “I wanted more than that.”

			“Yeah,” said Blink. “And if you really want to make it up to us, that’s the way.”

			“There will be more,” I said. “I promise you that. I could use some comfort myself as well. But give me a waking, eh? Greenstone might not have been so great, but . . .”

			Snowleopard rolled over onto his side, watching me with a grin. “We can wait, boys, can’t we? We can wait.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “You’re so good to me. Just give me a wak­ing, and later, when we all need warming up out on Deep Darkness, I’ll really say thank you to all three of you.”

			They were pleased pleased with that.

			“Just like her mum,” Blink said quietly to Spear, and he grinned his toothless baby grin.

			But Spear’s eyes narrowed slightly as he tore at a piece of meat with the side of his mouth. “How come you said you wanted to go with Quietstream, though, Starlight, if you’re really so happy to be with us?”

			I had to think quickly there. “I don’t know,” I said. “To be hon­est, I really don’t know. I guess I felt bad about Greenstone. We girls are funny like that. But he’s gone, hasn’t he? And now he has gone, I realize he wasn’t so great, anyway, and I’m just glad to be with you three men and heading back across the Pool.”

			“That’s old Blackglass’s daughter.” Blink chuckled. “He didn’t give a bat’s dick for anyone or anything.”

			“You finish that bag of badjuice, boys,” I said, remembering the stories Quietstream had told me about the competitions among the ringmen, “and I’ll bring you another one.” I filled up their mugs. “That’s a lot of greenstone you brought in those bags.”

			Snowleopard laughed. “Strongheart is going to be pleased pleased with us when we give him that. He’s always wanted to know where metal came from, and now he’ll know what to look for.”

			I let the wooden Starlight look sweetly worried. “But you are going to take me home first, aren’t you?”

			“Oh, yeah, of course,” said Snowleopard. “We look after you first and foremost, Starlight, you should know that by now. Always have done, since the waking we first met you.”

			He looked straight at me, his blue blue eyes looking into mine without a trace of shame. I’d been wondering how I could ever have thought of him as a man who hid nothing, but now I could see the answer. There was no conflict in those eyes. What he wanted, he took; what he could get away with, he did; and what was to his advantage to say, he said, easily and comfortably, whether it was true or not, without the slightest doubt or worry, and without the slightest shame. He had no feelings to hide.

			Slap, slap, slap went the windcatcher against its tree.

			I must not show my rage, I told myself, quickly moving my face so it would just look scolding.

			“You are bad bad men,” I said out loud, raising my wooden fist in a playful, teasing way. “I bet you planned to get that metal stone all along.”

			I was pretending to pretend to be angry, so as to hide my real rage. But none of them really cared what I felt inside. As long as I made the pretty wooden Starlight pretend to laugh and be im­pressed, and as long as I pretended well enough, that was fine with them.

			“I’ll tell you one thing I can do for you,” I said suddenly, like I really didn’t think they’d have thought of it before. “I’ll give you this ring. I bet Strongheart will be pleased to have that.”

			Snowleopard glanced at his friends, one eyebrow slightly raised. “That’s nice of you,” he said smoothly. “Strongheart will be glad glad.”

			“It’s the least I can do for you, if you’re going to take me home and everything.”

			Snowleopard reached up and stroked my cheek as I poured him some more badjuice.

			“So you’ll have the ring back for Mainground after all these hundredwakes,” I said in an impressed voice. “The ring, and green­stone, and bats. All the Johnfolk’s secrets.”

			Again Snowleopard glanced at his friends. The ring, green­stone, bats, and the Ringwearer, I could almost hear him telling them. “That’s right,” he said. “All the Johnfolk’s secrets.”

			Suddenly one of the cutbats gave a piercing screech. There were greatbats circling overhead beneath the great spiral of stars, and it was calling out to them. Snowleopard silenced it by kicking the cage.

			“Shut up, you horrible creature, before I saw off your head.”

			I made my wooden body pull a cute face. “Well, I think you de­serve a bit more badjuice, you smart men, after all your hard hard work.” I opened another bag for them, like I was a mum giving her kids a treat. “You boys drink what you want.” Then I went over to Spear where he sat in the back with the steerpole and made myself squeeze his knee. “Go and have a rest with your mates,” I told him. “You’ve worked hard, too. I’ll do the steering for you.”

			“What does a girl know about steering boats?” he grumbled.

			I stroked his knee gently. “I’m from a little grounds out in Worldpool, remember? We’re on the water before we can walk.”

			So then I sat by myself with that cold stone inside me, holding the steerpole while the men drank, and shouted, and laughed, and pretended to quarrel, and laughed again.

			“Come on, then, Starlight,” Snowleopard called out after a while in a slurred voice. “Come on over here and let’s have a bit of that fun you promised us.”

			“Give me one waking,” I said. “Just one waking. I promise you I’ll make it worth waiting for.”

			The men looked at one another and grinned, their sweat shin­ing in the waterlight.

			“Is that all the badjuice you boys can handle?” I asked.

			“Who said we’d finished drinking?”

			“I wonder which of you can drink the most?”

			Blink barked out his strange, childish laugh. “That’s easy,” he said. “I can take way more than either of these two.”

			“No way, one-­eye,” jeered Snowleopard. “I’d like to see you try.”

			I watched from the back, coldly coldly, but making sure my face looked as if I was enjoying their banter. The more they drank, the slower they’d be, I reckoned, and the faster I’d be by comparison. How I’d use that advantage I still hadn’t figured out.

			“Go on, then, Spear!” shouted Snowleopard. “You show me, then. A whole bag in one go.”

			“What’ll you bet me? First go with the girl?”

			“For drinking one bag? No chance.”

			I checked where everything lay on the boatfloor: the roll of rope, the bags of meat and stones, the windtree and the strings that held it up.

			“Go on, then, down in one go, down in one go!”

			“Not bad, scarface, not bad. But now watch me and learn.”

			The bats sat silently in their cage. I’d slipped them some fruit and a mug of water. Now I kept the boat steady with the wind right behind it and the windcatcher bulging out ahead.

			“Two bags. One after the other.”

			“Go on, then, blue eyes. Do it, but whatever you do, I can do the same and more, I bloody promise you that.”

			They’d almost forgotten I was there. They drank, they shouted. And finally they sank into snoring sleep, surrounded by empty juicebags, each one holding his spear, like sleeping children cling­ing to their favorite toys.

			I waited. The stars shone down. The waves of Worldpool splashed against the boat. The windcatcher slapped and shuddered in the wind.

			I waited.

			A single bat cried out, high up above us. The baby bats creaked and squealed. Spear mumbled in his sleep. Shining water passed beneath the boat, the windcatcher changing from pink to green and back again to pink in its ever-­changing light.

			I drew up the steerpole and laid it carefully on the boatfloor. I crept forward, picking up one of the bags of stones and lifting it right over the sleeping men to the front edge of the boat.

			I went back for a second bag. As I was lugging it forward, Snowleopard muttered and snorted in his sleep, and I stopped and waited, glancing at the windtree to make sure that the wind was still behind us.

			I picked up the rope and tied it tightly round the neck of the first bag of stones.

			I paused. I checked the sleeping men. I glanced at the windtree. I looped the rope round the second bag and tied that tightly, too, testing both knots to be sure they wouldn’t slip.

			The boat was veering a little to the left, I noticed, a little rock­way. I didn’t want the boat to turn sideways to the wind, because then it would start to rock and the windcatcher would slap noisily against its tree, so I crept back to the steerpole. When the boat was straight again, I sat there for some time, listening to the rhythm of the men’s snoring and making sure that it was steady and even before I moved again.

			Spear was nearest to the bags of stone, so I went to him first, loop­ing the rope round one of his ankles, slowly slowly, gently gently, so that if he felt anything at all, it would be as gentle as a mother’s caress. He muttered in his sleep, and his tongue came out and felt along the numb left side of his mouth.

			Suddenly I saw Blink coldly watching me. Before I could stop myself I gasped in fear, and the sound made both Snowleopard and Spear turn and grumble in their sleep. It was only then I realized that the eye that was watching me was just an empty hole.

			I stayed where I was, squatting at Spear’s feet, while I waited for the snoring of all three men to settle back down again into a steady rhythm. And then, trying to avoid looking at that ac­cusing eye, I crept across to Blink, gently stroking his shin to accustom him to my touch, and then looping the rope round his ankle, too.

			Again I paused, listening to their breathing and watching the windcatcher. The boat was beginning to turn again, so I needed to get a move on. I went to Snowleopard: strong Snow­leopard with the steady gaze, who I’d persuaded myself was my friend, and who sometimes in dreams I’d imagined naked in my arms. Of the three of them, he was the one I hated most. I looped the rope round his foot.

			Then, once again, I checked the boatfloor. What could the men grab hold of? What could they cling to with their fingers or toes? How would I force them to let go? I picked up a paddle and stood patting it against my hand for a minute, while the men slept peace­fully on. Inside their heads, I supposed, dreams must be unfolding as they did in the minds of everyone, unfolding and unfolding and unfolding, like life would go on forever.

			I stuck the paddle out sideways in the water. The boat swung right round, the windcatcher flapping back against its tree. I kicked the first bag over the end.

			Splash!

			It plummeted downward into the shining water, snatching the second bag in straight after it.

			Splash!

			I stepped back just in time before the rope snapped tight across the boatfloor.

			Splash! Spear was dragged into the water. I could see his shad­owy shape flailing beneath the surface as he woke and found he couldn’t breathe.

			Blink jerked awake. He yelled and lunged out with his hands as he went sliding over the edge. Splash!

			Snowleopard tried to stop himself with his hands and his free foot. The whole boat tipped dangerously as he fought against the weight of the stones and the other men. His fingers found a gap in the boatfloor. He clung to it with his left hand, feeling around with his right for another grip.

			I smashed the paddle down on his fingers with all my strength, and he gave a roar of rage and pain as he lost his hold and slid over the side.

			Splash!

			But the boat stayed tipped, its end dipping down so far into the water that I was afraid the whole thing might topple over. Snow­leopard must still be clinging on.

			I grabbed Blink’s spear and made my way carefully down the steep slope of the floor until I was looking straight down at Snow­leopard’s white fingers under the water, and the dark outline of his face. Still alive below him, Blink and Spear were jerking him this way and that, but Snowleopard held on.

			“Stab the spear into his face!” I muttered to myself.

			But before I could move, he lunged upward. And there he was! Back out with me in the world of air, where he was never supposed to return, sucking in breath with a horrible choking sound.

			He snatched out at my leg—­he almost had me—­but I pulled away just in time. And then he lost his grip. Without anything to hold him back, the heavy bags of greenstone yanked him quickly down to the bottom of the Pool.

			“This is just a story,” I whispered.

			I’d been thrown backward across the floor as the boat righted itself, banging my head on the windtree and knocking over the cage of bats.

			“It’s just a dream. I’m not really here at all.”

			But the world refused to change. I was still alone. The bats were still screeching in their toppled cage. I could even still see the men I’d done for down at the bottom, a single blurred lump of darkness with shining watertrees waving from side to side around it. However hard I tried, now remained now, here remained here, Eden remained Eden. Like a cage.

			I pulled myself upright and walked unsteadily across the boat to right the bats’ cage, and then let them out. They huddled to­gether at the foot of the windtree, snatching with their bony hands at the scraps of food that the rocking of the boat had strewn across the floor.

			I could see the men in the water, a tree of darkness, with its roots made of stone, its trunk of rope, and its branches of human flesh. But their lungs had filled up, and the tree was slowly collaps­ing to the bottom. Soon the carrion fish would come and gnaw the meat from their bones.

			Ha! That would teach them to try and trick me! That would teach them not to care, not even one little bit, about how another person felt!

			But then again, now that they were dead, what purpose did I still have? Without my store of hate, there was nothing left to dis­tract me from that cold cold stone inside me, pressing against my lungs and my heart, nothing to stop me seeing Greenstone in my head, as he fell and fell toward the fire.

			“How do I know he’s dead, though?” I muttered.

			Why should I believe Snowleopard, who had lied to me about everything else? And why would Chief Dixon have told an ordinary ringman about his plans?

			My heart lifted. It was too early to grieve! Greenstone was alive and breathing still, and I could still try and help him! I was the Ringwearer, after all. I had the ring. I could go back to New Earth and use its power.

			I rolled up the windcatcher, stepped down into the back end of the left-­hand sister-­boat, and began to dig in the water. Of course the boat started to pull sharply round to the right almost at once, and I had to stop digging so I could pull it back to the left. As soon as it was straight, I carried on paddling, but I could only get three digs in at most before the boat swung round and I had to stop again to get it straight.

			I carried on like that for a little while—­three digs, steer; three digs, steer—­but then I realized I was still moving backward. Even without the windcatcher, the wind was pushing the boat faster back toward the Deep Darkness than my paddle could take it forward. I could even see the crumpled tree of dead men ahead of me, lying in a dark heap at the bottom of the bright bright water.

			“Make the boat lighter,” I muttered.

			I dragged the two remaining bags of greenstone to the back and pushed them over, throwing the bags of badjuice after them.

			The boat was swinging round now, so I straightened it with the paddle, faced it back toward New Earth, and dug and dug as hard as I could. But when I stopped to steer, the dead men were not only still ahead of me, but further ahead than they had been before. Throwing the stones and badjuice off hadn’t helped, I could see now. It had made the boat easier for the wind to push, as much as it had made it easier for me, and the wind was just too strong for one person to be able to force the boat back against it. What else could I do? I dug and dug. But even though I was panting with the effort when I stopped to steer, the dark lump under the water had moved still further ahead of me. Never mind getting back to New Earth; I couldn’t even get back to the place where I’d drowned my dad’s three friends. Soon, they were so far ahead of me that I couldn’t see them at all.

			I had no plan left. The boat spun slowly round and round, drifting all the while in the direction of Deep Darkness, between shining water and shining stars, each singing its silent song, beauti­ful and empty and meaningless.

			But then I heard a sound, faintly faintly, carried on the wind.

			Paaaaaaaaaaarp! Paaaaaaaaaaarp! Paaaaaaaaaaarp!

			There was a silence for a moment, and then an answer came from further away in another direction. It was the sound of metal horns, the sound of purpose, the sound of human minds, push­ing out greedily into the world. There were boats out on the Pool, faster boats than mine, searching for the whisperer who’d stolen Gela’s ring.

			Paaaaaaaaaaarp! Paaaaaaaaaaarp! Paaaaaaaaaaarp!

			I climbed up onto the floor again and peered out over the shin­ing water, but I could see nothing at all but the smoothly glowing surface, pink and green, stretching away in every direction. Those other boats were still beyond World’s Edge, but at any moment one of them could appear above it and there I’d be: a spot of shadow under the black black sky, in a huge, bright circle of shining water. And then it would be too late. On my own I couldn’t possibly out­run a big boat with four five men paddling on either side of it.

			I untied the windcatcher and tugged it out straight, then picked up the steerpole and pulled the boat round to face out toward Deep Darkness. All I could hope for was to reach it before I was seen.



	

			Lucy Johnson

			“I’m sorry about what happened,” Dixon said as we sat by our­selves in the Writingcave of the Headmanhouse. “I’m sorry I lost my temper. I’m sorry I hit you. I only did it because you were showing me up in front of my men. But now, please, will you do what I ask of you, for your own sake as well as mine?”

			I laughed. “You want me to play the Ringwearer without a ring?”

			“We’re still looking for it. We’ve got nineteen boats out on the water.”

			“Nineteen boats to search whole of Worldpool. Well, that should be easy!”

			“If we don’t find it on Pool, we’ll fetch it back from Old Ground.”

			“Oh, yes? Do you even know where the fishing girl comes from?”

			I looked over at the map painted on the wall. I could see New Earth. I could see tiny Middlehill. I could see Old Ground, with Veeklehouse and Brown River and Circle Valley. I could even see the ground behind Snowy Dark, where it’s said the followers of Tina Spiketree made their home. But there was no sign of the little waterhill where the fishing girl’s people lived.

			“Teacher Michael says he tried many times to wheedle the se­cret out of her, but the little slinker would never tell. We’ll find it, though, don’t you worry, and we’ll find the ring as well. But in meantime we must show the small people that we have a new Head­man and a new Ringwearer. You can wear another metal ring, until the old one’s found again. It’s only a ring, after all.”

			“Oh, come on, Dixon! Every metaldigger knows, every flow­ergatherer, every slowhead stonebreaker, that the metal of Gela’s ring is yellow and white. No one’s going to be fooled by a bit of redmetal.”

			“They will if you don’t go close to them, and don’t offer the ring to kiss.”

			“What kind of Ringwearer will I be if I can never let anyone near the ring?”

			“We’ll find ways round it.”

			Ways round it! If the fool had only taken the ring off the girl’s finger here in the Headmanhouse, as any sensible person would have done, none of this would have happened! But this is where we were, and what choice did I have?

			“Okay, I’ll do it.”

			“Oh, thank you, Lucy, my darling, thank you.”

			I’d never seen him so grateful. He actually got down on his knees at my feet and kissed my hands.

			“We will get it back,” he repeated.

			“You’d better. I do not want people in the future to tell stories about Lucy the fake Ringwearer.”

			He stood up again, frowning. I could see he was making plans, and that I’d had all the kneeling and hand-­kissing I was going to get.

			“You’re not the fake Ringwearer, Lucy. She was. And that’s what you need to tell people. Tell them she was from the Davidfolk. Tell them she was a whisperer. Tell them . . .” He cast about in his mind for yet worse things to say about the fishing girl. “Tell them she might have pretended to be like them, but really she cared so little about their lives that if she had her way, she would have taken even the bats from them, and made them do the bats’ work.” He began to pace about. “We could actually turn what’s happened to our advantage, you know,” he said. “Tell them the truth about the ring, tell them that she stole it and took it back across the water to the Davidfolk. Then everyone in New Earth would agree that we needed to cross the Pool and take back Old Ground. Think about that, Lucy; I could be the Headman who brought Old Ground back to Gela and President and John, and you could be the first Ring­wearer to take the ring to Veeklehouse and Circle Valley.”

			“So . . . no redmetal ring, then?”

			“No, this is a better plan: an empty hand. Like Gela’s own hand was empty when she lost the ring. The Mother of Eden has lost the ring again, thanks to the wickedness of the Davidfolk, but we, your true and loving children, will turn all Eden upside down until we get it back for you.”

			Yes, that was better, I thought. I’d have hated playing the Ring­wearer with a fake ring, but a Ringwearer with no ring at all, a Ringwearer who’d had something dear and precious stolen from her—­that was a part I knew well.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			Paaaaaarp! Paaaaaarp! Paaaaaarp!

			They were far far away still, a good distance back beyond World’s Edge and some distance over alpway as well, but there was more than one of them, and they were hunting together, let­ting one another know where they were, like we did on Grounds when we went out after a spearfish. Again and again I stood up and searched the water behind me, but there was really no purpose to it, because even if I did see them there was nowhere I could hide on the smooth, bright water, and no way of going any faster. All I could do now was make sure the boat was steady and the windcatcher bulging straight out in front, and hope to reach the Darkness be­fore they found me.

			I did that for the length of a waking, and then a waking after that.

			I’d sunk down into a kind of half sleep when the horns suddenly blew again, much nearer than before. I was nearing the edge of the bright water. In fact, I could actually make out Deep Darkness ahead of me, for the brightness no longer ended in a long straight line, but met an uneven strip of blackness, fringed with breaking waves, that came in closer in some places than others. Dreading what I’d find, I stood up and looked back, and there it was: a dark shadow in the distance, moving over the pink-­green glow of the watertrees. They’d found me.

			What should I do? The nearest tongue of dark water was over to my left, but if I turned too far that way, I’d lose the wind. On the other hand, if I went straight ahead, the dark water was still some distance away, hardly any nearer than the boat behind.

			The horn blew again, and then I heard faintly faintly the sound of a man’s voice shouting across the water. A second boat had ap­peared behind it from beyond World’s Edge, and its horns were calling out as well:

			Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!

			I decided to trade a little speed for the sake of a shorter dis­tance to the shelter of darkness, and I turned a bit to the left: not so far as to lose the wind completely, but enough to make the catcher flap against its tree.

			Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!

			The horns seemed to jeer at me as the two boats drew closer. I could make out a man now, standing at the front of the first one, peering toward me across the water. He was wearing a red wrap and I knew he must be a chief, someone I must have met and spo­ken to, someone who would have knelt and kissed the ring on my hand.

			Paaaaarp! Paaaarp! Paaaarp!

			I made myself look forward again to check the windcatcher and the boat’s direction. It was hard hard to sit still when I was being chased, hard to hold the steerpole steady and not to turn one way or the other just for the sake of something to do.

			“Turn round!” called the chief on the boat behind me. “You can’t get away!”

			His boat was closing on me, faster even than I’d feared it would, and the other boat was coming up behind it.

			“I can get away,” I muttered. “I can.”

			But I knew that even if I reached Deep Darkness first, that still wasn’t going to be enough, because they’d come after me and would have firecages to help them see. Somehow I had to hide myself in the darkness, place myself in a part of it they wouldn’t guess I’d go.

			“Turn round, fishing girl, turn round!”

			There were still some empty juicebags lying on the floor, and I had an idea. It wasn’t much of an idea, but the desire to do something became too much to resist. I left the steerpole and ran forward to toss the bags into the water to left and right.

			“There’s your bloody ring!” I shouted back as loudly as I could. “You’d better get it before it sinks!”

			Then I ran back again to the steerpole to bring the boat back onto the line I’d chosen.

			I was almost at the edge of the bright water when the other boats reached the juicebags. But, whether because they hadn’t heard me or because they hadn’t believed me, they didn’t slow down the smallest bit or turn away even slightly from their line, the ringmen down either side just digging steadily forward through the water, as, far below me, the bottom of Worldpool dropped away like an underwater cliff and my boat bumped and tossed through rough waves and on into Deep Darkness.



	

			Greenstone Johnson

			So I’ve walked for the last time, I’ve slept for the last time, I’ve spoken for the last time. I will never touch another person, or see another place but this, and no one will ever know the thoughts I’m having now. But I am still thinking, I’m still alive, my body still healthy and strong. And I can still see this place. I can still hear the booming roar. I can still make out the voice of Teacher Michael as he reads out the many reasons why I’m bad.

			“. . . the hat that didn’t belong to him . . . listened knowingly to . . . ignored the advice of . . . gave the ring to . . .”

			There’s a ringman standing right in front of me. A metal mask covers the top part of his face, but his long gray beard sticks down beneath it, and I can see that it’s streaked with white. He’s probably a grandfather many times over, and a great grandfather, too.

			“Father,” he says, “some people prefer to be pushed, but others like to jump for themselves.”

			No one but me can hear him or see his lips move. Unless he chooses to tell them, no one will ever know he spoke to me. His voice is kind, respectful. I imagine him with his little great grandchildren, smiling in his beard as he watches them run­ning round him.

			“Do you want to jump, Father?”

			I nod my head, and I can see his whole body relax.

			“Thank you, Father. I wouldn’t have liked being the one that did for you.”

			Behind him, the Head Teacher is still telling the little crowd why I must die. Tiny tiny they are, with the great clouds of steam above them in the huge, bright cave: just little lost creatures from Earth, as Starlight used to say, hiding away in a hole in the ground and telling themselves that it’s the whole world, and that they are important and big.

			The ringman is speaking to me again, quickly quickly because there’s so little time.

			“The Head Teacher will finish soon, Father, and then it’ll be time, but I thought you’d like to know that the mother escaped from us, and so did her helper Quietstream. We think those Old Ground men have taken them over the water. Quietstream is a friend of mine; we come from the same cluster. We had to take her mother and daughters in for questioning, but they’ve told us nothing new. We think Quietstream got the story from a crazy old woman called Sue who used to live in our cluster—­she was sent here to the Rock long ago—­and we think she told no one except the mother herself.”

			The Head Teacher has turned round to look at me as he says his final words, shaking his head sadly, like he is disappointed in me and had thought I could do better. Beyond him, in front of the crowd, stands tall Dixon, with his housewoman beside him: Lucy, my proud, sad, lonely cousin.

			It’s strange strange. In two seconds I will jump, and there’ll be terror first, and then, for a few seconds, hideous pain. And then nothingness. But that’s still on the other side of a kind of wall. Right now I feel quite happy and at peace.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			I was in Deep Darkness. I could see the chief’s boat behind me, as clearly as ever out there in the bright water, and I knew that he’d still be able to see my pale windcatcher in the glow from the water behind me, but that soon even that light would be gone.

			So what now? Should I turn in the direction of the wind and go faster? It was tempting, but if the chief expected that of me, then the extra speed would be of no use at all. Should I perhaps continue the line I was on, to the left and rockway of the wind, and hope they’d wrongly guess that I’d turn toward the wind? Or perhaps I should do the thing that would surely seem to them least likely: Turn right and alpway across the wind?

			There was no way to know for sure. There were only those three choices, and shades in between them. The men on the other boats knew that as well as I did.

			I glanced at my windcatcher, which I could still faintly see in the last of the light from the bright water, and made up my mind. I turned toward the direction of the wind, saw the catcher fill up, and felt myself pulled forward. After that I held the steerpole steady, watching the windcatcher and waiting until the light was so dim I could only just barely make it out. Then I turned right and alpway.

			I looked back at the first boat as it came bumping through the strip of waves between the bright water and Deep Darkness. The last time they’d been able to see me, I would have been turning alpway of the wind, and I’d purposely left that turn to the last pos­sible moment in the hope they’d decide I’d been trying to make them think I’d follow the wind, and had only snuck off alpway when I believed I was out of their sight.

			Everything depended on their thinking that. Otherwise they could reach me in minutes. I watched the first boat. The wind­catcher, the men, and a patch of water around them were all lit up by the orange glow from its firecage. And . . . and, yes—­yes!—­it was turning alpway!

			I watched the second boat and saw it continue straight ahead, then I turned sharply left, back across the wind again, and as far rockway as I could go without losing the wind completely. I would count out five hundred seconds, I told myself, and then, if the firecages still weren’t coming after me, I would turn blueway and let the wind take me straight out across the Pool.

			One of the bats squeaked softly in the darkness.

			“Be quiet!” I whispered to it. “Do you want to be sent down a metaldig to die?”

			They didn’t come after me. For a while I saw the orange lights going back and forth in the distance, but once they’d lost me, they had no way of finding me again.

			I turned the boat right until the catcher stopped flapping and filled up properly with air, and then went straight. It was good that I’d shaken off the ringmen, of course, but at the same time, losing them reminded me that I was completely alone. I had no compan­ions in the darkness but the two bats: them and the cold stone inside me. And that was like the opposite of company. It was a hole where company had been.

			Water slapped against the side of the boat. The air was icy cold and I grabbed a buckskin to wrap myself in. Starry Swirl was covered over by cloud, and the blackness around me was complete. The boat rose and fell over big, invisible waves in a world I couldn’t see.

			I’d been Ringwearer in the bright caves of New Earth. I’d made bark boats in the greeny-­yellow lanternlight of Knee Tree Grounds. I’d seen the Veekle that came from Old Earth, lit up by the red flames of burning buckfat. But through all those times, and in the long long times before, stretching back and back to Tommy and Gela and long long before, these waves had always been here, rising and falling, all by themselves, in the darkness.

			Part VI



	

			Julie Deepwater

			After the first visit from those Mainground guards, more guards came from time to time in little groups. We weren’t sure whether they were sent by their bosses, or whether they came of their own accord to collect their presents of kneeboats and to try their luck with these Knee Tree girls who were allowed to slip with anyone they liked. Traders came, too, with colored fakeskin wraps and rings made in Veeklehouse with metal from across the water. And then a shadowspeaker called Mary made the crossing from Nob Head in a new plank boat with four strong men to paddle it. We hadn’t asked for her to come, but a good half of the Knee people still gathered round to watch as she wailed and sobbed and rolled her eyes.

			“Mother Gela is crying! She is crying and crying. She’ll never stop crying until every one of her children turns away from wicked John and comes back to the True Family of Great David.”

			“We’re not Johnfolk!” called out a young girl named Sweetflower.

			The shadowspeaker turned on her. “Not Johnfolk?” she cried out, like the girl had stabbed her with a spear. “How you hurt our mother by saying that! How you wound her! Did your Jeff stay with David after John destroyed the circle? No, he went with John. Did he go back to David after John stole the ring? No, he stayed with John. Did he even go back to David after John did for the Three Good Men? No, he stayed with John! He always—” She stopped, holding up her hand for quiet, as if she’d heard something our ears wouldn’t be able to make out. Sweetflower was sobbing with shame. “I hear her now!” the shadowspeaker whispered. “I hear our mother! She’s begging me to try my hardest. She’s begging me to make sure that every single one of you turn away from bad bad Jeff and come back to her. Our kind kind mother can’t bear the thought that any one of you might lose the chance forever of returning to the dear white light of Earth, where everything will be made whole.”

			Four of our young women went back with her on her boat. Many others gave her presents to take away, believing or half believ­ing what she’d told them: that a gift for her was a gift for Mother Gela, and would win them favor in the eyes of the Mother of Eden.

			About ten wakings later I was out with Lucky, cutting bark, when we heard a woman shouting out.

			“Another boat! Come quickly!”

			She sounded scared, and we quickly paddled out peckway toward where the shout had come from.

			We met four newhair girls who’d been out gathering waternuts when they’d seen a boat come crashing in through the trees. It was a two-­bodied boat, and it had got itself stuck when it was still just a short way in from the edge of forest, banging up hard against a trunk. The girls were paddling away from it as fast as they could.

			“There are weird people on it,” they told us.

			“In what way weird?”

			“They were just standing there, staring at us: like people, but not people. They were like little men, but with blue skin and Eden eyes.”

			Lucky rubbed his pointy head and looked at me. “Should we go and check this out?”

			“Well, we can’t just leave it there, can we? You girls go back to Sand and bring as many people as possible with spears.”

			We soon saw the dark shape ahead of us. We couldn’t see any­one on it at first, but I noticed something that the girls wouldn’t have spotted: It was a New Earth boat.

			“Look! There!” whispered Lucky.

			They were sitting down and partly hidden by a tree trunk, but there they were: two small, thin people with bluish skin. A shiver of pure terror went through me—­I’d never felt anything quite like it—­but then, a moment later, they looked toward us, and I relaxed.

			“They’re only bats,” I said. “They’re just some kind of bat.”

			Lucky laughed with relief. “Of course! But they don’t seem to have any wings. And what’s that lying on the floor behind them?”

			“Jeff’s ride, it’s a person.”

			The weird wingless bats began to squeak and chatter as we drew near, scurrying up the pole in middle of the boat to get out of our way. But the body on the boat didn’t move, even when we drew right alongside and climbed up onto the floor. It was a woman lying there. She was wearing a wrap of plain fakeskin, like the ringmen had worn at Veeklehouse.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			For ten eleven wakings—­it was impossible to know exactly—­I’d been in darkness. And all that time I’d been trying to make myself stay awake so I could listen to the wind in the catcher and make sure it was still blowing from behind. But even when I was awake, in that total darkness and with no one for company but bats, it didn’t feel like being awake. I kept hearing metal horns and angry voices behind the flapping of the windcatcher and the slopping of waves against the boat, and, again and again, I thought I heard the faint faint slap of wet hands reaching up out of the water. Each time I took my paddle and prowled round the floor in the darkness, feeling round the edge to make sure no one was there.

			After a while—­I don’t know how many wakings—­the bats came and huddled up on either side of me. It was for warmth, I suppose, and I let them stay there because it warmed me, too. It was a strange feeling, touching them and sensing their lives moving inside them. I’d never really touched a living animal before, apart from animals I’d been about to do for, and that one buck I’d ridden on with Snowleopard from Edenheart to the Pool.

			Deep Darkness went on and on. After a while it felt like this was all there ever had been or would ever be: the blackness, the flapping and slopping of wind and waves, the slow rise and fall over invisible hills of water, with sleep sucking me down and fear waking me up again. . . .

			But then something new happened. A slit of white light, narrow as a single hair, appeared across the blackness ahead of me, silent and still, dividing black water from dark sky. It was the most perfect thing I’d ever seen.

			Slowly the whiteness separated into pinks and greens, into mov­ing shapes, into waves moving over an edge below the surface that divided the dark depths and the bright shallows. My boat was moving quickly toward it now. I saw the waves ahead of me toppling as they reached the bright water, I heard them slop and splash, and then suddenly I’d reached it, too, was on top of it, was passing over it, the boat bumping and rolling as it left the hidden world behind and came bobbing out into the world that could be seen.

			The two batlings climbed up the windtree. I could see them in the waterlight, clinging to the top of it, chirruping and chattering, their shriveled, bluish faces (if you could call them faces) peering out over the water while ripples of pale gray swept restlessly back and forth across their eyes. Far above them Starry Swirl was break­ing through the cloud. And at once I began to search along World’s Edge for the Home Star and the dark shapes of the mountains of Snowy Dark.

			“Come on!” I muttered.

			I needed to see the mountain called Tommy’s Cup if I was going to find the line to the Home Star that would take me back to the Grounds. Otherwise I’d have no choice but to head straight on to Mainground. But almost as soon as the sky had cleared, more cloud came creeping back over it from out peckway, threatening to hide mountains and Home Star both.

			“Come on!”

			A quarter of the sky was covered in cloud before the ridge of Snowy Dark finally appeared, rising above World’s Edge and biting like sharp black teeth into the brightness of Starry Swirl. Tommy’s Cup was way down alpway, so far down to my right that at first I didn’t even recognize it. I knew I needed to turn right and alpway myself until star and mountain lined up, so I steered as far right as it was possible to go while still keeping at least some wind in the catcher. The boat tipped and rocked and splashed and groaned as it cut sideways through the waves.

			It was more than half a waking later that a patch of yellow-­green light appeared above World’s Edge to my left, in front of the distant black ridge of Snowy Dark. The bats had come down from the windtree and were sitting beside me as I turned the boat toward that familiar light. They creaked and whistled, the waterlight play­ing over the restless surfaces of their eyes, the catcher puffed out again as it filled up with air, and the boat pulled forward as if it were impatient to reach its destination. But I looked out blankly at the little forest in the middle of the bright water and felt nothing at all except for a terrible tiredness and a creeping nausea that had been slowly growing inside me for some time.

			A branch snagged on the windtree with a loud crack, tearing away half of the catcher. A second branch caught it again and swung the whole boat round so that it was heading straight toward the big, stooping trunk of a kneetree. I pulled the steerpole round to try and avoid it, but then there were two more trunks ahead of me, too close together to pass between. I was paddling furiously backward when the boat smashed into one of the trees and I fell face-­first onto the floor.

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph.

			Greeny-­yellow lanterns shone above me, below me, and on every side. There was an oval cut into the bark of a nearby tree where it bent over toward Mainground, and a row of little wooden pegs banged into the trunk. A clawbat swooped down to snatch a fish from the water.

			“I’m home,” I tried saying to myself. “I’m back.”

			But all I could feel was sickness and weariness.

			I’ll just sleep, I thought. I’ll just sleep for a few minutes, before I do anything else.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			“Starlight?” I whispered, touching her arm.

			I was afraid she was dead. She was so still and so pale, so thin thin that her bony face was hardly her own at all.

			“Starlight?” I tried again.

			Those weird, wingless bats were peering down at us from the pole.

			“Starlight?”

			She jerked awake with a cry, her eyes wide with terror, snatch­ing at a spear that lay beside her hand and backing away from us across the floor. Gela’s heart, what had happened to her? Who did she think we were?

			“It’s just us, Starlight. It’s Julie and Lucky. You’re back home. You’re back on Knee Tree Grounds!”

			The fear faded from her eyes, but she still didn’t smile. I went to sit beside her. She was stiff stiff in my arms.

			“Have you crossed the Pool all by yourself?” Lucky asked her.

			“I wasn’t on my own at first. There were three—” She broke off. “It doesn’t matter,” she muttered. “I’ll tell you later.”

			“Of course, dear, of course. You’re tired tired.”

			She tried to smile, passing her trembling hands over her face.

			“Look at you, you’re shaking shaking! You’ve got a fever. Why don’t you get in my boat and we’ll take you back to the Sand?”

			“The bats will have to come, too,” she said.

			Lucky eyed them doubtfully. “Tom’s dick, they’re ugly,” he said, though his own batface was every bit as twisted as theirs. “Are they good to eat? Is that why you cut off their wings?”

			“No. I didn’t . . . I mean they’re not—”

			Again she broke off. I felt that she’d weep if we asked her one more thing. Weep, or perhaps be sick.

			“Time for talking later, eh?” I said. “Of course we can bring those bats if you want.”

			Starlight stepped down into the boat, then turned and reached out toward the bats. “Come on! In you get. You can’t stay there.”

			I glanced uneasily at Lucky.

			“Are you sure they understand English, Starlight?” he asked her, trying to make a joke of her weird behavior.

			“They’re learning.”

			Lucky looked at me. Was Starlight right in the head? But the bats came cautiously forward to the edge of the boatfloor, hesi­tated, then hopped down into our boat. I backed away from them as far as I could. The only bats I’d ever touched were either dead or about to be.

			“You talk differently, Starlight,” I said as we pushed away from the big boat and began to paddle through the trees.

			Other boats were coming toward us, boats and wary people, some paddling slowly, some clutching spears.

			“It’s all right!” I called out. “It’s just Starlight. It’s just Starlight Brooking.”

			“Starlight?” called out a big man’s voice. “Did you say Starlight?”

			“That’s right, Dixon. It’s your beautiful niece, come back to us from across the water.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			John’s walk, it was so small, that little patch of dry sand, with its ring of so-­called shelters that were really no more than bits of bark held up with sticks, or propped against the trunks of trees. In the Meeting Place, some youngmums and oldies had been working together on the job of scraping fatbuck skins they’d stretched out over frames made of sticks, and little naked children had been play­ing around them on the sand. The mums and oldies were nearly naked, too, with bare feet and bare breasts, and bits of buckskin tied round their middles. The tools they used were just sharpened bones and rough chips of stone.

			Uncle Dixon was so excited he didn’t know what to do.

			“Get the horns out!” he shouted. “It’s Starlight! Our Starlight! It’s our Starlight, back again from across the Pool! Blow the horns! Get everyone back here! It’s our Starlight!”

			“She’s tired, Dix, she needs to rest . . .” Julie told him, placing a hand on his arm.

			Dixon looked at her distractedly without really hearing her, and carried on calling out excitedly to the people coming from across the Sand and out in forest, his arm round my shoulders all the while.

			“Look! It really is her! It’s our Starlight, back again!”

			Here was my brother, Johnny, coming over from the shelters where they stored the half-­made boats. Here was Glitterfish with her little boy. Here were Lucky, Delight, Caroline, Greenlantern, Gela, Flame. . . . And of course I knew them all, apart from the small babies. I knew their names, and who they were friends with, and what they were like to be with. But even that familiarity seemed strange. Strange that these oldies had watched over me when I was a little toddler myself. Strange that these youngmums had been my playmates, and that I’d run around naked with them like these little children were doing now, shrieking and yelling with excite­ment without really knowing why.

			Someone began to blow a horn. Paaaarp-­paaaarp! Paaaarp-­paaaarp! It was a fuzzy, blurry, friendly sound, a little sound, quite different from the hard, bright call of the metal horns of Eden­heart as they echoed up and down the Great Cave.

			“You just want to sleep, don’t you?” said Glitterfish.

			I’d been a bit afraid of my sister before I left, however much I tried to tell myself it wasn’t so. But she seemed younger now, some­how, and smaller. I remembered that she’d never been anywhere in the world but Knee Tree Grounds and Nob Head, and that even Veeklehouse had seemed way too far away for her to even think of going there.

			“What’s it like over there?” asked Delight.

			“Is it true there’s metal everywhere instead of stone?” asked a little slowhead woman called Flame.

			“Too many questions, eh, Star?” said Johnny. “You’ll sleep soon, and then when you wake, it’ll all seem easier.” But even he couldn’t resist a question of his own. “I suppose . . . I suppose it’s like Veekle­house there, is it? Big shelters and buckfat lamps?”

			Boats were still being pulled out of the water, and more people were running over.

			“What happened to that guy Greenstone?”

			“It’s our Starlight! It really is her!”

			“How did you get back?”

			“Do they have trees and fatbucks over there?”

			“You look tired tired!”

			“How far away is it?”

			“Oh, Jeff’s eyes, look at her!”

			“How do they get that metal from under the ground?”

			Nausea twisted inside me like a slinker inside a tree. And be­hind the nausea, I felt a deep deep dread. These people might be pleased to see me, but it was only because they didn’t know why I’d come, and what I’d left behind, and who would be com­ing after me.

			“Is it really true that fellow of yours had forty men just to paddle him?”

			“What happened to him, anyway?”

			Uncle Dixon, his belly hanging out over his skin wrap, kept beaming at me and squeezing my shoulders and giving me big, beardy kisses. It was my sister who noticed the trouble in my face, and began calling on people to let me have some space.

			“Give her a break, eh? She’s just crossed Worldpool by herself!”

			A tiny, stooped old blind woman called Jane was reaching up to touch me. “Why did you bring those bats with you? Are they good to eat?”

			The bats! Where were they? For the first time, I noticed that another small crowd had formed a little way off, a shrieking, squeal­ing, jeering crowd of children and newhairs, gathered in a circle around some hidden thing, daring one another to go up close to it.

			“You leave them alone!” I roared, pulling myself away from Dixon.

			Everyone looked scared. Everyone stepped back to let me pass. The batlings were standing back to back, hissing and holding their hands out in front of themselves, while the little half-­healed stumps on their shoulders worked up and down as if the creatures thought they could still fly if only they tried hard enough.

			“No one is to touch them! Do you hear?” I said, not just to the children but to all the people of Knee Tree Grounds. “No one is to touch them or tease them or do anything to them at all!”

			They all stared at me, eyes wide, mouths open. I’d always been known for my temper, and people had always been wary about up­setting me, but they were seeing something else now. I wasn’t just Starlight Brooking anymore. I wasn’t just the little girl who used to run around on the Sand, or the young woman who used to help her uncle with his boats. They had no idea, of course, that I’d been the Ringwearer, accustomed to adoring crowds, and silence when she chose to speak, and helpers who’d bring her anything she desired. But they could see I’d become something new. They could see I’d grown big.

			Julie came forward and took me by the hand. “They meant no harm, Starlight dear. It’s just that none of us has ever seen such creatures before.”

			“I don’t see what she wants them for,” muttered a woman called Greenlantern.

			“She can’t expect us not to be curious about them,” grumbled an oldmum called Watershine.

			“No one is to touch them, and no one is to hurt them,” I re­peated. “Do you understand that?”

			I glared round at them, challenging them to defy me. And ev­eryone whose gaze I met, from little children to their great-­great grandparents, cringed and bowed their heads, just as helpers had done in the Headmanhouse at Edenheart.

			In the silence, the two bats ran quickly to a tree and climbed to its highest branches.

			I felt sick inside. I could hardly stand for weariness.

			we are reely hear, said Jeff’s writing on the tree. I’d always known what the words said, of course, but now that I could read them for myself, I felt like they were shouting at me inside my head.

			I wasn’t really here. I wasn’t really anywhere at all.

			“Come on, Starlight,” said Julie. “Let me take you to my shelter. We can get you something to eat, and then you can sleep.”

			I’d annoyed the Kneefolk by scolding them like children, but Julie speaking to me like that had turned me back into a child my­self, and they were ready to be kind to me again.

			“Yes, you go with Julie,” said Caroline. “We won’t disturb you, and we’ll make sure those bats of yours are safe. You can tell us later why they’re important to you.”

			Julie kissed me on the cheek and then, stroking my fingers gently gently with her own, she began to lead me across the Sand, the people around us stepping back to let us pass, and Dixon, Glit­terfish, and Johnny following after.

			“There’s no hurry,” Julie said, still stroking my fingers. “There’s no hurry at all. Sleep as long as you want. We don’t mean to make things hard for you. We just can’t help being excited to—”

			She broke off because she’d found the hard, cool smoothness of the ring. Gela’s heart, I should have hidden it! It was pure luck that someone hadn’t found it already and shouted their mouth off to all the Grounds! I snatched my hand away from her, pulled off the ring, and stuck it in a pocket on my wrap.

			“I’d better bring the bats,” I said.

			I turned back toward the people of Knee Tree Grounds, who’d all begun to talk about me to one another. Everyone fell silent.

			“Hey, it’s me,” I called up to the bats. “It’s Starlight. Come down, and you can sleep next to me.”

			The bats peered down at me from among the lanterns. Around me, there were stifled laughs.

			“Come on, come down,” I repeated firmly, while the people giggled and muttered to one another.

			But the two wingless bats crept headfirst down the tree and stood side by side at its base, looking up at me with their flat eyes flickering.

			“Well,” said a woman called Lucy, loud enough for everyone to hear, “I never thought I’d see a—”

			But she never finished what she was going to say, because an­other voice interrupted her.

			“Come on, come down,” it said, and there was a low groan from the watching Kneefolk.

			Everyone had heard that voice, and everyone knew that it came from one of the bats.

			I was startled myself, but at least I already knew that greatbats could speak words. No one else here had ever heard of such a thing. I turned round again and led the way to Julie’s shelter, the batlings behind me, and my uncle and brother and sister following after them with scared, strained faces. And as we passed between the shelters at the edge of the Meeting Place, someone called out after us, cruelly mimicking the raspy voice of the bat.

			“Kerm ern, kerm down,” she called, and everyone laughed.

			Julie gave me some waternuts and fish and a flowercake and I gob­bled them down.

			“Where’s Angie?” I asked when I’d finally eaten enough.

			“She’s gone, Starlight. She went to live on Mainground. It was only ten wakings ago, so you’ve only just missed her. Such a shame. She would have so loved to have seen you.”

			For the first time since they’d found me out in forest, tears came from my eyes. I dashed them impatiently away.

			“Why did she go?”

			“A woman came over from Nob Head. She was one of those shadowspeakers. She did the usual routine, rolling her eyes and talking to dead people and Mother Gela. But when she went back to Mainground, Angie went with her.”

			“Angie? With a shadowspeaker? But she used to laugh at them when we saw them over at Nob Head! And at the people who were fooled by them as well.”

			“I know she did. And she told me herself that she’d only come to see this Mary woman for fun. But everything changed when the woman suddenly came over and spoke to her. ‘You’re beautiful’ was all the woman said, but I guess no one had ever said that to Angie before.”

			“I wish I’d been here. I’d have talked her out of it.”

			“Maybe you could have done, Starlight, but Angie wasn’t the only one. Two three others went with her. Things have changed here on Grounds, things don’t hold together like they once did.”

			“If only I’d been here, I . . .”

			But I couldn’t go on. I was just too tired, and this was just more cold stone inside me when there was so much of it there already. I crawled into Julie’s shelter to sleep.

			Once—­I guess it was many hours later—­I heard Julie outside, tell­ing someone in a whisper to go away and leave me alone.

			Once the bats disturbed me with their clicking and creaking.

			Three four times my own dreams jolted me awake. Dreams of falling. Dreams of fire. Dreams of cold hands reaching up from dark dark water.

			“Everything’s all right, Starlight, everything’s all right,” came my brother Johnny’s voice from outside the shelter.

			They were taking turns to watch over me.

			“It’s only a dream, Starlight,” murmured my uncle Dixon an­other time. “I’m here, and you’re safe and among your friends.”

			Beyond him and not far away I could hear many voices talking, and there was a smell of roasting fatbuck. It was waking’s end on Knee Tree Grounds, and folk were gathering yet again to remind themselves who and where they were.

			I sank down again into sleep.

			And then, quite suddenly, many hours later, I was properly and finally awake, wide awake, with no more sleep left inside me.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			She’d slept right through a sleep time and a waking and into the beginning of another sleep so that when she finally emerged, most of the Kneefolk were snoring and snuffling in their shelters. I’d been dozing on the Sand against a warm tree trunk, a rolled buckskin behind me to protect me against its heat. I rose to my feet and hobbled a few steps toward her.

			“Your bats are just there, look,” I told her, softly, so as not to wake the people in the shelters nearby. “They’re quite safe.”

			The creatures were standing on a branch in the greeny-­yellow light of the treelanterns, rubbing their faces with their hands.

			“I’ve never heard of a bat that could talk, I must say.”

			“There are lots over there,” she said. “People use them to carry and fetch things.”

			“Useful,” I said. “Anyway, like I say, they’re quite safe. And you are, too, Starlight. You’re back home. Whatever’s happened to you, you’re safe safe now.”

			She laughed harshly. “Me? Safe?”

			“Yes, of course. Who’s going to harm you here? Whatever hap­pened to you, it was far away on the other side of Pool.”

			“Listen, Julie. We need to move quickly. I need to get away from here. They’ll be over here looking for me soon soon. There’s only one way I can stop them.”

			“Why would they come all this way, Starlight? What have you done that could possibly make them go to all that trouble?”

			She felt in the pocket of her wrap and took out a metal ring. I remembered noticing it on her finger. I hadn’t been sure at the time why she’d felt the need to hide it, but anything made of metal was a novelty on Knee Tree Grounds, and I’d guessed she wanted to avoid having yet another thing that people would ask her questions about. Now she handed it to me.

			“Oh, it’s beautiful, Starlight. It’s even two different colors, like the ring in the . . .”

			I felt that same dread that had come over me when I first caught sight of Starlight’s bats. Slowly slowly, hardly daring to do it, I felt with the tip of my little finger inside the ring and found the words inside.

			“You’re not telling me that . . .”

			Starlight nodded.

			“But . . . oh, Tom’s dick, Starlight, what were you thinking? Why did you bring it here? You must know the Kneefolk came here in first place to get away from this thing!”

			She didn’t speak for a little while, and when she did, it was slowly slowly, like she’d been practicing the words in her mind.

			“I didn’t have a choice about bringing it. I wouldn’t have got away if those three guards from Mainground hadn’t taken me in their boat, and they only took me because of this ring.”

			“The three guards you met at Veeklehouse?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, what happened to them?”

			“I did for them.”

			“You . . . ?”

			“I drowned them. One, because they lied to me. Two, because they were going to hand me over to David Strongheart. Three, because they wanted to force their dicks on me. I don’t even feel sorry about it.”

			She said that, but her voice was shaking and she was trembling all over.

			“I thought about throwing the ring into the Pool,” she said, “doing the thing that John Redlantern didn’t dare to do that time he stood on the cliff at Veeklehouse. But . . .”

			“I suppose you figured that wouldn’t help, because the people in New Earth would still think you’d taken it and still come over here looking for it?”

			“Exactly. And when they came I wouldn’t be able to prove to them that the ring was at the bottom of the Pool, would I? They wouldn’t believe me. They’d think that either we had it here, or we’d given it to the Davidfolk. And they’re not like Kneefolk over there, Julie. They take power seriously. They do whatever they need to do, even if that means hurting or killing.”

			“Like the Davidfolk.”

			“Or maybe even worse.”

			I remembered I still had the ring in my hand, smooth and beautiful as a spearfish. I gave it quickly back to Starlight.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			I would have liked to have been the child there for a bit longer, let Julie comfort me and tell me that everything would be all right. She was the same age as my mum, after all. But when she gave me back the ring, I knew it was all up to me.

			“I must take this away from here as soon as possible,” I told her, putting it back in my pocket.

			“But surely wherever it goes, the Johnfolk will still come look­ing for it here?”

			“Not if I give it back to them.”

			Julie stared at me as if I’d gone nuts. “Give it back? You can’t cross the Pool again!”

			“No, but boats go back and forth between Brown River and Brightrest these wakings. I’ll go down to Brown River and find someone there who can take it.”

			Julie ran her hands over her face. “Well, we won’t let you go on your own this time,” she said. “I’ll come, too, and we’ll get other people to help us.”

			“Thanks, Julie. I couldn’t do it on my own, not alpway across the wind. We’ll have to be careful who we ask, though. They’ll have to be people who can keep a secret.” I’d thought about this a lot, out there on my own in Deep Darkness. “The Davidfolk must never know the ring came here,” I said. “Imagine what they’d think if they knew their precious ring had come back across the Pool, and we’d just sent it back to the Johnfolk! And it would only take one foolish person to say something stupid at Nob Head, and then they’d know.”

			“You’re right. And it’s worse than you realize, Starlight, because the Davidfolk have started coming over here since you went away. Angie’s not the only one who’s gone over to them. There’s talk of us having guards here. Greenlantern even suggested we get a shad­owspeaker of our own.”

			“I guess that’s my fault.”

			“Well, our fault. That smart sister of yours was quite right; our trip to Veeklehouse really did shake things up.”

			“As if I hadn’t caused enough grief over there. Oh, Julie, I’ve changed the story of so many lives.”

			Julie thought about that for a few heartbeats. “Well, no one can know what the consequences will be,” she said, “once their actions are let loose in the world. Even now you can’t know what will hap­pen in the long run. None of us can. Who knows whether things would have been better or worse in a hundred wombtimes, if you hadn’t crossed the Pool with Greenstone?”

			“You say that, but you don’t know what I’ve done. Someone over there is dead because of me.”

			“You mean those three guards?”

			The cold stone inside me shifted, sending out icy shafts of pain. “Them, too, and maybe others as well, but the one I’m talk­ing about is . . .” I could hardly bring myself to say his name. “The one I’m talking about is Greenstone.”

			“Greenstone? I thought . . . Well, it doesn’t matter what I thought. What happened?”

			“I’ll tell you another waking.” There was no time now for cry­ing. “We need to make plans. We need to fix that boat.”

			“I had a look at it, Starlight. Its wind-­thing is broken, and the right-­hand part of the boat is coming away from the floor a bit, but apart from that it’s fine. It shouldn’t take more than a half waking to fix if a bunch of us—”

			Someone had come up behind us.

			“It shouldn’t take more than half a waking to fix what?” asked Glitterfish.

			I guessed she’d come to take a turn at watching me so that Julie could get some sleep.

			“My boat.”

			“Your boat? You’ve only just got here!”

			I took the ring from my pocket and handed it to her as she squatted down on the sand.

			“Keep your voice down, Glits,” Julie cautioned her, as she stood up to leave us sisters on our own. “I know it’s a shock, but keep your voice down.”

			I guess she was worried Glitterfish would start to yell when she saw the danger I’d brought with me, but my sister was completely still and quiet as she turned the little circle of metal in her hands and held it up to read the words. She was one of the few people on Grounds who knew how.

			“To Angela, with love from Mum and Dad,” she read out softly.

			Her eyes filled with tears as she handed the ring back to me.

			“Such a simple thing,” she said. “And all that cruelty and kill­ing over it.”

			“I know,” I said, “but I’ll tell you what I’ve found out. The world is full full of people who go through their whole lives longing for a mother’s love.”



	

			Glitterfish Brooking

			People had called her Mother over there, Starlight told me, as if she were Gela herself. Hard fighting men had cried with happi­ness when they saw her. Women old enough to be her granny had reached out for her as if they were little children. Who would have thought it? My little sister, Starlight, who’d always said she’d never have kids, had ended up mother to half of Eden!

			“I’d have thought you’d like that, Star. You always liked being the center of attention. Why didn’t you stay?”

			Starlight looked quickly away from me. “It’s hard to explain without a long long story,” she said after a few seconds, “but one reason is that I thought that if I was playing the part of Gela, I should speak Gela’s real words.”

			“Real words? You don’t mean . . . You don’t mean the Secret Story, by any chance?”

			My little sister looked at me in surprise. “Yes, I do, but how do you . . . ?”

			“Mum told it to me.”

			“But when she told it to me she said—”

			“She said that it was for you alone, yes? And that, whatever you did, you mustn’t tell your sister because she couldn’t keep a secret? She said the exact same things to me. Bloody old Mum. She was so desperate to tie each one of us to her that she divided us from each other.”

			“I suppose she did.”

			“Funny thing is that Julie’s mother told her the Story as well. Julie tried to pass it on to me. I told her I already knew it.”

			Starlight managed a small smile. She was rested by her sleep, but she still looked weary weary, like she was carrying a big big load.

			“I wonder how many other women on Grounds know it?” she said. “It’d be funny if it turned out we all did.”

			“Yeah. If we all knew it, but we were all keeping it secret from one another.”

			My sister looked straight at me. “I’m sorry I teased you and called you boring, Glits, for thinking about Mikey all the time. I mean, why would anyone care about this bloody ring, if being a mother wasn’t as important as you’ve always said it was?” Starlight turned the ring over in her hands. “And you’re right about Mum, too. We always fought for her love, didn’t we? She kept us hungry, and we were desperate to get whatever there was. And then I was jealous jealous of your love for little Mikey. But I can see now . . . Well, I’ve seen how much longing there is out there, how many hungry people there are in the world, trying to fill themselves up. And I can see that what you do for Mikey is at least as important as any work that people do anywhere.”

			My sister stopped for a moment, playing absently with the ring on her finger, like it was just any old ring.

			“You’ve worked and worked, haven’t you,” she said, “to fill your little boy up with love? So he won’t be hungry, so he’ll be happy and strong. But me . . . well, what have I done? I’ve bigged myself up for a short short while, like a flame that blazes up and then goes out, but what have I ever given to anyone? All I’ve done is cause harm.”

			I was amazed. I couldn’t remember Starlight apologizing about anything before, not even once. And I couldn’t remember her ever admitting that there was anything I could do better than she could.

			But she hadn’t even finished yet.

			“Yes,” she said, “and I’m sorry sorry, too, that I didn’t listen to you when you told me not to go to Veeklehouse.”

			I reached out to her, took hold of her hand. “You’d still go, though, wouldn’t you, Starlight dear? If you had the chance again, you’d still go. I’ve thought about that a lot, and I’ve realized I was wrong to try and hold you back, and wrong to think I could keep everything the same. I figure that these Grounds only ever stayed the same for as long as they did because smart, restless people like you always left them and went off somewhere else. People like me stayed, people who like things simple and safe. And people like Uncle Dixon. And people like Julie, who like to be quiet and on their own. But even so, sooner or later, something was going to happen that—”

			“Listen, Glits,” Starlight interrupted me, “I . . .” Then she stopped. “Oh, Tom’s dick, I’m going to be sick,” she muttered and threw up over the sand. “I’ve been feeling sick for wakings and wak­ings. I thought a sleep and a bellyful of food would help, but . . .”

			“Are you sore anywhere?”

			“Yes, I ache all over. Even my breasts ache. How did you know?”

			I laughed. “How long is it since you had a period, Starlight?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. It’s so long since . . . What do you mean, Glits? Are you saying it’s . . . ?”

			It was like she couldn’t even bear to say the word.

			“Yes, a baby!” I hugged her and kissed her. “Why wouldn’t it be, Starlight dear? I’m guessing you and that Greenstone slipped together at least a few times? Men and women usually do!”

			“Yes, but . . . Oh, Gela’s heart! I don’t think I can . . .”

			“Of course you can. I’ll help you. We can be mums together. I’ve not told anyone else this yet, but I’ve got another baby coming, too.”

			“I wish I could meet your new baby, Glits, I really do, and I wish my kid and your kids could grow up together, but I have to go again, and this time it will be for good. Even if I manage to send the ring back across the water, I can’t come back here. You see, it’s not just the ring that’s a danger to everyone. It’s me.”

			And that was the cruelest thing. To find my sister, and then lose her again almost at once.

			Part VII



	

			Starlight Brooking

			“Starlight?” murmured Julie. “I’m sorry to wake you, but do you think this is it?”

			I opened my eyes, came back from my dreams into the world where Greenstone was dead and men with metal spears were com­ing for me in fast fast boats from across the Deep Darkness.

			The others had stopped paddling, and were looking out over the water. Even the bats were looking. Ahead and to the left of us on Mainground, orange light lit up the smoke from many fires burning beside the water. Against it were the dark, square shapes of houses and shelters.

			I stood up in the boat. The houseplace looked similar in size to Veeklehouse, but it sat right down next to the water rather than at the top of a cliff. Immediately alpway of it there was a dark gap in the forest where a great river opened out into the Pool like an enormous mouth. And from out of the river came a river, a wide band of darkness, almost black in the middle but a glowing orange-­brown round its cloudy edges, that split the bright water in two, all the way out to World’s Edge. Ahead of us a single boat, one of those heavy double log-­boats that the Davidfolk used, was crossing from the bright water into this band of darkness.

			A wave of nausea swept over me and I leaned, gagging, over the side.

			Julie was with me, and Dixon, and Johnny, and three friends of Johnny’s called Peter, Jeff, and Talltree, who’d never been further than Nob Head. I watched them looking with bright and hungry eyes at the houses, the buckfat lanterns, the people in colored long­wraps, just as me and Angie had once looked hungrily at Veekle­house. But I’d seen many houseplaces now, and I scarcely even glanced at this one. I had other things I needed to think about, and what in the world looks interesting, anyway, when you’re feeling sick sick sick in your belly?

			A young man came over to us. He had a wispy blond beard and a narrow face, and wore a green hat with a feather in it.

			“You have to give me two stones if you’re going to leave your boat there, people,” he said in the odd, flat speech of Brown River. “That’s the Council rule. Two stones, and then one more for each waking you leave it there.”

			“Stones?” grumbled Dixon. “What do you mean by stones?”

			I sighed. “It’ll be like sticks in Veeklehouse, won’t it, Uncle?” I suggested as patiently as I could. “Or cubes in New Earth.”

			The boy turned toward me. “You got it, Einstein,” he said as he coolly checked me out. “Like sticks or cubes. And I’ll take sticks or cubes instead, if you prefer.” He noticed the two bats standing behind me and his eyes brightened. “Hey! Cutbats! Where did you people get those?”

			I ignored his question. “Listen,” I said. “We’ll give you a metal cube then, instead of two of your stones?”

			We’d brought with us two of the bags of metal that Greenstone had given to Dixon back at Veeklehouse, and I took out a cube, just like the ones I’d once flung in handfuls to the small people of New Earth.

			“Where do you people come from?” the boy persisted, quickly accepting the metal, which was obviously worth a good deal more to him than two stones. “This is New Earth metal, and those are New Earth bats and a New Earth boat. But look at you lot in your skin wraps, and listen to the way you talk! No way are you from New Earth. So how did you come by all this?”

			Me and Julie had agreed on a story.

			“We live in a little poolside place,” I told him, “rockway some distance from here. It’s called Stonepool, but you probably haven’t heard of it. Sometimes the waves bring in things from out in the Pool: bits of wood, dead fatbucks, drowned people. That’s how we found this boat and the stuff on it. And we found one two other things, too. Are there any New Earth traders here who’ll be going back soon across the Pool?”

			The boy looked at me. First off, he’d just seen a pretty young woman who he could enjoy imagining slipping with, but now he was curious about me in another way. How come the others deferred to this woman, I could see him wondering, even the fat man and the clawfoot woman, who were more than twice her age?

			“Yeah, I could introduce you to some people. Give me another one two of those cubes and I could sort you out with most things.”

			I nodded. “Later maybe,” I said, and as I spoke I checked the ring in its pocket on my skin waistwrap.

			He laughed. “Yeah, okay. But what have you got that you think they’ll want?”

			“That’s not your business, is it? We’ve given you a cube, and we’ll give you another later if you help us. Now leave us alone.”

			He shrugged and walked off to meet another boat. I looked round at the others. The sickness was building up inside me to the point where soon I’d have to throw up again.

			“Okay,” I said. “We’ll get all the stuff we need, and then we’ll meet these New Earth traders.”

			The story we’d agreed on was that, along with the boat, a dead woman who looked a lot like me had washed up on our Grounds. She had the ring on her finger.

			“We’ll meet the traders, Starlight,” Julie said firmly. “But you won’t. You told me yourself that hundreds of people over there saw your face and heard you speak.”

			“Yeah,” said Peter, tall, strong-­shouldered, batfaced. “And these bloody bats will follow you wherever you go, and that’ll draw loads of attention. You should have left them behind.”

			I didn’t answer him. I looked away from the Knee Tree group, at the shelters twenty thirty feet away, the people going back and forth, the stained orange flames of buckfat lamps. Nausea and grief and shame tainted everything, made it all seem false and futile.

			“You should ask for a good trade for the ring,” I said. “If our story was true, we wouldn’t just give it away; we’d be looking to get as much as we could. Tell them you want metal. Don’t let them have it until they’ve agreed to give you a lot.”

			I looked at Dixon, fat Uncle Dixon, standing there with his belly hanging over his skin waistwrap, his mouth slightly open as he listened and tried to understand. I looked at my big, shy brother, Johnny. I looked at the three young men who’d never been further than Nob Head. Even Julie had never been further than that, apart from that one trip to Veeklehouse.

			“Do you get that?” I asked. “Does it make sense to you?”

			Julie nodded. “We get it, Starlight. Don’t worry. We may not have seen as much of the world as you have, but we’re not dumb.”

			I turned and walked to the edge of the river. On the far side, three hundred feet away, many different kinds of trees hung their branches down low over the water, laden with lanterns, lighting up the muddy water beneath them so brightly it was more orange than brown. But the water had no light of its own—­there was too much mud in it for anything to shine up through it—­and out in middle, where it was nearly dark, hundreds of little dim shapes were zip­ping fast and low over the surface. They were jewel-­bats, skimming the river with their fingertips as they went back and forth, ready to snatch as soon as they felt the touch of a fish’s skin.

			The two wingless bats had followed me, and now they stood next to me, staring out at those other bats that could fly so easily and so well. I took the ring out of my pocket and held it in the palm of my hand. I’d worn it for many wakings since I first saw it on the scarred finger of old Firehand Johnson. Many times I’d taken it off, turned it this way and that, held it up in front of white lanternflow­ers to read the tiny letters inside. But now, as I looked down at it—­at those tiny letters, at the way the two metals joined without a gap or a crack—­I felt I’d still never really seen it, never really noticed it at all. I should try, I decided. I should try to see it properly, just once, before I gave it away for good.

			But what was it? What was I looking at? Didn’t you have to know what a thing was before you could really see it? (If you didn’t al­ready know those shadows out there were bats, what would you see? Nothing but fast-­moving blurs!) I knew lots of stories about it, like everyone did—­it had been made on Earth, it had been found by John Redlantern, it had been snatched by Firehand out of that pot of boiling water—­but they were just stories, stories that had been wrapped round it, not the ring itself. So now I tried and tried, until my head ached, to push them from my mind and simply look at the ring.

			It was just a thing. I could see that. Just a small small thing. When it was first made on Earth, no one could have known where it would go or what it would come to mean. But it was impossible to hold on to that, impossible to hold away the stories that had made this little object seem so big. In fact, so big had it become that it kept pulling more stories around itself, and growing bigger still. For it hadn’t finished. If our plan worked out, there’d be another story soon, of how the ring had come back again from Mainground, how the fishing girl from across the Pool had tried to steal it and ended up drowning. What fun the teachers would have with that!

			The sickness moved inside me like a slinker inside the airtubes of a tree, and the ring’s shiny smoothness suddenly seemed spoiled and tainted. It wasn’t too late, even now, I thought, for me to finish the job that John hadn’t been brave enough to complete. It would be easy easy to toss it into the muddy water. I closed my hand round it. I half lifted it. . . .

			“We need to move, Starlight,” said Julie, coming up behind me. “People are staring at us. These bloody bats of yours are getting us way too much attention.”

			I lowered my hand, but I didn’t turn away from the river. The shadowy little jewel-­bats swooped and dived over the dark water, and, on the far bank, the treelanterns swayed slightly in the wind that blew across from New Earth.

			“Come on, Starlight,” Julie’s voice was cross now. “You’re not being fair. You’re putting us all in danger.”

			“Yes, I’m sorry.”

			I turned round and, slowly, reluctantly, opened my fingers. “It’s weird. I wanted to throw it in the river just a moment ago, but now I don’t want to give it up at all. I mean, look at it, Julie! This is Gela’s ring!”

			Julie said nothing, just held out her hand beneath mine. And then suddenly it was Julie holding the ring and me looking down at it, knowing I’d never touch it again. It was like when I came to the Great Cave and looked up at the black sky for that one last time before we passed into the light under the mountains.

			Julie closed her hand. The ring had gone. The way it looked and felt was already only a memory.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			“So now I get rid of this,” I said, “and you take those bats with you in the kneeboat and head off up the river by yourself. Is that the plan?”

			It had seemed possible back at Grounds—­Starlight was so changed, so full of knowledge that we had no inkling about—­but looking at her now, it just seemed crazy. She was pregnant, she’d crossed whole of Worldpool by herself, then almost at once come on another long, hard Pool journey all the way down here. And now she was planning to set off by herself again, paddling against the river’s flow.

			“I’m going to come with you,” I decided. “You take the knee­boat and the bats upriver for a mile, and wait for me on the bank. I’ll come along as soon as I can.”

			“But Julie, I can’t ask you to—”

			“There’s no time for talking now. Take the boat and go.”

			We’d pulled a kneeboat behind us all the way from Grounds. Now we took it down to the water and loaded it with food and some warm skins and a bag of those metal cubes. Starlight called the bats over to her, and said good-­bye again to her uncle and her brother.

			“Okay, Dix,” I said as she paddled slowly off up the river, and before he had a chance to start crying. “Let’s go find that guy with the—”

			I broke off because I’d spotted something over his shoulder. It was a new boat arriving from out in Pool. As it caught the orange light of the fires and lamps of Brown River, I saw that it was another New Earth boat, and a big one, with men paddling down either side, naked down to their waists. And at the front of it was a tall man with thick gray hair and a long, dark wrap.

			“Okay, change of plan,” I told the others. “You need to go, you need to go right now, and I need to get rid of the ring. We do not want to meet that guy.”

			“But Julie—” began Dixon.

			“Look over there, Dixon. Don’t you remember him? The bloke with the same name as you? Did Starlight not tell you that it was him that ended up doing for Greenstone, him that wanted her beaten and thrown down into a fire?”

			It was obvious that Starlight hadn’t told him. His eyes widened in horror, and, though his mouth moved, no words came.

			“Get the boat in the water now, Dixon,” I told him, speaking slowly and clearly, like he was a child. “Head straight out into mid­dle of the river where it’s dark, turn toward the Pool, and then keep paddling hard for at least a waking before you think of stopping. I’ll deal with this ring and then go after Starlight.”

			Another New Earth boat had appeared behind the first one. I had no doubt about it: They’d come after the ring, just as Starlight had said they would, and, not knowing where to start, they’d come to their friends at Brown River to seek their help.

			I quickly kissed Dixon and the others good-­bye, and then turned and headed back to the shelters while they were pushing their boat out onto the water. I found a woman who was trading in things made of redmetal—­knives, brooches, rings—­and told her the story of the dead woman thrown up on poolside by the waves.

			I wasn’t much of an actor. When people had done those old stories back on the Grounds—­“Gela’s Ring,” “Michael’s Names,” “Jeff’s Shining Ride”—­I’d never offered to play a part. But now I had no choice.

			“It looked like there’d been a fight or something,” I said. “Her wrap was all ripped up, and she had a big old spear hole in her belly. No sign of who’d done it. There wasn’t anyone else on the boat, alive or dead; only two weird bats in a cage. But anyway, she had this ring on her finger.”

			As I handed her the ring, I watched the woman’s face changing from barely polite to interested interested interested.

			“I didn’t know metal came in these colors,” I told her. “I thought all metal was red. And it’s got writing inside it, too. Look how tiny it is! Those New Earth people are smart smart, aren’t they? I don’t know what it says, but it makes me think of Gela’s ring in that old story.”

			If I hadn’t been so scared, if I hadn’t been worrying about that tall, cold man and his men with their metal spears, it would have been funny watching that trader trying to hide her excitement.

			“It’s not a bad piece of work” was all she said as she held it up, tipping it this way and that so she could read the words inside, but her voice was all tight and choked up. “You can’t read at all?” she asked, doing her best to sound casual.

			“No,” I lied. “None of us can where I come from. What does it say?”

			I quickly glanced around me while she was still busy looking at it. No sign of Chief Dixon or his ringmen yet.

			“Oh . . . just . . . just someone’s name, I think. What do you want for it, anyway?”

			I’d happily have given her the thing for nothing, so as to get out of this place as quickly as I could, but I knew Starlight was right. It was important that Chief Dixon believed her to be dead, not only for her sake, but for the sake of Knee Tree Grounds, and if that story was going to be convincing, I needed to hold out for a good trade. Why else would some fishing woman have taken the trouble to bring this thing down to Brown River?

			“Well,” I said, forcing myself not to look round again for Chief Dixon, “I figure that ring is better made than any of the stuff on your table, if you don’t mind me saying so, and I can see that every­thing else you’ve got here is made of ordinary redmetal, not that fancy white and yellow stuff. So I reckon it’s worth something. And I bet there’s a story behind it, too. I mean, what was that woman doing out on a boat in first place? So I reckon . . . well . . . how about you give me twelve good metal arrowheads for it, and two of these metal knives?”

			It was obvious that the woman would have happily given much more—­I could see she was struggling not to show how pleased she was—­but she still felt the need to argue with me. Perhaps she thought if she accepted too quickly, I’d become suspicious and change my mind.

			“These are good good arrowheads,” she said. “The best. All the way from Brightrest in New Earth. Ten and no knife.”

			I couldn’t help myself from glancing round just once, but there was no sign yet of the men from New Earth.

			“No way,” I told her. “Twelve and two knives, or I’ll go some­where else.”

			The trader shrugged. She was more relaxed now, and on famil­iar ground. “Twelve and one knife,” she said.

			“No, two.”

			She sniffed and rubbed her nose. “Well, okay. It’s a pretty thing, and I’ve taken a fancy to it, I must admit. Twelve and two knives it is. It’s your lucky waking.”

			Oh, she was slow slow counting them out, slow slow putting them into a buckskin bag, slow slow tying it with string. But, even when she was done, I had to make myself walk slowly too, however much my heart longed to run.

			Not that I could really run, anyway, with these bloody feet of mine.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			As soon as I started paddling, I realized how dumb I’d been to think I could have done this by myself. It was always hard work paddling a kneeboat on your own—­you have to keep passing the paddle from side to side—­and the river made it harder: For every three feet I paddled forward, it must have carried me at least one foot back. I was aching, I was sick, I was weary. How could I have ever believed I could make my own way to Snowy Dark?

			I didn’t want Julie to miss me, so I paddled slowly along, close to the bank, where the muddy water was bright with the light of the lanternflowers that hung down over it. But this meant that everyone on the bank could see me, and the two strange creatures with me. People washing wraps peered out at us with unsmiling faces from under the trees. Naked children stared at us from the shallow water where they were gathering wavyweed. Some of them shouted, some laughed and jeered. Some came swimming out after the boat.

			“Ugh! Big bats! What you doing with them, weirdy girl?”

			In the light of the trees—­white, pink, blue, and yellow—­I could see the bats as the children saw them, sitting right in front of me in the boat and staring staring staring at me with their blank, flat eyes, their blue skin folded in ridges round their mouths and breathing holes. You couldn’t really call those things faces. They never smiled, or frowned. They were more like masks.

			“Good question,” I said to them. “What am I doing with you? I don’t even like you. And you’ll draw attention to me wherever I go.”

			“Go,” repeated one of them.

			But what could I do? They couldn’t fly. They were in a strange ground, among people who would jeer and throw stones at them. And I couldn’t just forget they’d been company of some sort when I was all alone out in Deep Darkness.

			Without thinking about it, I felt for the ring and had a moment of panic when I found it wasn’t there.

			Julie came sooner than I thought she would, hobbling and wob­bling along on a little path that people had made as they went back and forth along the riverbank.

			“Hey, come over! It’s me!” she called out as I paddled slowly along.

			I brought the boat in to the bank. Above us and around us, the big trees hummed and throbbed as they drank in the rich, muddy water. Julie climbed into the front of the boat, so the bats were be­tween us. As we pushed out, there was a loud, angry screech from the nearby trees. But it was only a starbird, rattling its glittery tail as it watched us, and nibbling with its beak at its long black claws.

			“Is everything okay, Julie?”

			She grabbed a paddle and started digging hard into the water. “Yes, of course, but let’s get moving.”

			“You managed to get rid of that ring?”

			“Yes, I did. To a Brown River trader. She knew what it was, all right, and she’ll know what to do when the New Earth people come asking for it.”

			“I thought we were going to give it to traders from New Earth?”

			“Well, this seemed like a better plan. Less likely to ask awkward questions, eh? Come on, Starlight, get digging. It’s a long way to go.”

			“Bat people! Bat people!” yelled some children on the bank.

			Julie glanced back anxiously over her shoulder. “Let’s get out in middle of the water.”

			“You sure everything’s okay?”

			“Yes, it is, Starlight, but these bloody bats make everyone stare at us. I don’t know why you can’t just set them loose.”



	

			Julie Deepwater

			I felt a bit calmer after we’d been going for an hour or so. No one seemed to be following us and, out in middle, the river was shadowy and quiet. We could see everything clearly clearly on the banks—­boys leading smoothbucks down to drink, fishing people wading waist-­deep with nets, men and women mending boats by the light of the trees—­but all they could see of us was a dim shadow on the water, one of many that went back and forth all the time. The only other people who came close to us were on other boats, some of them simple log-­boats, some bigger boats with floors, and they were just shadows as well, dark and shadowy shapes with shad­owy voices speaking softly in the dimness, as if each boat was a different world.

			“The reason I rushed you, Starlight,” I said after a while, “and the reason I didn’t take the time to find traders from New Earth, is that another boat came in more or less at the same time as you started out. That tall guy was on it, that Chief Dixon.”

			“Oh, Gela’s heart!”

			She started paddling harder herself now, digging and digging away at the water like she was in a race.

			“I don’t think he’s after us,” I said. “I’m sure that trader will figure out she’s got something he wants. That should keep him busy for a while, don’t you think? Who knows, he may even believe our story.”

			Starlight relaxed a bit. “Headman Dixon, he is now,” she said. “It shows how much the ring means to him that he’s risked leaving Edenheart to come over here himself.”

			We reached a place where another river came down to join Brown River. The new water was completely clear. It cut into the cloudy mud like a knife of light and tugged and pulled at us as we crossed over it. All around us, little jewel-­bats swooped and swerved, sometimes so close that we could almost have reached out and caught one with our hands, while over on the bank three huge black animals paused from scooping up the clear bright water with their hands, stretched out their long long necks, and peered at us with great round eyes. And then we were back again into the safety of the darkness, with the huge, dark shapes of Snowy Dark looming up ahead of us against the spiral of Starry Swirl.

			“I’m grateful, Julie,” Starlight said. “I’m grateful grateful that you’ve given up so much to come with me.”

			“You know me, Starlight. I don’t really belong in Knee Tree Grounds, or anywhere else. This is where I feel most at home: out on a boat in middle of water, where I can watch the world all around me, but no one can really see me.”

			We passed a group of strange, stooping birds, fifty sixty of them, tall as people. They were stalking in the shallows under the trees on long, thin legs with their clawed hands held out in front of them. As the boat came past, they all stood up straight to watch us go by, waves of gray rippling over their flat black eyes.

			“Birds,” Starlight told the bats.

			“Birds,” one of them said—­or something like it.

			For a moment I could see the black thornlike teeth inside its mouth, and a green forked tongue.

			“What are you going to do with them?” I asked her.

			“Just keep them with me, I guess. Unless their wings grow back so they can fly away. They do sometimes grow back, apparently, if you cut them off when they’re still young.”

			Later we lay down on the bank to rest, near enough to the scald­ing trunk of a spiketree to feel its warmth, while the bats watched and waited in the tree’s blue light.

			“I’m glad I’ll have Greenstone’s baby,” Starlight told me as we lay there waiting for sleep.

			A starbird called out from the forest nearby. Another one an­swered from the far side of the river. And stars shone down from the black black sky.



	

			Starlight Brooking

			After two wakings on the river, the slopes of shining trees began to climb steeply on either side toward great blocks of dark­ness. Soon the mountains weren’t just ahead of us but around us, too, until all that was left of the sky was a strip of Starry Swirl straight overhead. Brown River didn’t go round Snowy Dark, or flow down from it, but passed right through it, cutting it in half, picking up water all the time from the streams coming down from the ice and snow.

			We passed a group of little children sitting on a smooth rock at the edge of the water: forest people, just like in New Earth. Julie called out to them gently, but as soon as they saw the bats, they ran shrieking back into the trees.

			After that the slopes began to get even steeper, the forest trees only climbing a short distance up them before they gave way to bare rock and a darkness that was broken only by an oc­casional giant mountain tree, summoning up its own little tiny world of light: a patch of cliff, a few stones lying on a ledge, a glittery waterfall. . . .

			We passed a small group of woollybucks gathering up wavy­weed by the water’s edge in the pink light of redlantern trees and the glow of their own white headlanterns. Five of them fully grown and two of them babies, they were using their front legs as arms to lift great clumps of the stringy glowing stuff and bring it to their eager mouth-­feelers. They paused, armfuls of weed suspended be­tween the water and their mouths, and watched us warily as we went by.

			What we could see, though, and they couldn’t, was that they themselves were being watched. There was a great white animal on a rock above them at the edge of the darkness, its splayed front feet resting on the cliff edge, its head lowered between its wide shoulders—­a strange strange head with a great hole at the top of it, like a bowl tipped on its side. And now it noticed us, too, so that all those flat, round Eden eyes together were watch­ing Julie and me: the leopard, the bucks, even the two bats in the boat, watching these strange, pale creatures who came down to Eden from the sky.

			The leopard’s cry came just as we reached a turn in the river. We could see it lift its head, but the cry itself came from the empty rocks on the opposite side of the gorge.

			“I didn’t mean to harm Greenstone,” I said as we paddled round the corner.

			Julie nodded but said nothing. If Uncle Dixon had been there, he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from talking talking talking, but she was good at being silent. In fact, she was silent for hours at a stretch, letting me think, letting me go over and over in my mind what had happened back there in New Earth.

			We came to an even darker place between the mountains. The ground was solid rock and there were no forest trees or starflowers. The only light came from a few huge mountain trees that stood far apart from one another in their own small worlds of rock and stones, surrounded by darkness. Steam rose up from their airholes toward the black sky and the stars.

			We were tired tired, and when, after another hour of paddling, we saw there was still no end to this lonely place, we pulled the boat out of the water and huddled up for warmth against one of those tree trunks, the two bats creeping up beside us.



	

			Julie Deepwater

			“I’m glad I’m pregnant,” Starlight said after we’d been sitting for a while against the big, warm trunk, listening to the sound of the river lapping against the bank and the steady pulsing of the tree. “I’m glad there’s something inside me apart from this . . . this cold cold stone.”

			“Stone?”

			“I guess really it’s just emptiness where something warm used to be. It felt the same when Mum died, but she . . .”

			She stopped.

			“But she what, Starlight?”

			“You didn’t like Greenstone, Julie, I know, but he cared about me more than she ever did.”

			“I would have liked him, then, if I’d got to know him better.”

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph went the tree. We could feel it throb­bing against our backs. Twenty feet above us, an airhole released a little cloud of steam with a gentle sigh.

			Starlight was quiet for so long that I thought she’d fallen asleep, but then she spoke again.

			“I had to do something, though, Julie. I couldn’t just do noth­ing at all.”

			“You couldn’t, and like I said before, no one can really know what the consequences will be of anything they do or don’t do.”

			“No, they can’t.”

			Once again she fell silent, and I was more than halfway to sleep when she spoke once more.

			“It’s quiet quiet here, isn’t it?”

			“Yes.”

			“When we saw that snowleopard and those bucks, it was weird. Just for a moment I felt like it wasn’t just me looking at them. It was . . . Well, we had those quiet times every waking in the Meeting Place, I know, but I guess I’d never completely got the point of them until now. Whoever we are, we’re really just the world looking out at itself, aren’t we?”

			“Well, yes, I think that’s what Jeff Redlantern meant by the Watcher.”

			“You’ve always got that, haven’t you, Julie? You’re always so quiet, taking it all in, when everyone else is fussing or squabbling or . . . or . . . I don’t know . . . showing off. ”

			“Yes, I think I have always got it. It comes easily to me. I go out in my boat by myself, and pretty soon I’ve pretty much forgotten that I’m Julie Deepwater from Knee Tree Grounds. I’m just the waterlight and the stars and the waves.”

			“If I’d been better at doing that, maybe I wouldn’t have felt the need to go charging off into the world, messing about with things I didn’t understand.”

			“Maybe you wouldn’t have done. But you know what, Star­light? I don’t think that being someone like me is any better than being someone like you. Jeff understood the Watcher—­he understood a lot of things—­but he still followed John, didn’t he? He still needed John. And look at me now—­I’m following you. I’m glad glad I came here, I really am, but I would never have done it without you.”

			“Do you really mean that?”

			“Yes, I do, dear. You don’t know your own power. And you don’t know your own worth, either.”

			She didn’t say anything more after that, but she pressed herself up against me and I knew she really had gone to sleep this time when she started to snore.

			I was properly awake now myself, though, and stayed so for some time, listening to the sound of the river and the tree, and wondering why it was that I liked so much to be alone and silent, watching but not taking part. The warmth of the tree against my back was wonderfully soothing and so was the hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph of the big muscles moving inside it, bringing up heat from Eden’s heart. It was like being a baby in the arms of her mother, in the arms of Mother Eden.

			A cold, rasping cry startled us both awake.

			“What was that?”

			We looked all around us, but could see nothing in the pale treeshine but the rock floor and the scattered stones. Beyond the pool of light there was almost complete darkness until the next tree, in its own separate pool of light, its own separate world, maybe two hundred feet away. Starlight’s two bats were screeching loudly, though, and they were wriggling to free themselves from the buck­skin we’d pulled over them and us.

			“Could it have been a leopard?”

			I felt for my spear and gripped it firmly. “It didn’t sound like one.”

			Then Starlight laughed. “Look! There! Above us!”

			A huge bat was standing right at the top of the tree, its trembling wings still half-­open, and it was looking straight down at us, like the bat in that old story about John and Jeff and Tina.

			And now we saw there were three more of them, wheeling slowly round the tree on their huge wings. They cried out again—­the bat in the tree and the three in the air—­and Starlight’s bats stood up on the rocky ground and answered them, tipping their heads back and opening their mouths to show those rows of spiny teeth.

			The bat at the top of the tree gave another cry, spread its wings, and joined the others as they descended, in wide, slow circles, until they reached the ground some thirty feet from us. I’d never seen bats even half their size—­if we’d stood beside them, they’d have come up to our shoulders, and their great wings were seven eight foot across—­but they stood there lightly lightly on the ground, quivering slightly on their backward-­pointing knees, with their wings still unfolded and ready to take to the air again at any mo­ment. One by one, they opened their mouths and released a rapid stream of squeaks and clicks.

			After that, for a few seconds, there was no sound but the pump­ing of the tree and the river splashing against the stones along its bank, until suddenly Starlight’s bats responded with rapid squeaks and clicks of their own. And then the other bats joined in so they were all squeaking and clicking at once.

			A strange thought came to me then, so strange that just holding it in my mind took a huge effort, like carrying a heavy heavy weight that you know you’ll soon have to drop. Was it possible, I thought, that this was a kind of talking, and that these sounds were a bit like words or names? But straight away I doubted myself. How could that be? People spoke a bit differently in different places, that was true, but it was always still English. How could there be a way of naming things that wasn’t like English at all?

			Starlight seemed to think it was possible, though. She’d walked forward a few paces so that she was standing between her own wing­less young bats and the four adults, and now she squatted down on the ground, sideways to both groups, so she could watch them all.

			“I’m Starlight,” she said to the adult bats. “I’ve been looking after these two.”

			All six bats fell silent for a moment, turning their wrinkly blue masklike faces toward her, and then they turned back to one an­other and began once again their stream of clicks and creaks. It went on for a long time, so long that Starlight walked back to me and we stood together with our backs against the tree for warmth. And as we stood there waiting for the bats to finish, Starlight no­ticed something else on a boulder over to our right, at the edge of the tree’s pool of light.

			“Do you see those marks, Julie? You see them in New Earth as well. They call it bat writing. It’s—”

			But a louder cry made us both turn back to the bats. Two of the winged adults had taken hold of one of the young bats under its arms and were lifting it clear of the ground. They spread their wings and ran forward. As soon as they were in the air, the other two adults did the same with the second wingless bat, picking it up and rising rapidly up up up until all six bats were just little black dots against that narrow band of bright stars between the dark mountains.

			A boat was coming by, a big clumsy Mainground trading boat, with three men paddling it down either side.

			“You guys okay there?” one of them called out to us.

			“We’re fine, thanks,” Starlight answered them. “We’re fine fine.”



	

			Starlight Brooking

			“I was thinking about what you said before our sleep,” I told Julie when we were back on the river. “I could never just be a Watcher. I have to be doing things and making things happen. It’s just the way I am. It was nice of you to say that was a good thing.”

			“Well, I meant it,” she said from the front of the boat.

			“And wherever I am,” I said, “I’m sure that’ll be true. I’ll want to make things happen.”

			“I know you will, Starlight.”

			We were another hour paddling through that dim stony place before at last more trees began to appear, ordinary forest trees, growing just by the side of the water at first and then rising up the slopes on either side of us, shining white and blue and yellow and pink. And, as the forest returned, the huge, dark forms of the mountains above it began to pull back, opening up more and more of the starry black sky.

			Starbirds called to one another back and forth across the water. Flutterbyes feasted on shining lanterns and sticky airholes. Smoothbucks knelt on the banks to drink and gather wavyweed, their mouth-­feelers testing the air.

			“That’s funny,” said Julie. “Look at the sky. Is that a cloud up there, or a mountain, or what?”

			The mountains of Snowy Dark had fallen behind us, but now some new kind of shadow was blotting out part of Starry Swirl ahead. It wasn’t like any mountain or cloud we’d seen, for it was a completely smooth shape spanning the whole sky like the edge of an enormous circle, lower in the middle and higher on either side. And, to make it even stranger and harder to understand, there were still a few stars scattered across it. How could there be stars in front of a mountain or a cloud that blocked out the rest of Starry Swirl? And what were those other things, those dim dim shapes in between the stars, some of them spirals like tiny Starry Swirls themselves, some long and thin, like circles seen from the side?

			We stared and stared, but the answer only came to me after I’d been paddling and worrying away at it for an hour at least. It made my spine tingle with a kind of fear.

			“If it’s not a shadow covering up the sky,” I said, “then it must be the black sky itself.”

			“I don’t know what you mean.”

			“It’s behind Starry Swirl, Julie, not in front of it. That curved line is simply the edge of the Swirl.”

			“The edge?”

			“That’s right. We’ve traveled so far blueway, so far round the ball of Eden, that we’re beginning to come out from underneath Starry Swirl, and we’re looking out beyond it.”

			For a short time we paddled on in silence, trying to compre­hend a space so huge that even Starry Swirl, which contained Eden, and Earth, and a hundred thousand stars, was just a little speck inside it. Then we came round a corner and there were shelters ahead of us and a wooden ledge for boats.

			“Hey, you!” called out a voice from the bank. “You need to come over here and tell us where you’re going and why you’ve come to Half Sky.”

			I guess the same sort of thing could happen in the Davidfolk ground, or over in New Earth—­someone with a spear calling out and asking what you were doing and why you’d come to their ground—­but there was one thing different here. Three people were standing there with spears, and two of them were women.

			Afterwords



	

			Glitterfish Brooking

			When Starlight and the rest of them set off for Brown River, it was just after I knew I was pregnant with little Gela. About fifty wakings later, Dixon and Johnny and the boys came back. I was sure I’d never see Starlight again.

			That was sad sad, to lose her, and find her, and lose her again, but I kept myself busy. Gela was born, and then, quickly quickly, I fell pregnant with Clare, on one of Tommy’s trips over to Grounds to see his little girl. (He stopped coming after that, and I heard he’d been moved to Circle Valley.) Then Clare was born, and about nine ten wakings after that, Julie came back to the Grounds. You can’t normally count time so easily, but this time I knew exactly how long she’d been away. It was two wombtimes.

			“I helped a bunch of people there build a boat,” she said. “They have these colored stones they dig up down there at Half Sky, which make pretty brooches and rings, and the Brown River traders take them in exchange for buckfat and fakeskin, and trade them on as far up rockway as Veeklehouse. Some of the Half Sky people reckoned it might be worth their while to take their stones up to Veeklehouse and trade them themselves, so I helped them make a boat that was strong enough for the Pool, and then I went there with them. At Veeklehouse I met a guy who was coming up to Nob Head, and I gave him metal to take me on his boat. And then at Nob Head, I persuaded old Harry—­clawfoot Harry with the miss­ing fingers—­to lend me a kneeboat so I could get back here.

			“Starlight’s got a little boy now. He’s got red hair just like his dad, and she’s called him Greenstone. She’s busy busy. They have a Council there, like they used to have back in Old Family, and Starlight is part of it. One of the other Council people told me she has more ideas than all the rest of them together. She’s even got them looking for green rock. Apparently that’s what you need if you want to make metal.

			“Half Sky’s a good place. It’s not cruel like the Davidfolk ground or New Earth, and it’s not as big as them, either, but it’s way bigger than here. There must be a good many hundred people there, some along the river, some out in forest, but there’s still lots of room to grow and spread out. We should all go there, all of the Kneefolk together.”

			No one liked that idea, though, however much we worried about how things were changing on our Grounds. It was way too far, and the journey way too dangerous, specially with little kids.

			“And I’d miss the knee trees and boats,” Uncle Dixon said. “They’re all I know anything about.”

			Truth was, though, that it was getting harder and harder to trade our boats, now that the Davidfolk were copying those plank boats from New Earth.

			And things kept on changing. A Guard Leader called David Blue­sigh started coming over from Nob Head, all done up in a red fake­skin wrap with feathers and footwraps and metal rings. He told us we were part of his ground now, part of the ground of Nob Head, and he gave us a bark with a list of stuff written on it that he told us we had to send him: so many waternuts, so many buckskins, so many bowls of buckfat, four times every “year.” (Years were a way of counting time that came from Earth, apparently: A quarter year was about ninety wakings.)

			“And I don’t want any more talk about this Watcher nonsense,” David Bluesigh told us. “It’s the shadowspeakers you need to listen to, not something inside your own heads.”

			We were being turned into Davidfolk. Lots of our women had babies with the guards and traders who came over from Main­ground. That wasn’t new in itself—­Starlight’s dad was a guard, and so was my Gela’s and my Clare’s—­but it was happening so often now that you could hardly say anymore which were us and which were them.

			“We really should go to Half Sky,” Julie told me. “We should go and find your sister and live with her.”

			But I still refused. “No way, Julie. No way am I ever ever taking my kids through mountains where snowleopards live.”

			But then one waking, soon after I fell pregnant with little Fire, old Bluesigh came back over again with more barks, and told us he was going to make a list of all our boy children.

			“All Nob Head boys have to take a turn as guards now as soon as their new hairs grow,” he told us. “And I can’t see any reason why you lot should be the odd ones out. After all, you’ll expect guards to protect you when the Johnfolk come across the Pool.”

			As soon as he’d gone, I went to find Julie. “Okay Julie, you win. We’ll come with you to Half Sky. I don’t want Mikey tying people to trees and crushing their fingers.”

			“That’s good,” she said. “And old Bluesigh was right, too: The Johnfolk will still come. Starlight is quite clear about that. All she did by returning the ring was to win us a little more time.”

			Twelve grown-­ups went in the end. Twelve grown-­ups and a bunch of kids made that whole long  journey down to Brown River and up to Half Sky. It was hard hard—­there were times when I thought I’d been crazy to agree to it—­but at last we reached that weird split sky that Julie had told us about, and came to a group of shelters by the river.

			“Hey, who’s that?” a gray-­bearded bloke called out from the bank, though he had a strange way of talking I found hard to un­derstand. “You need to come here and tell us your business.”

			“It’s only me,” Julie called out. “It’s only Julie Deepwater. I’ve brought some more people down from Knee Tree Grounds.”

			“Julie? You’re back again!” The old guy sounded pleased pleased.

			“Hey, welcome back, Julie!” called the woman with him. “We thought you’d—”

			“Gela’s heart, that must be Starlight’s sister!” the man inter­rupted. “Glitterfish, isn’t that your name? You look just like her!”

			A boy ran to fetch Starlight, and when she came she had three little kids with her, just like I had. We’d be mums together after all.

			“I’m the Head Woman here now, Glits,” she told me. “Imagine that. I’m the Head Woman of Half Sky.”

			“Best Head Woman we’ve ever had,” the old guy said. “We’ve started making our own metal thanks to her.”

			“Yeah,” said the woman with him, “and she’s got all our kids learning to read.”



	

			Quietstream Batwing

			It’s hard to count wakings when you’re on your own, and you’re not sleeping properly, and you’re far far from any timehorns. I know I lay down to sleep four times before I met anyone, but how long I slept each time I couldn’t be sure, nor how long I was awake in between. I was hungry hungry. I tried chewing starflower seeds but I couldn’t fill my belly with them. I did for a small bat and held it against a spiketree to cook it, but it tasted foul, and I spat it out and threw the rest away.

			Fourth time I lay down to sleep was under a whitelantern tree next to a stream. It had been raining and my ringman’s wrap was soaked through, so I’d taken it off, wrung it out as best I could, and then put it on again, pressing up close to the trunk in the hope that it would warm me and dry the wrap both.

			I don’t know what I dreamt about, but I woke up suddenly to find people all around me, the grown-­ups wearing little skin waist­wraps, the kids naked. They laughed at me when I jumped up, but they were friendly folk who meant no harm. So I stayed with them, wandering through the forest, keeping out of the way of ringmen, hunting and gathering fruit. All the time I was desperate to hear what had happened to my daughters and my mum, but I knew that if I tried to get in touch with them, it would only put them in more danger.

			None of the forest people could read or write, but they had their own way of talking to one another back and forth through the trees. They stretched buckskins over hollow wood to make drums, and beat out rhythms, which you could hear from miles away, each rhythm carrying a different message.

			“Big herd of bucks heading blueway from here,” they could say, or “Watch out for ringmen near rockway path,” or “Come and get some meat. We’ve got more than we can manage.”

			I’d been with them for half a hundredwake when we heard drums over peckway, toward the mountains. First of all came the sound that told us that this drummer was the one who’d started the message, and wasn’t just passing it on. Then came the sound that told us who it was. And then came the message itself, a big, heavy beat, two quick short ones, and then a pause: BOOM boomboom—­BOOM boomboom—­BOOM boomboom . . .

			“What does that one mean?” I asked the old guy called Mehmet, who usually did the drumming for our group.

			“It’s Candy’s people. They say they’ve got something good to tell us, something worth walking over for.”

			So we made our way through forest—­grown-­ups, newhairs, oldies, little kids—­listening out for the drum all the time. We stopped when we were close, and Mehmet went ahead with a couple of the newhairs. There’d been a time once, apparently, when the ringmen had tricked a bunch of forest people by call­ing them in with drums and then catching them and sending them off to the metaldigs.

			Presently, Mehmet came back.

			“It’s okay. They’ve got a big guy from the caves with them, but he’s on his own. He says he’s got news for all of us. Candy’s lot say he’s okay.”

			I knew the man as soon as I saw him. His name was Harry. He had dark, gentle eyes, and he’d been one of Headmanson Green­stone’s friends from back when they could barely even walk. I used to watch over them when they played together. His dad had been a teacher, one of the kindest of all the big people, and when he died, Harry had taken his place in the Teachinghouse. Now he was sitting on a log in a little opening in the forest where some big old trees had fallen, with people who’d arrived before us squatting on the ground all round him. He was still wearing his long teacher’s robe with letters stitched on it.

			follow our mother, the letters read.

			Candice’s people stood around beaming proudly, like Teacher Harry was something they’d made themselves.

			“Quietstream!” he cried, jumping up. “How great to see you! Gela’s heart, I was glad glad when I heard you’d got away. I’ve run away from Edenheart myself now, as you can see. I’ve got some amazing news to tell these good people.”

			Of course I asked him if he had news of my mum or my kids.

			“They’re all okay. I know that for certain. They were all brought in to the Teachinghouse, but they managed to convince the Ques­tioners that you’d never told them the Secret Story, and that you must have heard it yourself from some childless old woman you used to be friendly with when you were a kid.” He gave a sort of laugh. “Of course all whisperers’ daughters say their mums heard the story from some childless old woman who’s dead, but appar­ently this time the Questioners actually believed it.”

			I burst into tears. You don’t really know how much of a burden you’ve been carrying sometimes until it’s suddenly taken off your shoulders. Teacher Harry came and put his arms around me.

			“The Ringwearer managed to escape,” he said. “Old Earth­seeker is banned from ever coming to Edenheart, and he’s had most of his ringmen taken from him, but he’s okay, too. Same with Greenstone’s other friends. But I’m afraid they did for Greenstone himself.”

			I nodded through my tears.

			“You were kind kind to Greenstone when he was a little boy,” Teacher Harry said. “My mum used to say you were more of a mum to him than his own mother. And you were kind to me, too.”

			Mehmet and his people stood staring, amazed to learn that funny old Quietstream, who they’d found in the forest, was a friend to this big big man from down in Cave.

			“I’m sorry that I was ever part of a Teachinghouse where whisperers were hurt,” Harry said. “You women were right to keep the Secret Story going and pass it on, and we were wrong wrong wrong.” Now he was almost weeping himself. “And the Ringwearer was right, too,” he said when he could speak again. “She was right to stand in those houseplaces and say the words out loud. We’re all going to need to do that now, because the new Headman and the Head Teacher are making plans to end the Secret Story for good. They’re going to get women to pass round false versions of it, so that no one can know which is the true one, and then they’re going to read out true and false ver­sions in meeting grounds and mock them both. So I’ve done my best to save the true Story. I went through all those barks in the Teachinghouse where the Questioners write down what whisper­ers say, and for each part of the Story, I’ve written down the ver­sion that most agree on. It’s the closest we can get to the true Secret Story as Gela told it, and now we need to tell it to every­one, like beautiful Starlight tried to do.”

			It still seemed wrong to me that the Secret Story could be spo­ken out loud—­and by a man as well—­but I didn’t really care that much anymore. I was just so relieved to know that my kids and my mum were safe.

			Teacher Harry climbed up on the log so everyone could see him, and started talking to the forest people.

			“Dear good people,” he said, “the best people of this ground, the ones who’ve had the sense to keep away from Edenheart and ringmen and teachers, I’ve come to you with a message from Mother Gela. I’m sure some of you women already know it, but the time has come to tell it to everyone, before it’s buried by the lies that Edenheart puts into Gela’s mouth.”

			I looked round at all the people standing there in their little skin wraps. Some of the women looked worried, and I guessed they’d heard the Secret Story before and were as uneasy as I was to think of it being shared like this.

			“And the other thing I want to tell you,” said Teacher Harry, “is that Mother Gela herself is alive and well, and here in Eden. She was here in New Earth, until the cruel new Headman drove her away.”

			He started talking about Starlight, how she was a small person like they were—­a forest person even—­and how she was kind and smart and beautiful, and how she’d traveled back and forth over all of New Earth, sharing the true words of Mother Gela, until the chiefs and teachers got together and stopped her.

			“But here’s the amazing part of it,” he told us. “Here’s the proof that she was truly Mother Gela herself reborn, and not just the housewoman of some chief, like all the other Ringwearers.” He picked up some of the barks he had with him. “I’m going to read you some stories,” he said. “These are stories that are being passed round by small people down in the caves and out in the digs. I didn’t make them up; I just wrote them down. There are simply too many for them all to be false.”

			He looked down at his barks and read to us about a woman at Johndigs who couldn’t walk until Mother Starlight touched her with the ring, and an old man at Batsky who’d been blind but sud­denly could see when the mother reached out to him.

			“And then there was a little girl called Brightflame from Eden­heart,” he said, “who’ve I’ve actually met and talked to myself. She had a cut on her hand that wouldn’t heal. Mother Starlight didn’t even touch her, just looked across at her and smiled. Next waking—­would you believe it?—­that cut had closed up and begun to heal.”

			He read out six seven more of these stories.

			“Remember she hasn’t died, friends. She’s still alive, and she isn’t somewhere far away on Earth, but here in Eden. And she’ll come back one waking and heal us all.” He looked across at me, his eyes shining. “I’ll finish with the most amazing story of all,” he said. “It’s about a little boy at Narrowdig. He’d just died of the lung sickness, but his mother had six strong men carry his little body to a place where Mother Starlight was speaking from the back of a car, and she leaned down and touched him with her ring. He’d been dead, remember, dead of the lung sickness, but straight away he opened his eyes, and that same waking he sat up again and took some food.”

			He told the stories well, and the forest people loved stories. Quite a few of them were crying.

			I didn’t have the heart to tell him, or Mehmet, or anyone else, that the woman he was talking about wasn’t the Starlight I actually knew. It’s not that I didn’t love her, it’s not that she wasn’t special, but I knew her as a tough young woman, and not the sweet and gentle thing that shy Teacher Harry had imagined as he watched her from a distance with those dark, sad eyes.

			As for those stories, well, I’d touched the mother every single waking, all the time she lived in the Headmanhouse. I’d touched her back, her head, her legs, her shoulders. I’d even touched her hand with the ring. But I’d had aching in my fingers before I met her, and, in all that time of touching the Mother of Eden, the pain never went away.



	

			Lucy Johnson

			People always used to find me rather sad and gray. “Poor Lucy,” the other chiefswomen used to say, and then they’d find some­one more fun to talk to. But now, as I rode in my car through the bright caves and out into the digs beyond, I couldn’t help my­self from laughing out loud as I thought about the way things had turned out. For so long, all that I’d dared to even hope for was that one of my daughters would be the housewoman of Firehand’s son. Yet now it was me who wore the ring myself, me who the small people were cheering as we bumped into the first little dig cluster, me whose son would wear the Headman’s hat when Dixon had finally gone.

			I waved to the small people—­those diggers did have hard lives—­and threw them a specially big handful of cubes. And then, as the car rolled on up the path, and the excited children finally fell behind, I half closed my eyes and remembered, yet one more time, the waking that Dixon came back from Brown River. It was the happiest waking in my life.

			I was still sleeping when he came in.

			“Lucy? Are you awake? I’m back.”

			I opened my eyes. He was still in the wrap he’d been wearing on the boat, stinking of smoke from the firecage.

			“I’ve got a surprise for you,” Dixon said, holding out his closed hand.

			I assumed it would be some little present he’d got me from Old Ground, hoping to sweeten me a bit before he told me the bad news. He knew I liked the bracelets those Brown River people make, with the pretty colored stones.

			“I don’t know why you couldn’t wait till First Horn,” I sighed. “Now I’m going to be tired all waking.”

			Dixon just smiled and opened his hand. It was a moment before I realized what was there.

			“Oh, Gela’s heart, Dixon! Oh, Gela’s sweet sweet heart! You really found it!”

			“Put it on. Let me see it where it belongs.”

			It fitted like it had been made for me, and he bent down and kissed me on the mouth.

			“We’d hardly put our feet down in Brown River,” he told me, “when a trader came running up with it.

			“ ‘Perhaps it’s only a copy, Father,’ she said, ‘but it looks real enough, and the metal’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.’ ”

			Dixon had put on a funny Brown River voice to make me laugh: “Prerbly it’s ernly a kerpy, Ferther.” Now he kissed me again.

			“It’s incredible,” I told him. “It’s like Mother Gela herself had it all planned.”

			He smiled. “Well, that’s certainly how it looks, isn’t it? Mother Gela telling us that she wants me to be Headman, and you to be Ringwearer. Mother Gela telling us that we Johnfolk really are the ones she wants to be in charge. We can make good use of this story, Lucy. We can make good good use of it.”

			I laughed.

			“Maybe we can,” I told him, “but that’s for after the horn blows. Come on now, my smart smart man, what are you waiting for? Come and lie down! Come and lie down with the Mother of Eden!”
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			Part I



	

			One

			I look back through all the things that have happened since, and it’s like looking out through the trees and lanterns of a forest. So many things in between, but there, far off in the distance, is me as I once was, Angie Redlantern, walking along the cliff path to Veeklehouse with my little Candy hopping and skipping and ­dancing along beside me. On our right is the glowing water, pink and green, stretching away to World’s Edge. On our left is the humming forest: dark trunks, shining lanterns, glittering starflowers, on and on blueway as far as the slopes of Snowy Dark. Above us, the huge spiral of Starry Swirl fills up the whole of the black black sky. I am carrying a bag of bone tools to trade. ‘Twinkle twinkle little star,’ Candy sings, and gives a little twirl. She is four years old: five wombtimes we’d have said when I was a kid, but that Angie back there on the cliff has been living so long among Davidfolk that she’s become used to thinking in years.

			Ahead of us is Veeklehouse, the Davidfolk’s biggest trading place, sitting there on the clifftop in the spot where John ­Red­lantern once stood long long ago, wondering whether or not to throw Gela’s metal ring out into the water. Veeklehouse is bright with firelight – though it’s a rough dirty dangerous brightness, completely different from the soft light of forest – and it sits under a flat cloud of smoke that’s pretty much always there, glowing a faint dirty orange against the starry sky.

			That’s me and Candy, long ago: little dots on the clifftop, between the shining water, and the shining forest, and the high cold light of the stars.

			‘Look, Mum,’ says Candy. ‘Lots of boats!’

[image: ]

			I’d first seen Veeklehouse some ten years previously. A bunch of us came down in a boat from the little sandy grounds I grew up in, way up rockway from Veeklehouse and ten miles out into the water. Me and my friend Starlight were so excited we ran up the cliff like little kids, leaving the older grownups behind us to follow the best they could. Gela’s heart! The colours, the people, the things they traded! It all seemed wonderful to us. And that was before we’d even seen the Veekle itself behind its high fence, that huge mysterious metal thing, steeped in the strangeness of Earth.

			But that later me, the me walking along the cliff path with Candy, had lived near Veeklehouse about eight years. I came along this path every couple of wakings back then with a bag of the little things that my bloke Dave carved out from buckbone – knives, scrapers, earrings, beads – and Veeklehouse had come to be something ordinary. Things always do, I’ve found: you grow tired of the ordinary things and long for some bright and wonderful thing that you can’t reach, and then you find you can reach it, and it turns out to be just another ordinary thing. I never gave a second look at the buckfat lanterns any more, though their restless light had once seemed so strange and dangerous and full of possibilities. I didn’t look at the earrings made of coloured feathers, or the bats waiting in cages to be done for and cooked on the spot. I just went straight to the traders who would take the things I had to trade, and give me sticks in return, on to other traders who would swap those sticks for things we needed, and then back again to Michael’s Place.

			As to the metal Veekle behind its fence, well, aside from taking my kids to see it – as well as Candy, I had my big boy Fox and my baby boy Mehmet: Metty as we usually called him – I never even thought about it. Yes, the Veekle was huge. Yes, it was made using skills we couldn’t even imagine. Yes, it came from Earth, and three men died in it. But all that was long long ago. I had people to look after now who were still in reach, real living people who needed me. And, when it came to people who’d gone, well, I had plenty from my own life to grieve over. There were three other kids for one thing, little Star, and Peter, and Happy. They all died a few wakings after they were born.

			‘Mum, look!’ Candy said again. ‘Lots lots lots of boats.’

			‘Yes, sweetheart,’ I said. ‘There are lots of boats here, aren’t there?’

			I didn’t bother to look. Boats were always coming back and forth between Veeklehouse and the rest of Eden. My little Candy always always pointed them out and usually I obliged her by looking and making surprised or amazed or impressed sounds at what she’d spotted. But sometimes, when I was thinking about the past and the things I’d lost, it made me sad looking out over the water, and I preferred to keep my eyes on the things near me, the shining trees, the stones on the path, the waves right below us splashing on the rocks, with the supple branches of the shining watertrees, green and pink, swaying this way and that beneath them. It just seemed to make sense to keep my attention on the things that were nearby, not the ones that were far away and out of reach.

			Out there on the bright water was where I’d last seen my friend Starlight. I’d stood crying down there on that rocky ledge and watched her boat, dark on the bright water, until World’s Edge swallowed it up. And out there too – out there and behind us, way, way up rockway – I’d said goodbye to everyone else I knew, in little peaceful Knee Tree Grounds in its little patch of water forest, far out in the bright water.

			‘Come on, look, Mum!’ my little girl called out again, tugging impatiently at my hand. ‘Lots of boats! One-two-three-four-five boats! And they’re all together. You haven’t even looked once yet.’

			So finally I looked, and I saw five boats side by side, strung out along World’s Edge: five dark shapes with their windcatchers changing from pink to green to pink in the waterlight shining up from beneath them.

			‘So there are, Candy. Five boats. Clever girl. You’re getting good good at counting.’

			It wasn’t at all unusual to be able to see five six boats all at once out there. Often there were more than that. Veeklehouse was a busy place, and boats came from all over Eden, but I’d never before seen five all together like that, all heading the same way. I wondered where they were from. Time had been when you knew that any boat with a windcatcher must have come from New Earth, but everyone was making them that way by then, and no one bothered with logboats any more, or with the little bark Knee Boats we used to make back on Knee Tree Grounds. Once again, I guess, the Johnfolk had led the way.

			‘I wonder what they’re bringing,’ I said.

			‘Metal,’ said Candy. ‘Or colour-stones. Or buckfat. Or bark.’

			She knew these were things that pool-traders brought to Veeklehouse, because me and her dad had told her. Metal came from New Earth. Colour-stones came on boats from Brown River (though I’d heard that the stones themselves came from Half Sky, over on far side of Snowy Dark). Buckfat was brought in every waking from up and down poolside, wherever there were still fatbucks left to be hunted, to feed the hungry lamps of Veeklehouse. Bark came once in a while from my old home, Knee Tree Grounds, out there up rockway across World’s Edge. No one made boats with it any more, but it was pretty good for roofs.

			‘I guess so, sweetheart,’ I said.

			A nagging worry was beginning to stir inside me, like a tube­slinker inside a tree, scrabbling up an airhole with its hundred hard scratchy little legs. Why would five boats arrive all together and side by side? And why, I wondered, as they drew closer and I could see them more clearly, were there so many people standing on each one, looking out towards us across the bright water? So many people, and so little in the way of a load.

			‘Look!’ cried Candy excitedly. ‘More boats.’

			Oh Gela’s heart. There were another five of them behind the first lot, another row of five, appearing from across World’s Edge. My hand tightened round my little girl’s, and she glanced up worriedly at my face.

			‘What’s the matter, Mum?’

			‘Oh, probably nothing, dear,’ I said, ‘but let’s go and find your dad and your brothers.’

			‘But we’re going to Veeklehouse!’

			‘Another time, sweetheart.’ I pulled her back the way we’d just come. ‘I just need to . . . well, talk to your dad about those boats.’

			‘Ow, Mum, you’re hurting me.’

			I glanced back at the Pool. I could see the faces of the men on the first five boats now, lit from below by the waterlight, and I could see they weren’t faces, but metal masks.

			I snatched Candy up and started to run.



	

			Two

			When I went to Veeklehouse that first time with Starlight and the others, I thought it was just for fun. We’d do a bit of trading, have a look at the Veekle, and then go proudly back again to tell the story to all the folk in Knee Tree Grounds who’d never been further than boring old Nob Head. That was what I thought would happen. Nothing would really change.

			But in fact everything did. When we were there, Starlight met a strange, beautiful, powerful man called Greenstone. He was one of the Johnfolk from New Earth across the water and he talked English in such a weird way that at first it was hard to make out what he was saying. He had a brooch made of metal, and men with metal spears who followed him round and did whatever he asked of them. It was obvious from the beginning that he was a high high man, and it turned out that he was as high as could be, the son of the Headman of New Earth. Like all high men, he was used to getting what he wanted, and as soon as he saw Starlight, well, he wanted her. She was pretty pretty and smart smart, and, now I think about it, she was kind of used to getting what she wanted too, especially from men. She went away with him, far far away across the water, and the rest of us returned to Knee Tree Grounds without her.

			I had lost my best friend. I had learned that there were things in the world that my best friend valued more than my friendship, and I had seen for myself that there were things that could happen to someone beautiful like Starlight that would never never happen to me. Because I am a batface. I can’t properly close my mouth because it’s joined up with my nose in a single messy hole that’s lined with twisted gums and twisted teeth. If I worked hard at it, people liked me when they got to know me, but no one was ever ever going to fall for me as Greenstone fell for Starlight, or as she fell for him. (Greenstone himself could barely bring himself to speak to me or look me in the face.)

			And now Starlight was going to a new and wonderful place where they’d found how to make metal, and boats that blew with the wind – Greenstone said it would make bright Veeklehouse look small and dark – and I was going back to a little patch of sand to cut bark and gather waternuts with the same bunch of people that I’d known all my life. Good old Angie: she’s not much to look at, but she works hard and she has a kind heart.

			Oh I felt sad sad, like a big aching hole had opened up inside me. But I still thought that life on Knee Tree Grounds would carry on as before.
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			I was wrong wrong wrong. The ripples from what happened in Veeklehouse were still moving outwards across the world. They would break over New Earth, they would reach Brown River, and along Brown River right through the mountains and into the ground called Half Sky. And one of the things they did was make the Davidfolk look at us Kneefolk in a different way. That changed Knee Tree Grounds for good.

			You see, the people in Veeklehouse were Davidfolk, as were the people nearest to Knee Tree Grounds at Nob Head, along with all the other people along poolside from up Rockway Edge, down through Veeklehouse, and on until the edge of Brown River Ground, way down alpway. But of course the people from New Earth were Johnfolk. And yes, okay, the Davidfolk at that time were letting the New Earthers come to Veeklehouse and trade their metal, but that didn’t change the fact that the Davidfolk would never forgive them for stealing Gela’s ring, or for breaking the Circle, or for splitting up Family, or for bringing killing into the world. And nor did it mean that the Johnfolk had forgiven the Davidfolk for driving John Redlantern out of Family, and trying to do for him and his people. Never mind that all these things happened long before anyone still living was born, long before the parents of anyone still living were born, long before even their great-grandparents. That made no difference. The Johnfolk and the Davidfolk still hated each other.

			We Kneefolk, in our quiet little grounds, ten miles out from Nob Head, weren’t on either side. We didn’t actually use the word when we spoke about ourselves – we just called ourselves Kneefolk – but, if the others were Davidfolk or Johnfolk, then we were Jeffsfolk. Our great-great-grandparents had followed not John Redlantern or David Redlantern, but Jeff Redlantern, and Jeff always said there was no point in fretting about the past, and arguing forever about which story was the true one. He and the people with him came to Knee Tree Grounds so they could get away from the fighting that was going on back then between the followers of David and the followers of John, and live their lives in peace.

			When I was born, of course, that fight had been over for genera­tions. There were still Johnfolk living way down alpway at Brown River, and we knew that John himself and some of his followers had disappeared over Worldpool with the ring, but when we paddled across to Nob Head to trade, the only people we ever met were Davidfolk. (Except for once twice, when there was a trader there from Brown River: ‘Look!’ someone would say. ‘That man is one of the Johnfolk,’ and we’d all stare at the guy in amazement, like he had two heads, or wings sticking up from his shoulders like a bat.)

			So we Kneefolk were the odd ones out. The Davidfolk knew this, and sometimes they teased us for the funny way we talked, or for following someone like Clawfoot Jeff, but we were no threat to them out on our little patch of sand, and they liked the bark boats we brought them. They’d let us alone for generations.

			She didn’t mean to, of course, but Starlight had changed all that. A lot of people in Veeklehouse had seen what was going on between Greenstone and our Starlight – well, of course they had: they’d watched the Headmanson of New Earth like a leopard watches a buck, they’d taken note of every little thing he did! – so the Davidfolk knew that one of our people had gone with Greenstone. And that reminded them that we Kneefolk weren’t  Davidfolk but Jeffsfolk, and that actually Jeff was John’s cousin, and had taken John’s side when Family first split in two. So now they asked themselves whose side we were really on, and what it was that New Earth wanted with us. Among the Davidfolk, you see, the high men chose their shelterwomen from the daughters of men they wanted to have as friends.

			What was more, the Davidfolk had learned that the Headman of New Earth was thinking of attacking them – some of the New Earth traders had boasted as much when they’d drunk too much badjuice in Veeklehouse – so now they wondered whether the Headmanson had chosen Starlight because Knee Tree Grounds would be useful to New Earth. A little place like Knee Tree, far out in the bright water: their ringmen could gather there, couldn’t they, after crossing Deep Darkness, before they pushed on into the Davidfolk Ground with their metal spears?

			So Starlight going with Greenstone had moved the pieces on the chessboard that lay, so to speak, between the Davidfolk in Mainground and the Johnfolk over in New Earth. Suddenly Knee Tree Grounds had become an important square and the Davidfolk started to take an interest in it. They sent guards over with their big blackglass spears, they sniffed round, they asked us questions. Of course we tried to tell them that we really weren’t on the Johnfolk’s side. After all, whether or not Jeff had sided with John all those generations ago, we had far less in common these wakings with the New Earthers, who’d lived for generations on far side of the Pool, than we had with the Davidfolk, our trading partners, who lived just ten miles away. We pointed out to the guards who came over that Starlight was the only one of us that had ever ever gone to live in New Earth, while many many Kneefolk had crossed to Mainground to live among the Davidfolk. 

			The guards listened to all this. They smiled and nodded and agreed it was all true, but they still kept coming. And not just guards, but guard leaders. Traders came too when, up to now, we’d always crossed over to Mainground to trade.

			And then one waking a shadowspeaker came.



	

			Three

			Michael’s Place, our little sheltercluster, was set back just a little bit from the Pool, so as to keep out of the way of the people who went back and forth along the cliff path on their way between Veeklehouse and all the other little poolside clusters up rockway. The guy it was named for had died before I ever came there, and the top people there now were his grandchildren and great-­grandchildren. It was in the ground of Leader Hunter who was the guard leader at Veeklehouse. He was our high man, and in fact he was one of the highest, for he was the third son of David Strongheart, the Head Guard of the Davidfolk Ground, and the many-greats grandson of Great David. As a trade for living there under his protection, we had to give him so many skins each year, so much dried meat, so much buckfat, so many bundles of dried starflowers. And, as was the case all up and down the Davidfolk Ground, we had to send all our boys, when their new hairs had fully grown, to go and be guards for him whenever he asked for them.

			Michael’s Place didn’t look so different, I guess, from where I used to live on Knee Tree Grounds, with its bark shelters arranged round a circle of open space where we lit our fires and sang our songs. I guess that’s how low people live all over Eden. But the ground it stood on was black dirt instead of pale sand, and the trees shining round it were Wide Forest trees – whitelanterns with their pure white shining globes, redlanterns with their long tubes of glowing pink, and spiketrees with their little bright blue flowers – and not the knee trees with their drooping branches and yellow-green flowers that grew out on the Grounds. And another thing that was different was that, right there in middle of the circle of open space the shelters stood round, there was another circle, a little circle of small round stones gathered from poolside, which no one ever stepped inside. Every Davidfolk cluster had one of these, even if it was only tiny. It was a copy of the original Circle of Stones, over there across the Dark, in Circle Valley, which marked the place where people from Earth had first come down to Eden, and to which, so the Davidfolk believed, Earth people would one waking return. About thirty of us lived there round that little ring of stones, including grownups, newhairs, oldies and little kids, and it was my home now. It was the new family I’d found, after I’d lost the one I had before, and after a lonely time with no one to be with at all. I’d become one of them, one of the Davidfolk, who believe that nothing is more important than family, and nothing matters more than keeping family together.

			I was gasping for breath as I ran into the cluster, Candy still squirming angrily in my arms: ‘Let me go! Let me go! Let me go!’ Ten eleven grownups were sitting there peacefully working on this and that – Tom, the head of our cluster, was slowly chopping up a buck with his one hand, Lucy was sewing wraps, Kate was grinding up starflowers – and little naked kids were playing round them or helping with small jobs.

			‘Dave!’ I screamed, as soon as I had the breath to speak. ‘Dave! Quick! Get the boys and the buck!’

			Dave turned his long grey face towards me. He’d been sitting by the fire – he always seemed to feel cold – whittling away at buckbone, while Metty played nearby. Now he climbed uncertainly to his feet and took a couple of hobbling steps towards me, like he still hadn’t quite figured out what it was I wanted from him.

			‘Kate! Davidson! Lucy!’ I screamed. ‘Get your kids! Blow the horn! They’re coming now! Now! Ringmen in masks! Johnfolk from across the water!’

			What was wrong with them all? How could they be so slow?

			‘The Johnfolk?’ asked Tom.

			‘Yes, the Johnfolk, ten boats of them, with metal masks on their faces and metal spears in their hands! Come on, everyone, move! We need to get away from the poolside.’

			Tom stood up. He was a big big man with a loud voice, and could hardly have been more different to his brother Dave. He’d been a guard for a long time until he lost his hand, and he was used to bossing people about.

			‘Right everyone, pack up whatever you can carry, and we’ll head for Davidstand.’

			Davidstand sat at the foot of Snowy Dark, and it was where David Strongheart himself lived when he wasn’t travelling about his ground, along with all his shelterwomen and most of their children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren. There were many guards there, and if there was any place in Wide Forest that was going to be safe from the Johnfolk, Davidstand would surely be it.

			‘Oh Gela’s heart!’ Dave groaned. ‘I just sent Fox to Veeklehouse to get some glue. I’d better go after him.’

			Fox liked to go to Veeklehouse along the little path that went through the trees, rather than the one along the cliffs. He liked to imagine he was a hunter, out by himself, far out in the depths of forest.

			‘No you hadn’t, Dave,’ I said, ‘not with those clawfeet. You get the buck loaded up and the other kids ready, and head straight towards Davidstand. I’ll go after Fox.’

			Kate’s man Davidson started blowing our old hollowbranch horn to bring in the people who were out scavenging or hunting in forest, and everyone began fretting about people they couldn’t get back, such as sons in the guards, and daughters who were the housewomen of guards.

			‘They’ll know we’d go to Davidstand,’ Tom said. He had four sons in the guards himself. ‘They’ll be able to come and find us there if they need to. But I reckon that won’t be necessary. We’ll be back here soon. Our guards are more than a match for a bunch of ringmen.’

			‘Dave, take Candy and Metty,’ I said. ‘I’ll go and get . . .’

			But right then Fox came running back into the cluster: my own little Fox with his thin little arms and legs and his big big eyes.

			‘Oh thank Gela!’ I murmured, grabbing him up with tears of relief welling from deep inside of me. Fox wriggled free. He was past the age where boys liked to be babied, and anyway he had news.

			‘Everyone’s running away from Veeklehouse, Mum.’

			‘I know, Foxy, I know,’ I told him as I let him go. ‘Your dad’s getting the buck ready, look, and then we’re all going to Davidstand. It’ll be safe there.’

			Dave had thrown dried meat and bags of flowercakes over the back of our old smoothbuck, Ugly, and now he lifted up Candy and Metty onto its back before hauling himself up there behind them. He wasn’t being lazy. He knew that his clawfeet would hold us all back if he tried to walk.

			Waves of grey were rippling across Ugly’s flat black eyes and its four mouth feelers were sniffing and snuffling at the air, like it was trying to figure out what all the humans were so agitated about. Then it tipped back its head and gave one of those little shrieking sounds that bucks make when they know they’re in danger.

			A few of the other dads or mums had gone off to look for missing people, but the rest of them had loaded up bucks like we’d done, with dried meat, trading sticks, wraps, sleeping skins, spears and bundles of arrows. I scooped up some embers in a pot, so we could cook along the way.

			As we set off towards Davidstand, we heard a huge roar rising up from somewhere in the distance, down alpway and towards the Pool. Tom nodded wisely, like he was the only one who could tell what that sound could possibly be.

			‘That’s the guards on the cliff,’ he said, ‘shouting and yelling to ready themselves for a fight.’

			It was strange to think about. At that moment every single one of those guards at Veeklehouse was still healthy and whole and strong, and so was each one of the ringmen on the boats from New Earth. But soon the arrows would be flying back and forth across the water: metal-tipped arrows one way, glass-tipped arrows the other, and then people would start to die, and bodies that now were fit and whole would be torn and broken. There would be fire arrows too. Our men would shoot them to set their windcatchers alight, and their fire arrows would come flying back in answer to burn the shelters in Veeklehouse.

			Fox was terrified, but he was trying hard not to show it.

			‘I wish I could watch the fighting, Mum,’ he shouted out in an odd, loud, excited voice, though I was standing right by him and would have heard him quite clearly if he’d simply spoken. ‘It would be exciting exciting, and I know our blokes are going to win.’

			On Ugly’s back, little Metty cried in Dave’s arms, sensing the fear round him, while Candy frowned out from Ugly’s back and said nothing at all. Dave tried to catch my eye so he could give me one of his worried looks, one of those looks that grownups give each other over the heads of their children, but I avoided it. Gela’s heart, I thought, it’s not as if all of us don’t already know how bad things are.

			As we started to walk away from Michael’s Place, we looked back one last time at the shelters we’d built for ourselves, the fence of branches we’d worked on for wakings and wakings, so as to make sure it was strong enough to keep out leopards.



	

			Four

			I was telling you about that shadowspeaker who came over to Knee Tree Grounds.

			We’d never had one there before – Jeff didn’t believe in clinging to the past or talking to the dead – but we’d seen shadowspeakers from time to time when we went to trade over in Nob Head. They would cry and wail in middle of a circle of silent, troubled Davidfolk, or even have a kind of fit and roll on the ground with spit bubbling from their mouths. Sometimes, they’d pick out people in the crowd and tell them, in front of everyone, the bad bad things they’d done. We’d seen big grownup Davidfolk hanging their heads and crying like little kids who’ve been told off.

			‘Mother Gela is reaching out to you!’ the shadowspeakers would wail. ‘But how can she help you if you don’t reach back? How can she guide you home through the emptiness between the stars?’

			Sometimes they’d suddenly stop and listen, holding up their hands for quiet, so they could hear the voices of the dead loved ones of people in the crowd.

			‘It’s . . . Yes, it’s your little boy, my dear, the one who died. He’s telling me his name – I can’t quite hear him. David, is it? Yes, I thought so, David – he’s begging me to tell you to be true to our Mother. He’s afraid that otherwise you’ll never find your way back to him.’

			The Kneefolk grownups always kept out of the way of the shadowspeakers. If we were over in Nob Head and came across a shadowspeaker giving a show, our grownups would go and sit on the cliff and talk among themselves until the shouting and crying was over and the speaker had collected her presents. This was Davidfolk business, they said, and nothing to do with us. But newhairs like to be different from their grownups and me and Starlight and our friends would sometimes sneak off to watch the shows. We were careful to keep a straight face, and avoid looking at one another – we understood that we were among the Davidfolk and on their ground, and mustn’t give them any reason to be upset with us – but afterwards we’d all go off along the cliff together and, as soon as we were alone, we’d burst out laughing.

			‘Mother Gela is crying!’ Starlight would wail through her own tears of laughter. ‘She’s crying crying crying!’

			‘You’ll all be lost in the cold cold darkness!’ our friend ­Poolshine would sob.

			‘The starship will never come back for us,’ I’d moan, ‘unless you listen to our Mother and look after her family!’

			We laughed and laughed. How could those stupid Davidfolk be so easily fooled, we wondered? Wasn’t it obvious that the speakers told people whatever they thought would either please them enough or frighten them enough to get good presents out of them?

			But of course this was only obvious to us because our grownups had told us what to look for, and how to explain what we saw. It was only obvious to us because they’d told us, as Jeff had taught, that a single life was like a wave moving over the surface of the Pool – the wave disappears completely, but the Pool remains the same, shifting this way and that in its enormous bowl – and that Mother Gela was long dead, and that even when she was alive, she’d just been a person like anyone else, nothing more and nothing less.

			Yes, and even though we told ourselves it was obvious that what the shadowspeakers said wasn’t true, I think one of the reasons we laughed so loudly was to shut out the little secret doubts that came to each of us. What if the Davidfolk were right? What if it really was true that when our bodies died, our shadows lived on, to wander through the emptiness between the stars, and maybe get lost there forever, all alone, with no hope of company or warmth?

			After all, the Davidfolk were many and powerful. They’d built Veeklehouse and Davidstand. Their ground stretched from Worldpool to Circle Valley, and from Rockway Edge down to the White Streams. They had the Veekle, the Circle of Stones and all the other things from Earth except the ring. Their Head Guard was such a high man that he had seventeen shelterwomen and more than a hundred kids. Who were we to say that they were wrong and we were right?
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			So we’d seen shadowspeakers before, but when that shadowspeaker came over to Knee Tree Grounds, it was a different thing. This was our ground, not the Davidfolk Ground, and yet here she was. And there were guards with her too, guards who had suspicions that we Kneefolk were really Johnfolk in disguise, and who were watching us carefully to see how we’d behave. We gathered unhappily. Most of the grownups felt we had to go along so as not to upset the Davidfolk, but it felt all wrong that she was there.

			‘Remember, no laughing and no smiling,’ mums and dads warned their children, just as our mums and dads had done when we went over to Nob Head. ‘Not unless the speaker smiles herself.’

			There she was, the shadowspeaker, standing right in middle of our own Meeting Place, the same place where we Kneefolk met every waking to listen out, not for some long-dead person, or some far off voice calling out to us from Earth, but for the Watcher who was as close as can be, the secret awakeness that looks out from the eyes of everyone. I could see the tree right behind her where Jeff Redlantern’s own words were carved. WE ARE REELY HEAR, he’d written.

			I heard one of the older grownups mutter that the shadowspeaker was trampling on purpose on the things that mattered most to us, trampling on the story that made us Kneefolk into who we were, and I must say it felt like that to me as well. But I’d decided the best way of dealing with this was to see the funny side of it. Just like we’d done at Nob Head, I’d listen politely, and then have a good laugh when she and her guards had gone.

			But now we were actually faced with the shadowspeaker, things felt different. This woman wasn’t really ridiculous at all. You could see she was smart smart. You could see her studying our faces with her sharp sharp eyes, and it was like she could see right through us. Her name was Mary. She was a short, solid, fierce-looking woman, with a big square face, reddish hair that she’d cut short so it stuck out in little tufts and spikes, and small piercing grey eyes. She wore a longwrap made of fakeskin, woven from crushed starflower stems, much as the high people wore on Mainground, though without the fancy colours or the feathers and beads and dried batwings. We Kneefolk just wore little buckskin waistwraps, with bare feet and bare breasts.

			Mary stood there waiting until we were all silent, and then, without speaking a word, she took a stick and drew a circle in the sand, the way that Davidfolk always do when they find themselves in a place where there isn’t already a circle of stones. Then she stood up straight again and looked round at us. She’d made the Davidfolk sign, right there in middle of the place where we met to tell our own stories, and it was like she was daring us to object. None of us did – we knew better than to do anything that might upset the Davidfolk, and in any case, Mary wasn’t the kind of person you’d want to argue with – so then she stepped inside her circle, which was something that only shadowspeakers and Head Guards were supposed to do.

			‘Do you know what the Circle stands for?’ she asked.

			No one wanted to answer, but she just waited, knowing quite well that sooner or later someone wouldn’t be able to bear the silence any longer. And sure enough, a woman called Fire finally spoke.

			‘The Circle of Stones,’ she muttered.

			Mary nodded.

			‘Thankyou. You’re right. It stands for the Circle of Stones, where the Veekle from Earth landed and where one day people from Earth will come again. But it doesn’t just stand for that. It stands for the one True Family of Eden, and how we’re all linked together. John Redlantern tried to break that Family but, though he stirred up trouble among us, it’s still one Family. Jeff Redlantern tried to break up that Family.’ She paused to look round at our faces, daring us to rise to this challenge to our precious Jeff. ‘And he stirred up trouble among us too. But it’s still one Family all the same, one Family with one Mother. And our Mother still loves us all.’

			Again Mary paused, the stick still in her hand, searching our faces, figuring out who would be easiest to reach and who would be hardest. Then suddenly she took up the stick, snapped it in two and flung the pieces out at us to her left and right.

			‘Oh you foolish, silly people! You babies!’ A little bit of spit flew from her mouth. ‘Hiding away out here in the bright water! How do you think that’s going to help you, eh? What do you think it’s going to save you from?’

			She paused just for a moment while the questions sank in, and then she carried on. ‘Oh you can hide away from trouble out here, I’ll give you that. You can hide from playing your part. But do you really think you can hide from death?’

			I could see some angry faces round the Meeting Place. I could see people who were fighting back the desire to shout out in our defence. But I could see many faces that were scared as well. Not just the kids who were there but grownups too looked like children who had been told off. I was close to tears myself. Mary had made me ashamed of being one of the Kneefolk.

			‘You’re lucky lucky,’ she told us. ‘Your Mother still loves you. In spite of everything. You might have turned your back on her. You might have stamped on her face. You might have stood back and let her precious ring be taken from her. But she still loves you. She still . . .’

			Mary broke off, like something inside herself had interrupted her, and suddenly she began to shake all over. At first we thought she was having some kind of fit, but then we saw in amazement and horror that she was shaking with sobs of grief.

			‘I can hear her,’ Mary said, struggling to get her voice under control. ‘I can hear her now. Mother Gela is crying, but . . . but – oh our dear good Mother! – she’s not crying for herself, however much you’ve hurt her. She’s crying for you. She’s crying crying crying for her foolish children. And she’ll never stop crying until every single one of you turns away from wicked John and foolish Jeff, and comes back to True Family of Eden.’

			I could feel my own tears running down my face now, and I could see others crying all round the Meeting Place. Well, we had been hiding out here, hadn’t we? We’d been hiding out here for generations! The world went on without us across the water, Eden grew and changed, but we refused to be part of it, staying here on our own, cutting bark and fishing just as our parents and their ­parents had done, and turning our backs on everything else.

			Mary walked over to a girl called Brightwater and asked her name.

			‘Do you know why our Mother cries for you, Brightwater?’ she said.

			Brightwater had been crying and crying. ‘Because . . .’ She sniffed. ‘Because we’re bad!’

			Mary shook her head, half-smiling through her own tears.

			‘No, it’s not because you’re bad, Brightwater. It’s because if you don’t reach out to her, she can’t reach back to you. And do you know what will happen then?’

			Brightwater shook her head. Wiping the tears from her own face with the back of her hand, Mary strode back into her circle in middle of the Meeting Place.

			‘I’ll tell you what will happen, Brightwater. You’ll die one waking, as we all will, and your shadow will fly out from your body, and from our poor dark Eden, into the blackness between the stars. It’s cold cold out there, with no trees to warm you. You’ll be shivering, you’ll be lonely and scared, and you’ll search and search, as all our shadows must do, for the brightness and warmth of Earth. But look up at the stars, Brightwater. They’re like a forest, aren’t they? They’re like a huge huge forest, full full of lanternflowers. We know little Earth is hiding out there somewhere among all those thousand thousand stars, but do you know where to find it? Look up at the stars, Brightwater, and tell me. Do you know the way back to Earth?’

			Brightwater glanced fearfully upwards at the vast wheel of Starry Swirl, where the stars were packed so tightly that most of them were just a blur of light. She sobbed and shook her head.

			‘Mother Gela will be calling out to you,’ Mary said, ‘but what use will that be if you’ve never got to know her, and never learned to hear her voice? You’ll have no one to guide you. And so you’ll wander, you’ll wander forever, out there where it’s a hundred times colder than Snowy Dark, a hundred times darker than Deep Darkness far out there in middle of Worldpool. And you’ll be all on your own, shivering, lonely, lost, forever and ever and ever.’

			Brightwater covered her face with her hands and sobbed. Again, Mary looked round at all of us, searching our faces, sizing us up.

			‘You silly, foolish people,’ she said again. ‘Do you think you can hide from death? Do you think that Watcher of yours is going to show you the way home? The Watcher who looks out of your eyes? The Watcher ! How could it find the way anywhere, when you yourselves admit that it’s only inside your head? Only Gela can help you, and if you want her help, you need to reach out to her. Turn away from the ringstealers, turn from the ones who brought killing to Eden, turn away from John and his clawfoot cousin Jeff, and come back to the people of Gela and her son Great David, strong strong David, who held Family together when John and Jeff tried to break it apart.’

			She fell to her knees and again she began to shake. She wasn’t faking it, you could see that. She was really hurting, and at the same time she was listening listening listening to some faint voice that she could hear but we couldn’t.

			‘Our Mother is begging me,’ she said. ‘She’s begging me. “Please, Mary, do your best,” she’s saying. “Please please do everything you can to bring these poor people back to me before it’s too late.”’

			Perhaps we’d got it all wrong, I thought. Jeff used to say (or so we’d been told) that the only place that was important was the one we were in right now, but maybe the opposite was true? Perhaps this wasn’t the real world at all, and the world that mattered, the world that would last, was out there somewhere across the stars, far far away from this dark sad place? Maybe that’s why this life seemed so empty, so full of sadness and disappointment. We were on a sort of journey, and hadn’t yet arrived at where we were going. The Davidfolk knew that, but we Kneefolk had huddled together out here on our little patch of sand with our backs turned, telling ourselves that we were already there.

			And as these thoughts were going through my head, Mary suddenly looked straight at me, like she’d noticed me for the first time. She stepped out of her circle again and walked right up to me. I was scared scared, thinking she’d be angry with me and tell everyone about some bad and shameful thing I’d done, but her face was kind and concerned. She took my hand in one of her own, and with her other hand she reached out gently and stroked my face, touching the edge of the ugly ugly hole where a proper face should be. She spoke to me softly softly.



	

			Five

			We’d heard screams in the distance, screams of terror and agony. We’d heard terrible roars We sank deep into ourselves as we headed away from those dreadful sounds, far far too slowly it felt, though we were going as fast as we could with our little kids clinging to us and our oldies and clawfeet perched on the backs of bucks so loaded up with pots and bags and skins and knives and spears they looked more like walking piles of stuff than living creatures. It seemed strange that Starry Swirl still shone down, the same as ever, and starbirds still shrieked and boomed to each other through the trees. Our whole world had changed completely this waking, but all round us, bats looped and dived, just as they always did, among the bright lanterns. We passed three huge nightmakers pushing through the trees off rockway to our left, cracking off branches as they pulled the shining flowers to their slowly chewing mouths, and far off alpway to our right, a leopard sang its sweet sad treacherous song. Eden didn’t care what was happening at Veeklehouse. It carried on its own life, just like it always had done, since long long before any human being had ever heard of the place.

			All of us were scared scared. The little kids kept crying. The older kids were silent and pale and grey. Young or old, we’d all heard the stories about the last time the Johnfolk and the Davidfolk fought. We all knew how cruel the Johnfolk had been. We knew they’d stolen children from their mums and dads to be ringmen for them, and the mothers of ringmen. We knew they’d done for dads in front of their own kids, and sons in front of their mothers. We knew they’d laid traps with long spikes inside them, and dipped the tips of their spears and arrows in human shit to make sure the wounds would go bad. Even back on Knee Tree Grounds, where the Jeffsfolk had hidden away from the fight, I’d heard these stories. The Davidfolk told them and retold them all the time.

			At least I had Dave and all my kids with me, though. Tom and Clare had four boys in the guards, two of them at Veeklehouse. They knew quite well that either those two were fighting right now with their glass-tipped spears against enemies with metal spears and knives, or they were already dead. It was same for most of the older parents who were with us.

			‘Even if my boys live,’ Clare kept worrying, ‘how are me and Tom ever going to find them again if we can’t go back to Michael’s Place?’

			One time, some traders from Veeklehouse came past us. I knew them slightly because they’d sometimes had some of Dave’s bone tools from me, when I took a batch into Veeklehouse to trade. There was a man, his two shelterwomen and nine of their kids, all packed onto four big smoothbucks. They were headed to Davidstand too, but having no one among them who had to go on foot, they could travel much faster than we could.

			‘We’ve lost everything,’ the man told us. He was a big guy with a black beard, and he always wore a long red fancy wrap like he thought he was one of the high people. ‘They burnt down our shelter, and smashed up every single bit of our trading stuff that they didn’t take for themselves. But we’re lucky to be alive. Bloke who traded next to us – you remember old David with the bald head? – well, he tried to stop them from taking his stuff, and ended up with a spear through his belly.’

			‘They were like starbirds crawling over a dead buck,’ the older of his shelterwomen said. Her name was Kindness, which always made me smile, because she never seemed to smile and was hard hard hard when it came to trading. ‘They took all our food and our badjuice, and when they’d had enough, they flung what was left at one another and trampled it under their feet.’

			‘Yeah, and then they propped dead guards up against the posts of shelters,’ the man said, ‘and pranced round them laughing, in women’s wraps and feathers. You’d never see our men behave like that.’
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			Later, when Clare was busy with her little ones, her daughter Trueheart came to walk beside me and Fox.

			‘I guess you’ve been to Davidstand before, Auntie Angie?’

			Trueheart was about fourteen fifteen years old, counting ages, as she did, in the Davidfolk way. I wasn’t really Trueheart’s auntie – I left my brothers’ and sisters’ kids behind me when I left Knee Tree Grounds – but Clare had always been like a sister to me, even since her bloke Tom brought me back to Michael’s Place, and there’d always been a special connection between me and Trueheart because she was a batface like me. It’s not so easy being a batface. That’s as true among Davidfolk as it is among the Kneefolk, even though Great David himself was a batface. We’re teased as children, mocked as newhairs, passed over as grownups, and so of course we tend to stick together. 

			‘Yes, a couple of times,’ I told her as we plodded through the trees. ‘Back when I used to help that shadowspeaker Mary. We travelled all over the Davidfolk Ground back then. Way further than Davidstand. We even went as far as Circle Valley.’

			Trueheart had never been further than Veeklehouse herself, just a few miles from where she was born, and in her longing for new and exciting things, she reminded me of myself and Starlight when we were kids. Except that for us it was Veeklehouse itself that had been the wonderful far off place that we longed to see, while for her it was the boring ordinary place she longed to get away from.

			‘I never get how come you were with a shadowspeaker, Auntie Angie,’ she said. ‘You don’t seem the type to go for all that.’

			‘Well, there were a lot of reasons I went with her. I’ve told you before about how my friend Starlight went away across the Pool.’

			‘With that handsome guy with the metal brooch?’

			I wouldn’t have expected it, but when Trueheart said that, my head was suddenly full of tears, so that I knew if I spoke at all they would all come bursting out. It was a long time since Starlight had gone away, and many years had passed since I’d felt the pain all raw like that, gaping and bleeding like a new wound. I guess it had felt so sad and scary leaving Michael’s Place, that one more bit of sadness was all it took to open everything up all over again.

			‘You’re upset, Auntie Angie!’

			I nodded, still not daring to speak. Trueheart studied my face in silence for ten twenty heartbeats as we trudged on through the shining forest.

			Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph went the trees all round us, just as they always did.

			‘I guess you knew a thing like that would never happen to you,’ she finally said, pointing at her own face. Trueheart had a lovely strong supple body, she could run fast, she could throw a spear further than many men and swim faster than any of the other newhairs in Michael’s Place, whether boys or girls, and, what was more, she was smart smart as could be, but her face . . . well, it was like mine. Her mouth opened up in a twisted scrunched-up gash into the place where her nose should have been, her top teeth stuck forwards and sideways out of her face, and when she said ‘upset’ it came out more like ‘uffthet’ because her mouth just couldn’t form itself into the shapes you need to make the word sound right. There are lots of batfaces in Eden, of course – maybe one out of every ten people – but no one thinks we’re pretty, and no one chooses a batface to slip with, if they can find someone halfway as nice who’s got a proper mouth and nose.

			‘Yes, that’s right,’ I said, getting a grip on myself once more. ‘I didn’t think anyone would ever come along and single me out. And then, all of a sudden, shadowspeaker Mary arrived and chose me out of all the people on Knee Tree Grounds.’

			Trueheart gave a scornful snort. ‘I can’t stand those women.’

			She got into a lot of arguments with her mum and dad for saying things like that, sometimes making her dad so angry that he’d take a stick and beat her until her mother Clare begged him to stop. Like all the other grownups from Michael’s Place, Tom and Clare feared and admired shadowspeakers. Like all the others, they would take presents to them when they came to give their shows in Veeklehouse, and then come back to Michael’s Place with tears in their eyes, and messages from Mother Gela and their dead. They were all Davidfolk, after all, and Tom especially, who’d lost his own right hand in the guards, was proud proud of being so.

			I looked round to see where Tom and Clare were, and saw they were some way behind us. ‘Well, just make sure you don’t say things like that in the hearing of any guards,’ I said. ‘They’re going to be touchy about that sort of thing, now that the fight with the Johnfolk is on again.’

			‘I know, Auntie. I’m not a kid, remember, and I’m not stupid.’

			‘Stupid is one thing you’re certainly not, Trueheart, my dear.’

			‘So this shadowspeaker – Mary – came, and . . . ?’

			‘Mary came out to our grounds, and in middle of her show she noticed me there among the people listening to her. She came right over to me and touched my face and . . .’ I broke off, once again finding myself suddenly so badly shaken that I was afraid I was going to cry. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘she said a few words, just to me.’

			Trueheart’s eyes narrowed as she examined my face. She really wasn’t stupid.

			‘Yeah? So what did she say exactly?’

			‘Well . . .’ Those tears were pushing pushing against the back of my eyes, trying to get through. ‘Well, okay then . . . What she said to me was “You’re beautiful!”’

			Trueheart went quiet for a few seconds. She understood, better than anyone could with an ordinary face, the huge power of those words.

			Then she snorted angrily. ‘Bloody shadowspeakers! They always figure out the one thing you most long to hear.’

			I shrugged. She’d just said exactly what me and Starlight used to say when we saw the shadowspeakers at Nob Head, but these wakings I didn’t think it was that simple.

			‘Well, I don’t know about that. But I do know that no one else had ever said those words to me before. Plenty of people had said the opposite, and plenty, wanting to be kind, had told me it didn’t matter how I looked—’

			‘Oh Michael’s names, Mum does that and I really hate it! One moment she’ll say looks don’t matter and she loves me just as I am. Next she’ll come back from Veeklehouse all excited about how she saw Leader Hunter’s new shelterwoman and how she is pretty pretty pretty.’

			‘My mum was the same.’

			Gela’s heart, I was the same. I told myself that it didn’t matter what my kids looked like, I would love them just as much, but when my Fox was little I couldn’t stop stroking his beautiful face, with its perfect nose and its perfect little mouth that made my heart ache with love.

			‘So the shadowspeaker said you were beautiful . . . ?’

			‘Yes. She was looking straight into my eyes, and it was like no one else was even there as far as she was concerned, no one else but me. “Mother Gela loves batfaces especially,” she told me. “Not only because Great David was a batface, but because all batfaces suffer, and all batfaces have to dig down inside themselves and become wise.”’

			Trueheart glanced at me, and decided not to speak the thought that had come into her mind. But I knew what she was thinking. She was thinking how easy it is for anyone to get round a batface, or a clawfoot, or a slowhead, or anyone else who wasn’t so sure of themselves, by telling them how special they are.

			But the fact was that when Mary went back into middle of the circle and carried on with her show, the words she spoke from then on didn’t seem so silly any more, and they still didn’t seem silly now, walking through forest with Trueheart, even though I’d since fallen out with Mary. Of course Mother Gela didn’t want her family to break up. What mother would? And why shouldn’t it be true, just as Mary and all the Davidfolk said, that Gela herself had come alive again back on Earth, and was reaching out to us through the emptiness between the stars? Earth people could do all kinds of wonderful things, after all, and we ourselves were proof of it. For wasn’t it amazing that human beings from across the stars should be here at all, living among creatures with green-black blood and flat flat black eyes, who are kin to one another but not to us at all? If Earth people could find a way of crossing that cold black sky, who was to say they couldn’t bring someone’s shadow home and give it flesh?

			‘Well, I know you don’t like shadowspeakers, Trueheart, but I liked Mary. She taught me things. You’ve got to remember that I didn’t grow up with the True Story as you did, so some things that seem obvious to you were fresh and new to me. We Kneefolk were Jeffsfolk, remember, not Davidfolk.’

			‘So she said you were beautiful and she asked you to go with her?’

			‘That’s right. At first I couldn’t believe she’d chosen me. After all, she travelled all over the Davidfolk Ground, including the big clusters like Davidstand and Veeklehouse, and every few wakings she stood in front of a different crowd of people. But yet out of all those hundreds of people she’d met, it was me she’d picked out and asked to be her helper. Of course, my mum begged me not to go, all my friends told me I was crazy, everyone was angry angry angry. And of course, when I sat in Mary’s boat, heading to Nob Head, I began to have doubts, wondering if I’d been a fool and done the wrong thing. But then I remembered how lonely I’d felt when that handsome man from across the water had asked my friend Starlight to go with him, and I felt a bit better. “Now it’s happened to me as well,” I told myself. “Someone has chosen me. And I’m doing as Starlight did, leaving everyone else behind for the sake of that someone who sees something in me that no one else has ever done. Starlight was scared as well – of course she was – and she must have had doubts too, but she didn’t let them stop her. And I’m going to be brave as her.” That’s what I said to myself, whenever I began to panic.’

			Trueheart glanced at me again, not speaking her thoughts, but thinking them so loudly I could almost hear them.

			‘How far is Davidstand now, Mum?’ my Fox asked.

			‘Too far to walk in one waking, my love. We’ll rest soon and have something to eat.’

			Presently Metty began to wail, and Dave gave me one of his long looks to let me know that he thought I should carry the boy for a bit and give him a break from the crying. Poor little Metty didn’t know what was happening, but he could feel the fear, and he could tell that this was different from any other waking he’d ever known. I held him to my breast while we walked.

			‘You guys alright?’ asked Tom, striding up to us. Straight away Trueheart fell back, to be out of the way of her dad.

			‘Yeah, we’re okay. You must be worried about your boys at Veeklehouse.’

			‘Clare’s worrying, but I’m not. Okay, some guards have been killed by the sound of it, but it won’t be many. When I was in guards, we planned for this over and over. Our leaders always told us that we’d fight just for a short time and then back off. The Johnfolk were bound to be in a strong position when they first grounded, because we’d be spread out all along poolside, and they’d all be in one place. No sense in losing a lot of men fighting them when they were at their strongest. But it’ll be a different story soon, I promise you, now that we know where they are.’ Tom laughed grimly. ‘It’ll be a different different story.’

			‘Still,’ said Dave, looking round at his brother from Ugly’s back, ‘what a terrible thing to happen, eh, just before the four hundredth Virsry?’

			Of course we didn’t know exactly when the Virsry would be. It was a bunch of old people far away over the Dark in Circle Valley who decided that, counting their sleeps and wakings until they got to three hundred sixty-five. But we knew it was about now, and we knew there were supposed to be special celebrations up in the Valley, to mark those four hundred years since Gela and Tommy first laid out that Circle of Stones.

			‘No, mate, this is a good way,’ Tom said firmly, rubbing the stump of the right hand that he’d lost in a fight with a thief. ‘It’s a good good way to celebrate. Teaching those bloody Johnfolk a lesson for once and for all! What better way could there be to celebrate the Circle than to kick those circle-breakers back into the Pool?’

			Behind me, I heard Trueheart give her scornful snort, but quietly quietly, so that, if her dad took her up on it, she could deny it had happened at all.

			‘And believe me, Dave,’ Tom went on in a loud firm voice, either not hearing Trueheart or choosing to pretend he hadn’t, ‘we will kick them into the Pool, every single one of them that we don’t do for first with our good blackglass spears. There’ll be fast riders heading to Davidstand right at this moment to give old Strongheart the news, and – trust me! – as soon as he hears, he’ll be on to it, him and Leader Mehmet, they’ll be onto it like a leopard that’s seen a buck. I’ve met them both, you know, Strongheart and Leader Mehmet, and I’m telling you those two guys aren’t just tough, they’re smart smart as well. No way will these Johnfolk get the better of them, not when they’re on our ground, and so far away from the place they know. Strongheart will beat them, don’t you worry. He’ll smash them into little pieces.’



	

			Six

			When I finally reached Davidstand that time, I discovered that just about everyone was gathered together in the big Meeting Place there, between the Great Shelter and the L-shaped pool. Strongheart had just got himself a new young shelterwoman, and there was a celebration. At one end of the Meeting Place there was a raised-up floor of wood, where a man was twanging the string of a little guitar while a woman sang and another man tapped on a drum. But when they finished their song, a guard leader came out and spoke to us:

			‘People! People! The Head Guard of all Eden, David Strong-heart.’

			Everyone knelt and bowed down their heads, and a fat old man with white hair came waddling out onto that wooden floor in a long blue wrap, with a young newhair girl on his arm. We’d heard stories about him out on Knee Tree Grounds: how harsh he was, how cruel, how he tied his enemies to hot spiketrees and left them screaming there until all the skin and flesh on their backs was blistered off. But this old guy looked so friendly and kind that it was hard to believe that this was the same man, the three-greats grandson of Great David. He looked more like some nice old uncle, who’d save bits of stumpcandy for you, and carve you toys out of bone.

			More of Strongheart’s family came out to join him on the wooden floor: his oldest son Leader Mehmet, who’d be Head Guard after he’d gone, a bunch of grownup daughters and sons, four five of his other shelterwomen, and twenty or more of his kids and grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Strongheart put one arm round his pretty new shelterwoman and the other arm round one of his grownup grandsons, and had all the little ones gather in front of him in their fine fakeskin longwraps, sewn with feathers and batwings and coloured stones.

			‘Stand up, everyone!’ he called out to us. ‘Dance! Have a good time! This is a celebration, a celebration of my family. And I don’t just mean my family that you see here round me with my lovely new shelterwoman, but my big family, True Family of Eden, which is every one of you.’

			Everyone cheered at that.

			‘We’re Davidfolk,’ the old man said, ‘and there are two things that Great David taught us, two things that I want you to remember and never never forget. The first is that there’s only one True Family in Eden, and we’re all in it, and we must hold that Family together no matter what. The second is that sometimes that means being tough. Back when Great David was young up in Circle Valley, all the people in Eden lived together by the Circle that our Mother and Father made. They understood the first part of what I’ve just said, about family being important, but they stumbled badly on that second point. And that meant that when John Redlantern started his nonsense, way back at Virsry One Six Three, Family couldn’t bear to be as firm with him as they needed to be. Only Great David saw that this wasn’t a time for kindness. Only he saw that it was one of those times like when you get a boil on your neck, and you’ve just got to take a knife to it. But the rest of them faltered – Oh! Oh! Oh! Not a knife! A knife will hurt! – and that meant that when they did finally come to their senses, it was too late: Juicy John had split them in two. Which is how we got to the situation we’re in now: two grounds facing each other across Worldpool, hating each other. None of it need have happened, none of it, if only Family had ­listened to Great David.’

			He took his arms from the shoulders of his young grandson and his even younger shelterwoman, and picked up one of the little kids in front of him.

			‘Isn’t she beautiful, people?’ he asked, and everyone cheered. ‘I’ve got eighty-two kids, nine hundred forty-one grandchildren, and . . . well . . . more great-grandchildren than I can count, and – do you know what? – I love every single one of them. You’re all good Davidfolk out there, I can see, and I know you’ll understand.’

			Again everyone cheered, while Strongheart looked round for one of his women to take the little girl from him.

			‘What makes me madder than anything about the Johnfolk,’ he told us, ‘is how they claim that, if it wasn’t for them, everyone would still be living in Circle Valley. Of course not! Tom’s dick and Harry’s, we Davidfolk would have found our way across the Dark in our own good time, without any help from Juicy John. Of course we would! But we would have done it when everyone was ready. And that’s the difference between us and them. We look after everyone. We make sure everyone is ready before we move.’

			I looked round at the people round me. I badly needed someone’s help, but whatever old Strongheart said about us all being one Family, they all looked like strangers to me. I noticed a guard nearby, though, who seemed to have noticed me. He was maybe twenty years older than me, and was holding his spear with one hand because his other hand was cut off at the wrist. He saw me look at him, and I guess he could tell how scared and desperate I was, because he beckoned with a sideways movement of his head that I should come over and talk to him.

			‘You look a bit lost, my dear,’ he said.

			I told him I was. I’d fallen out with the shadowspeaker Mary and she was the only family I had left. I didn’t know where to go, and I was hungry hungry.

			‘Here,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a couple of flowercakes, and when this is over, I’ll sort you out with some more.’

			It was Tom. He was still in the guards back then, but his guard leader was about to send him back to Michael’s Place because of his hand, and because he wasn’t so young any more in any case. Later on he found me food to eat and let me sleep in his shelter, and I let him have a little slip with me because I was grateful. He had me turn my back to him – men often did that – and grunted away to himself for a bit. I just went away into my own head until he’d done.

			During the eight years I lived since then at Michael’s Place, this was to happen from time to time. Tom would follow me when I went out into forest, and have me bend over for him, and afterwards he’d just carry on like nothing happened, heading back to our cluster, or going off hunting by himself. We never spoke about it, but somehow it was as if we’d agreed that this was the trade for him letting me come back with him to Michael’s Place. If I’m honest, I guess I also hoped that maybe it would mean that fewer of my kids would have clawfeet.

			Anyway, that first time at Davidstand, in his rough little shelter, he just lay down afterwards, said, ‘Sleep well,’ and then, almost at once, began to snore. But he was friendly enough when we woke again. He told me he was going to leave the guards and go back to Michael’s Place to be with his shelterwoman and kids.

			‘I know when I’m not wanted,’ he said.

			He said his dad had been head of the cluster but was too old to carry on, so he was going to take over.

			‘You should come with me,’ he said. ‘My brother Dave is looking for a shelterwoman. He’s a clawfoot and he’s a bit slow, but he’s alright. I reckon you and him would get on.’



	

			Seven

			Whatever was happening in Veeklehouse had long ago been buried by the hum of forest all round us, the pulsing of the trees, pumping their sap down to find the heat of Eden’s core, and pumping it back up again.

			Too tired to speak, we walked in silence. We wanted to get as far away as possible from the Johnfolk, and so we pushed on for much longer than a normal waking, though our feet were sore and tired, and our kids were worn out. In the end it was our bucks that made us stop. Loping along in that strange way they have, with their backwards bending knees and their splayed feet, and their six legs that each move in turn, they began to stumble under their heavy loads, and to pant and groan and ooze green froth from their mouth feelers.

			Well, we recognized the signs and we did not want bucks that couldn’t go any further and would have to be done for. Not only did we rely on them to carry our stuff and our clawfeet and old people and our little kids, but each one of them was a few wakings’ meat for us if things ever got hard and we couldn’t find anything else to eat. So we finally stopped, and ate some flowercakes, along with a slinker that Davidson and Tom had managed to do for along the way, tearing its tough muddy-tasting meat from its bony shell and hoping it didn’t give us a bellyache. Then Tom drew a circle on the ground and called out to Gela, as all Davidfolk do at the end of a waking, asking the Mother of us all to look after all until the time came for us to return to Earth:

			‘Keep us safe, Mother! Keep us strong! Help us hold together and help one another! Help us be patient until the time comes, just as you were patient patient in all your time on Eden. Help us beat the Johnfolk and drive them back into the water.’

			He got out the little guitar that my Dave had made for him from the hard grey shell of a groundrat, and started to twang out a tune on its string. It was a song from Earth, one of those songs that were so old that half the words don’t even make sense, but we still sing the sounds anyway so as to keep the song as close as possible to how it was sung on Earth. We used to sing that same song back on Knee Tree Grounds, and quite probably the Johnfolk sang it too, but it was surely the Davidfolk’s favourite song:

			Come Tree Row, take me home

			To the place I come from

			Wister Jinyer, mountain mother,

			Take me home, Come Tree Row.

			We sang it slowly, standing together round that circle that Clare had scratched on the ground, bringing the song round not just once but many times to the place where it came slowly to rest on that final note. Oldies sang, and little kids. Candy belted it out, beating time with her little strong arms. Everyone joined in, even Trueheart. She might think she’d seen through shadowspeakers, but she still liked the story the shadowspeakers told about going home to Earth. So did I, so did pretty much everyone on the Davidfolk Ground, and though we didn’t understand all the words of that song, we knew it was a song about home. You could tell that even just from the tune, the way it comes to rest on that last note.

			We were scared scared – scared for our missing friends and sons and daughters, scared for ourselves – and we were grieving for our life at Michael’s Place. Tom’s dick, that life had seemed hard in its own right when we were living it, what with worries about finding enough stuff to satisfy Leader Hunter and still feed ourselves and our kids, worries about how it was getting harder to find meat, worries about sick kids, and births that go wrong, and so many other things, but it had seemed happy and peaceful and safe compared with now. So we needed home right then more than ever, the true home that we all long for, where Johnfolk wouldn’t come and smash our shelters, and leopards wouldn’t sneak through the fence, and death itself couldn’t reach out its cold cold hand and snatch away our babies and the ones we loved.

			Everyone needs a home, even people like my friend Starlight, or old Juicy John Redlantern who set himself against whole of Family. People like them might seem to be turning their backs on their homes, but really they’re just looking for a better home, one that goes deeper, one that’s stronger and truer than the little flimsy things that most of us try to cling to. They’re looking in the wrong place, though, that’s what I learned from Mary. We human beings are just passing through this world, so of course it feels flimsy, of course it never quite feels like a proper home. And it’s no good trying to find one either, because it’s just not here to be found. We need to be patient and look after each other, and not ask too much, and listen for our Mother, and then we will go one waking to our real true home. Either a starship will come and take us back when we’re alive, or our shadows will fly there after we’re dead, and come alive and solid again in the warmth and brightness of Earth’s star.

			Where I grew up we followed Jeff of course, and we used to just laugh at ideas like that, but Mary said the Kneefolk were like people who sit and shiver in some cold place, secretly wishing they were warmer, but telling themselves loudly all the time that they’re warm enough already and that anyway there’s no such thing as fire. ‘Doesn’t the fact you long for a thing show that it’s out there somewhere to be found?’ That’s what Mary used to say. ‘If we feel cold, there’s fire. If we feel hungry, there’s food. If we want a man and his dick, well, there are men with dicks who want us too. It’s the same with the true home we all long for. It’s there, if we can just find our way to it.’

			And that’s what the Circle was, Mary taught me, a way home. So I tried not to think of people who stayed hungry, or people who died of cold, or people who longed for someone to hold them but never found one all their lives, and I stood by the Circle with the other Davidfolk, and sang ‘Come Tree Row’.

			Afterwards I laid out a buckskin on the ground for my kids, and another for me and Dave, up beside the trunk of a redlantern tree.

			‘How do we know the Johnfolk won’t come?’ Fox wanted to know, looking up at me with his big big eyes.

			For my kids, I was home, like mothers usually are for little kids. I was the safe warm place they knew they could come back to. But that was a hard part to play when I was scared scared myself.

			‘They won’t come, darling. They’re too far away and they’ve got our guards to fight. And anyway, we’ve got Strongheart, don’t forget. He’s strong and smart and powerful and he’ll know exactly what to do. We’re going to Davidstand where he lives, so he can look after us.’

			Poor Fox was so tired from all that walking that, frightened as he was, he still sank straight down into sleep. Candy was the same. ‘I saw the boats first,’ she said as she closed her eyes, and then she was gone. Metty took a bit longer to settle, but eventually his eyes closed, and I kissed his twisted little face and laid him carefully down. Dave put his arm round me as I stretched out on the ground beside him. He’d been on buckback all waking of course. He hadn’t had the exercise that I’d had. All the muscles in his body were taut with fear, and I knew he wouldn’t sleep, just worry worry worry, eating himself up inside.

			‘What are we going to eat at Davidstand? That’s what bothers me,’ he muttered. ‘There’s no hunting round there any more – they’ve done for all the bucks for miles: it’s even worse than round Veeklehouse – and what have we got to trade with?’

			‘No point in worrying about that now.’

			I turned my back to him and settled myself down. I did not love Dave that much: there was no fun in him, no joy, and he had almost no curiosity about anything. I loved the kids we’d had together – I think they were all his, though Fox might possibly have been Tom’s – and he loved them too, but the truth was that I’d just made do with Dave because I wanted to be able to stay in Michael’s Place and not have to be on my own any more. I guess he’d made do with me as well. No one chooses a batface if they can avoid it.

			I lay listening to the pulsing of the tree beside us – hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph – and watched the flutterbyes flapping round the redlantern flowers shining above me. I saw they were beautiful things, those shining pink tubes, curving upwards at the end so the flutterbyes could find their way in. Swaying slightly slightly in the breeze that came from across the Pool, they were beautiful beautiful. But it was a beauty that made my heart ache, almost as if they weren’t really there at all, were just a memory from some far off time, long long ago.



	

			Eight

			So I said goodbye to Knee Tree Grounds and crossed over to Mainground with Mary, sitting behind her in middle of an old log boat with four guards to paddle us across the bright water, two in front of us and two behind. Three other women had chosen to come with Mary too: Sue, Janny and Watershine. All three of them had been made pregnant by visiting guards and Mary had told them they should try and find their babies’ fathers, and let their children grow up as part of True Family. They sat in front of me, silent and tense, but I hardly to spoke to them at all on the way across, and I never saw them afterwards. I don’t know if they stayed on Mainground or went back again to Knee Tree. 

			Mary leaned forwards so she could speak only to me.

			‘I know we’ll work well together, Angie,’ she said, ‘I just know it. We’re two of a kind.’

			Two of a kind? I’d have been proud proud to think I was like her, but that wasn’t how it seemed to me. She was so strong and smart and certain. I didn’t feel alike to her in any way. And I was waking up now to just how much I’d left behind in Knee Tree Grounds: all my friends, my brothers, my sisters, my mother and my mother’s men, Starlight’s sister Glitterfish and her little boy, all the familiar places and things . . . And here I was, with this scary stranger, so smart and grownup and fierce, with nothing round us but ­glowing water, and Knee Tree Grounds just a patch of yellow-green light disappearing behind World’s Edge.

			‘You’ve got sharp eyes,’ Mary told me. ‘I saw that at once. You’ll be able to notice the things I miss when I’m in middle of it all. You’ll be able help me, I know, even while you’re still learning. One waking you’ll come back to that little grounds of yours as a shadow­speaker yourself, I’m sure of that. And let’s hope you manage to bring all of your friends over there back to our Mother, and back to the real world.’

			I was terrified that she’d made a mistake, that she’d seen something in me that wasn’t really there at all, and that soon she’d find out the truth. I tried to think of an answer that wouldn’t show her how ordinary I really was.

			‘What’s it like to hear the voice of Gela?’

			Mary turned to look at me. Most people’s eyes are brown but hers were grey, and that made them seem extra fierce and sharp, as they looked out at me from that big square face of hers. Those small sharp eyes could bore through stone! I was quite sure that if she hadn’t seen right through me already, she soon soon would.

			‘You have to learn how to hear her, Angie. It’s hard to explain, but I’ll teach you, and when you’re ready, you can go up and stand in the Circle of Stones, and call on her to speak to you, so you can be a shadowspeaker too.’ She reached back and squeezed one of my hands in her own big mitt. ‘I’m sure she will speak to you, Angie, I’m sure our Mother will love you. I’m sure she’ll see your beauty just as I do.’

			‘Stand in the Circle of Stones?’ I was trembling. We Kneefolk lived way out in the Pool, and none of us had been as far as the slopes that led up to Snowy Dark, never mind across the Dark to Circle Valley, but even we knew that ordinary people were forbidden to stand in the Circle. Even we knew that the punishment for anyone who stepped inside it was death.

			‘That’s right. Shadowspeakers have always been allowed to stand there, going right back to the first shadowspeaker, Lucy Lu. Apart from the Head Guard and his family, we’re the only ones who can go into the Circle on our own. But we’re allowed to take others in there with us, if we think they’re ready to become shadow­speakers too.’

			She was still looking into my eyes and holding my hand in her own. Now she gave it a squeeze.

			‘Our Mother’s voice is quiet quiet,’ she said. ‘She doesn’t shout at us. She speaks so softly you might think it was just your own thoughts. But if you try, if you really concentrate, if you shut out all your own worries and problems, if you live your life like she would want you to, then slowly slowly you’ll learn to hear her.’
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			When we reached Nob Head, Mary put on another show. It was different to the one she’d done out on the Grounds, because these people were already Davidfolk. They knew the True Story as well as she did, and they believed it too (or at least if they didn’t, they kept that to themselves). So, instead of telling them they needed to come back to Family, Mary told them the ways they were letting Family down.

			‘You lie and trick each other,’ she said, with tears running down her face. ‘You slip with the shelterwomen of other men. You hide things from the guards, and hold back from your guard leader the things he needs to keep you safe. How you hurt your Mother! How you disappoint her, when she worked so hard to make Family kind and strong, and works hard still, reaching out to you from across the stars.’

			She looked round at the circle of Nob Head people who were watching her.

			‘I see good people here,’ she said. ‘But I see foolish people too, who’ve forgotten to listen out for their own Mother, forgotten the sound of her voice.’

			She moved restlessly back and forth across the small circle of round stones laid out in middle of Nob Head, which, of all the people present, only she was allowed to enter. And in the light of the whitelanterns, her grey eyes searched the faces watching her, sizing up their fear and their desperate hope.

			‘You’ve suffered a terrible loss,’ she told a short plump woman. The woman nodded, and tears flowed down from her big sad bulgy eyes. ‘A terrible loss, and not so long ago. A child of yours, maybe?’

			The woman sobbed.

			‘My little boy, Davey.’

			‘Davey,’ repeated Mary, her tear-filled eyes gazing at some distant place that no one else could see. ‘Davey. I see him now. He’s in the arms of our Mother, home and safe, happy and warm, waiting for the waking you can be with him again.’

			The woman grabbed hold of her hand, pressed trading sticks into it, and then squeezed it closed, so Mary couldn’t return them. ‘Thankyou thankyou thankyou.’

			Mary crossed the circle, stood in front of another woman, tall and slender, and looked up into her eyes.

			‘But you, my dear, our Mother can’t reach. She calls out to you, but you turn away. She cries out to warn you, but you act like you don’t care. How you hurt poor Gela. She’s crying crying. But she doesn’t cry for herself, you know. She cries for you. She cries because she knows you have forgotten how to hear her, forgotten even that she was ever there. “Reach out to her, Mary!” she begs me. “Please reach out to her and teach her to listen, or her time will come and her shadow will be alone out there in the blackness, and I won’t be able to call her home.”’

			The tall woman looked down at her, her face unmoving. You shouldn’t have taken that one on, Mary, I thought to myself. You really shouldn’t have. No way will she bend for you, and now you’ll just look silly in front of everyone. But Mary didn’t look worried at all.

			‘You’re hiding something,’ she told the tall woman. ‘You and I know what it is. Our Mother knows what it is. Do you want to tell it to everyone, or do you want to make peace with your Mother on your own?’

			Still the woman stared down at her coldly, and Mary’s big square face stared straight back up. It made me think of two men having an arm-wrestling contest, each one straining against the pressure of the other’s muscle. You’ve taken on more than you can handle, Mary, I thought again. But then quite suddenly the tall woman broke, covering her face with her hands and shaking with sobs. Mary put her arms round her.

			‘It’s okay,’ she murmured, holding the woman tightly. ‘It’s going to be okay. You’re back with your Mother again, and she’ll help you home.’

			People all round the circle were crying as they watched this, and some threw down trading sticks and blackglass arrowheads. It was part of my job to gather up these presents.

			‘It isn’t just shadowspeakers who can hear Mother Gela,’ Mary told her listeners. ‘We hear her more clearly because we’re the ones she’s chosen to bring back the ones who are lost, but everyone can hear her if they let her in. If only everyone would remember that. If only. Because when we all listen to our Mother, Family will be one again, and then we won’t even have to wait for our deaths to be able to go home, we won’t have to become shadows to return to Earth. No, when that waking comes, a starship will come and fetch us all.’
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			The Kneefolk thought that the shadowspeakers were liars, just like Trueheart did. They thought shadowspeakers were just tricking people so as to make them hand over sticks and presents, sometimes by frightening them and sometimes by telling them things that they longed to hear. Well, I think there are some speakers out there who are like that, and Mary herself thought the same. ‘That woman’s only interested in how many presents she can get,’ she’d say of one two of the others. But I know Mary wasn’t lying. When she finished a show, she was shaking shaking all over. She couldn’t eat, she couldn’t keep still, she couldn’t attend to what was going on round her. Each time it was like she’d stripped off her own skin, so there was nothing left between her and the people of Eden, nothing to protect her from their loneliness and fear, their greed and their stupidity.

			‘How did I do, Angie?’ she’d ask me when we were on our way to the next cluster. ‘Do you think I got through to them?’ And sometimes: ‘Just hold me a moment, could you, Angie? Just hold me.’

			As she stood there in my arms, I could feel her heart pounding, I could smell the fresh sweat on her hot hot skin, I could feel the trembling in her limbs. It seemed strange that she asked me for comfort, when she seemed so much more grownup than me, like a mother asking for comfort from a child, but I felt proud that she wanted it from me, and I gave it as best I could.

			‘It’s like beating and beating on a cliff of stone,’ she said, ‘trying to get through to these people, trying to get them to see.’ And I could see it was so. To Mary, putting on a show wasn’t just telling a story, or playing a part. It was a mighty struggle. It was a struggle against lies, a struggle against forgetfulness and laziness and selfishness, and it was hard hard work, because in her struggle she opened herself up to all the things that people normally want to push away from themselves.

			And as for the sticks and presents, well, she traded them for food for us, and for things we needed, but how else could she keep herself going? It wasn’t like she had a big shelter, or coloured wraps, or lots of helpers to run round after her. I was her only helper and she treated me as a friend.
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			We travelled to Davidstand, and then along the little clusters along the bottom edge of Snowy Dark, where the paths go up to the High Valleys. All the way Mary talked about what she’d learned in her years of shadowspeaking, and answered my questions, and probed me again and again with questions of her own about my life among the Kneefolk. What was it like, she wanted to know, to be among people who pretended to themselves that they had everything they needed already, and that they didn’t need a mother or a home, except for the mothers they already had, and the little patch of sand they lived on?

			‘So many people are like that,’ she said. ‘Not just your Kneefolk, but people all over the Davidfolk Ground. They’ve stopped believing there’s anything in the world but the things they see round them every waking. But those Kneefolk of yours – those Jeffsfolk – are the only ones who’ve made that into a story in its own right.’

			‘It’s not quite like that,’ I tried to tell her. ‘I know you don’t like the idea, but we had the Watcher.’

			She wouldn’t have that, though.

			‘But the Watcher was just something inside you,’ she’d say. ‘That’s the story you were told, isn’t it? Just something in your head. It was like you were trying to be mothers to yourselves.’

			We turned peckway about a waking short of the so-called White Streams that mark the end of the Davidfolk Ground and the beginning of the Brown River Ground, making our way through forest to the Pool, and then heading slowly slowly up rockway towards Veeklehouse, sometimes along poolside, sometimes turning away from it so as to take in tiny clusters back in forest, so that we wandered back and forth, blueway and peckway, blueway and peckway, while gradually moving rockway all the while. Guards always rode with us to keep us safe, but when we stopped to rest, they made their fire apart from us, and me and Mary were alone.

			‘You and me are two of a kind, Angie,’ she told me again and again, as we cooked up our meat and flowercakes at the end of a waking, though I still had no idea how someone like her, so strong and certain and afraid of no one, could see any of herself in me. And then she’d put an arm round me as we lay down to sleep, so we’d lie together looking up at Starry Swirl and listening to the sounds of Eden.

			She wasn’t the shelterwoman of any man, and, as far as I know, she never slipped with a man, whole time I was with her. I decided after a while that she was probably one of those that prefer other women, like Julie Deepwater back on Knee Tree Grounds, though she never allowed that to herself either. In fact she would often warn people at her shows that it was bad bad for two women to go together like that, or for two men to do it, just like it was bad to slip the back way, or for a woman to say no to a man if she was his housewoman, or for a man to pull out of a woman before he was done. If Mother Gela or Tommy had done any of those things, she’d point out, none of us would even be here.

			There were times I wondered if she’d chosen a batface like me to be her companion, so I wouldn’t be too much temptation for her. Sometimes, when she hugged me, she would press her body up against mine, and then suddenly she’d pull back and look me straight in the face, look at the hole between my nose and my mouth and at my twisty gums and my teeth that stuck out all different ways. And it was like it calmed her down, turned her back into a shadowspeaker and me into her helper.

			‘You are beautiful, Angie,’ she’d say. ‘You are beautiful beautiful.’

			I liked her saying that, of course, but it seemed to me that it was a kind of discipline for her. Like she was making herself say what her head believed to be true, even though her body doubted it. I guess it was a bit like what mothers of batfaced kids have to do as they force themselves through the disappointment and grief, so they can give their ugly babies the love they need. I was to go through it myself, years later, when Candy and Metty were born.
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			One time, in a little cluster on poolside, a trader came up to Mary after she’d done a show, a man who took bracelets and necklaces made with coloured stones from one cluster to another, and asked her if she could help him. He was a big guy with a big black beard that came halfway down his chest, but it was obvious he was full full of tears. His little daughter back home was sick sick, he said, and he couldn’t bear the thought that when she died she’d be lost forever among the stars and never have anyone to care for her.

			‘Where do you come from, dear?’ Mary asked him gently, taking one of his hands.

			‘Brown River, mother,’ he told her, as his tears began to flow.

			I could see Mary tense slightly, but she didn’t let go of his hand. ‘So you are one of the Johnfolk?’

			‘Yes, mother, and I know you think that’s wrong, but we love Mother Gela too, you know, in our own way. It’s just that we don’t have shadowspeakers as you do here who can help us to reach her. Only storytellers that wander round and remind us of the old ­stories. I thought perhaps you could—’

			‘My dear, I can’t help you unless you turn away from John the ringstealer. I know you Johnfolk think you love Gela as we do, but you really don’t. What you love is John’s idea of Gela, his childish dream of a mother who will tell him that whatever he chooses to do is right, and that whoever tries to stop him is bad and wrong. That’s not really Gela at all. It’s just something that came from John’s head.’

			‘But I live in Brown River. If I was to follow David, I’d be driven out. Surely I can—’

			‘Unless you turn away from John, I can’t help you. If you want your little girl’s shadow to find her way back to Earth, you need to teach her about the true Gela, and not the Gela that John dreamed up to make it seem alright that he stole the ring from True Family.’

			The man became angry then. ‘Tom’s dick, it was hard enough for me to speak to you at all!’ He pulled his hand away from her. ‘Have you got any idea what people at home would say, if they knew I’d asked the advice of a shadowspeaker? But I came to your show, and I thought you were a wise kind woman who could see past all those old stories. I guess I was wrong.’

			Mary just shrugged. ‘Unless you turn away from John, I can’t help,’ she told him as he turned his back and walked away.

			I was shocked by this. The man had been so desperate, and it seemed obvious to me that it must have been hard hard hard for him to approach her at all.

			‘He can’t help coming from Brown River, Mary,’ I said. ‘He can’t help it that he grew up with the Johnfolk stories. Surely we could have helped him just a bit?’

			Mary snorted. ‘I did help him, Angie. I told him exactly what he needs to know. What else could I have done?’

			‘But he can’t do what you said, Mary! Someone in Brown River can’t follow David, any more than someone in Davidstand could follow John.’

			Mary studied my face for a moment with her small grey eyes. ‘Suppose someone was to come up to us now and ask the way to Veeklehouse,’ she said, ‘what would we tell him?’

			‘We’d say to head rockway along poolside.’

			‘And what if he said he didn’t want to go rockway because all his friends would be angry with him, and he’d prefer to get there by going alpway?’

			‘Well, we’d tell him . . .’ I laughed, seeing how her story had trapped me. ‘I guess we’d tell him he could go whichever he liked, but if he went alpway from here he’d never get to Veeklehouse.’

			‘Exactly,’ said Mary.

			‘Please don’t be angry with me, Mary, for saying this, but how can we be sure it works like that? Surely the way to Gela depends where you start from, doesn’t it? I mean . . .’ I struggled to think of a little story to explain what I meant that would be as smart as hers. ‘I mean, if you started off from Nob Head, you would need to go alpway to get to Veeklehouse. And don’t the Johnfolk start in a different place from us? Yes, and anyway, please don’t be angry with me, Mary, but you said the Gela the Johnfolk believe they love is just an idea in their heads. But how can we be sure that the Gela we think we know isn’t just an idea in ours ?’

			Mary laughed. ‘You mean like that Watcher of yours on Knee Tree Grounds?’ She reached out and took my hand to show she wasn’t cross and was only teasing. I didn’t try to tell her that the Watcher wasn’t supposed to be in our heads, but behind the whole world, looking out at everything through our eyes, because I knew she’d say, as she always did, that that came to the same thing.

			‘Listen, Angie,’ she said. ‘We know our Gela’s not just an idea in our heads because she speaks to us. It’s difficult for you now to understand this, I know, it’s difficult difficult, but I promise you, my dear, when you hear our Mother’s voice more clearly, you’ll know exactly what I mean.’
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			Eventually we came to Veeklehouse. It was the first time I’d been there since I said goodbye to Starlight, and it was strange strange to be back again, in that place where me and her had seen all the wonders and possibilities that lay beyond our home, and she’d gone after them, and I’d just paddled back home again. All those old feelings were still there, it turned out, waiting for me just where I’d left them. Grief, loneliness, jealousy, anger: they all welled up inside me again, as if no time had passed at all since I was last there. And as they welled up, they stirred up newer feelings that had been building up since I’d been with Mary: mixed-up feelings about leaving my home behind out in the bright water, and spending all my time with no one but Mary to be my family and my friend.

			Soon after we arrived, a guard came to bring some meat and flowercakes for Mary, and to ask her to come and meet the guard leader so he could discuss with her the messages she was going to give to the people in Veeklehouse. This had happened a couple of times before when we arrived in a new place: guard leaders wanting to discuss what the shadowspeaker was going to say in her show. After all, it was their guards that kept us safe when we were travelling round. And this time, of course, it was Leader Hunter, guard leader of Veeklehouse and Strongheart’s third son: the same one who received our buckskins and starflowers and boys when I came to live at Michael’s Place.

			Mary told the guard that me and her had just arrived after travelling all waking. Would it be alright if he came back for her a bit later when she’d had a chance to wash her feet and put on another wrap? As he headed off, she glanced round at me, and seemed to see something in my face that made her uneasy.

			‘I’m not here to speak for the high people,’ she told me. ‘I hope you know that, Angie. I’m here for everyone, but I do need the high people’s help and support, and if they want things from me that Mother Gela wants too, there’s no harm in helping them out. Meet me in a half waking by the Veekle Gate, and we’ll get ready for our show.’

			I wondered what expression she’d seen on my face. All I’d really been thinking at that moment was that I didn’t fancy being on my own in Veeklehouse just then. It was only now she mentioned it that it struck me as interesting that the guard leaders thought they could tell the shadowspeakers what to talk about. And it was interesting too to discover that Mary imagined me watching her and judging her, when I still saw her as the teacher who knew almost everything and myself as the helper who knew hardly anything at all. I really hadn’t noticed that before. Yet now I had noticed it, I remembered a few other times when she’d glanced at me uneasily in that same way, like she thought I wouldn’t approve of what she was doing.
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			While Mary was busy with Leader Hunter, I walked round the trading shelters for a while, looking at the feather hats and the earrings, the wraps and rings and spears and boats. Then I went to see the Veekle, and after that, I filled in some time by watching a little group of guards and traders playing a game called toss-up that men like to play right across the Davidfolk Ground, where they all chuck trading sticks into a heap, and then throw little wooden dice to decide who gets the lot.

			After a while, I walked to the cliff and down the path to the ledge below, where traders from other places pulled their boats out of the water. I hadn’t set out on that walk with any clear plan, but now I was there I knew exactly what I was looking for, and it wasn’t hard to find. The boats from New Earth were easy to spot back then, when the rest of Eden still hadn’t yet figured how to copy those smooth bodies made of planks of wood, or those windcatchers hanging from their poles. I found a couple of New Earth guys who were sitting down there drinking badjuice from a jug, and got talking with them. They were just paddle-men, blokes that came across with the New Earth traders to pull their boats back home for them against the wind. They wore simple skin wraps like I used to do back on the Grounds (I wore plain fakeskin now I was Mary’s helper) and the older one of the two was a batface like me. I think he was the dad of the younger one, or maybe his uncle. They both had arms like tree branches and massive shoulders, from all that paddling paddling paddling, waking after waking, across the Pool.

			‘A friend of mine went to New Earth,’ I told them. ‘My best friend.’

			‘Oh yeah?’

			‘We grew up on a little grounds far out in the Pool – a waterhill, I think you people would call it – but when we came down here to Veeklehouse once, she met your Headmanson, and crossed over with him.’

			The men looked at each other, half-impressed, half-disbelieving.

			‘What?’ exclaimed the younger one. ‘You’re saying you knew the Ringwearer ?’

			‘Ringwearer? Is that what you call her now? Her name’s Starlight, and the Headmanson was called Greenstone. I was with her when she met him. He had red hair tied up in a hundred little bows.’

			Again the men looked at each other. ‘Well, they do say she came from a little waterhill,’ the older one said. He laughed, and the guy laughed with him. ‘Tom’s dick! Who’d have thought we’d meet a friend of the Ringwearer!’

			‘Do you know her then? Can you give her a message from me?’

			They laughed even louder at that.

			‘What? Us? Us know the Ringwearer?’ the younger one said. ‘Some chance. If we’re lucky, we’ll see her in the distance someplace one waking, with people crowding round her to kiss the ring.’

			‘What ring?’

			‘What ring?’ The younger one glanced uncomfortably at his companion. ‘Well . . . a special ring that the Headman’s housewoman wears.’

			‘Not the ring in the story? Not the one that John found and—’

			‘Let’s not go over all that,’ the old guy said. ‘It’s always made trouble between us Johnfolk and you lot.’ He smiled, and reached out to shake my hand. ‘A pleasure to meet you, though, my dear, a pleasure to meet a friend of the Ringwearer. She’s pretty pretty, so they say, and all the small people love her.’

			‘Small people?’

			‘You call them low people here,’ the young guy said. ‘It means regular people like us. The ones that do the work, in other words. The ones that take all the crap. We all love her. Everyone says she’s as kind and gentle as Gela herself.’
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			I loved Starlight, but kind and gentle wouldn’t be the words I’d have used to describe her. Determined, yes. Tough, yes. Smart, yes. But not kind and gentle.

			Never mind that, though. What I was thinking about right then was this ring the men had spoken about. They didn’t like to say so, but it was obviously Gela’s ring, the one that Gela lost and John Redlantern found, the one that John had worn on his finger when he set out across Worldpool from the Brown River Ground, all those years ago.

			Tom’s dick, I thought, imagine that! My best friend was wearing that ring from the old story, the ring that was made on Earth, the ring that was the cause of all that fighting! It was almost like Starlight was in a story herself. In fact never mind almost, she was in a story. A young girl from a place no one had heard of, putting on the ring of the Mother of us all: if that wasn’t a story, then what was? Starlight had become a story, and I was there when it all started, so I was kind of in it as well.

			As I made my way back to meet Mary, I was bursting bursting to tell her this exciting news, but I knew I couldn’t. She hated the Johnfolk. She hated them for breaking up Family, and destroying the Circle (though of course the Circle had been put back again by Lucy, the first shadowspeaker, with Gela herself guiding her hand). And, like all the Davidfolk, she hated the Johnfolk especially for stealing the ring, which Gela had been given by her mum and dad, and which ought to belong to all of us. Ringstealers, she called the Johnfolk. If I told her, she’d be angry angry with Starlight for wearing that stolen ring. And she’d never rest until she was sure I was angry about it too.

			But I knew I couldn’t be angry about it. I loved Mary for choosing me, and I respected her, but I couldn’t help myself from loving Starlight as well, and I couldn’t help myself from being proud of her. So, bursting though I was to tell someone, I said nothing about what I’d heard. When Mary came back, we talked about this and that as we began to get ourselves ready in the place that was set aside for shows, but I didn’t mention Starlight at all. In fact I’d never spoken to Mary about Starlight. I hadn’t mentioned her even once.



	

			Nine

			Fox slept for a couple of hours, but then woke up.

			‘Mum! What’s that sound?’

			‘What sound, darling?’

			Dave sat bolt upright beside me.

			‘What? What is it? What can you hear, Fox?’

			‘Oh shhh, Dave. Don’t wake everyone up. It’s just forest, Foxy. It’s just the trees and the animals.’

			It was my job, I figured, to be a home for my children, even when they had no home, and to try and make them feel safe, even when there was danger. But the truth was I’d been lying awake myself, listening to rustlings in the starflowers and cracking branches, imagining the Johnfolk creeping up on us with their metal masks and spears. They were near near. Even if they’d stopped right there on poolside where they’d grounded and not moved into forest at all, they were still only a waking’s walk away. And who was to say they had stopped? Who was to say they weren’t heading straight for Davidstand just as we were? Hmmmph hmmmph went the trees, hmmmmmmmm went forest, and I wanted to yell at it to shut up and be quiet for once so I could listen out properly for danger.

			No one had been sleeping deeply. Foxy and Dave set off a whole string of other anxious voices round us: grownups muttering to other grownups, kids calling out to their mums or dads. A baby started to cry – it was little Suzie, the daughter of Tom’s new young shelterwoman – and that woke up Metty, so he began to cry as well. So much noise! The Johnfolk could have crept right up to us and we still wouldn’t have heard them.

			‘We’ll carry on,’ Tom decided. ‘Seeing as we’re all awake, we’ll get the bucks loaded up and get going again.’
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			As we set off again with our bucks, Clare came to walk with me: Trueheart’s mum and Tom’s first shelterwoman. She was older than me, old enough to be my mum, but she’d been my friend since I came to Michael’s Place. A big solid woman with big long breasts and broad hips, she plodded along beside with three of her smallest kids. She’d had seventeen children, as she liked to tell people often, and fourteen of them had lived. But now she’d reached the end of her childbearing time, and Tom had got himself a second shelterwoman called Flame, who was barely older than his daughter Trueheart, and given her a baby. He’d told Clare that he was cluster head, and so it was only right that he have two shelter­women, just as it was right that guard leaders often had five or six. Strongheart had twenty-three by then.

			‘It’s not like you can give me any more babies,’ Tom had said to Clare.

			Clare hated that and, though she was usually a kind woman, she couldn’t stop herself from muttering about Flame and her baby Suzie.

			‘She doesn’t know how to handle that kid,’ she grumbled, looking back at Flame, who was riding on Tom’s buck and trying to get little Suzie to suck from her. ‘She’s only a kid herself, and all she cares about is herself.’

			Poor Flame. I don’t suppose she’d have gone for an old granddad with a missing hand if she’d had a choice in the matter. But she was the daughter of another cluster head further up poolside who’d been in the guards with Tom, and Tom had gone up there to collect her in his guard’s fakeskin wrap, carrying a whole big bag of trading sticks.

			‘I mean, what was Tom thinking of ?’ Clare muttered. ‘It’s like he thinks he’s some kind of high man or something, not just a bloody old cluster head who was chucked out of guards when he lost his hand.’

			‘Mum, my feet are sore sore,’ said Fox.

			‘Oh poor love. Walk a little bit more if you can, sweetheart, and then we’ll let you have a go on the buck with your dad. I can carry Candy for a bit.’

			He was a good boy. He didn’t argue, just picked up a stick as he carried on and began to slash out at flutterbyes that came too close to the ground, stamping on them as they flapped about on the dirt with their broken wings still shining, waving their tiny legs and arms. Poor little man, he had dark rings under his eyes from lack of sleep. Presently Clare’s kids joined in with the flutterbye hunt. Little bits of shining wing flew this way and that through the air, as they let out their anger and fear.

			‘We’re taking too much stuff with us,’ Clare said, after a bit. ‘That’s the problem. I told Tom, but he wouldn’t listen. Kids their age can’t walk for wakings on end like this. It’s all well and good carrying pots and jugs, but we’re going to need these bucks to carry people. Especially if we have to move on from Davidstand.’

			I looked down at Fox.

			‘Well, we will have to,’ I said. ‘We’re not going to be able to feed ourselves at Davidstand.’

			‘Where do you reckon we should go then? We need a plan, don’t we? I need to start working on Tom now, so it’ll be there in his head when we need it to be.’

			‘Well, I think we should . . .’ Then I stopped. ‘Oh Gela’s heart!’

			There were men coming towards us through the shining trees, men on the backs of bucks, in front of us, behind us and on either side. The bucks were a strange new kind with bluish skin and tough lean bodies, and the men’s faces were hidden behind metal masks.



	

			Ten

			That first time Mary took me back to Veeklehouse, Leader Hunter himself came to watch her show, bringing three of his shelterwomen, and six seven of his kids. Mary cried and rolled on the ground. She begged and wept and scolded. She warned some folk that they must come back to Gela or it would be too late, and gave others news of their loved ones who’d died and crossed the darkness between the stars. One of Leader Hunter’s women began to cry and cry, and Mary spoke gently to her about her little daughter who’d drowned in a pool.

			Then, after a while, Mary began to speak of problems and difficulties that were happening in Veeklehouse.

			‘How is it for you here,’ she asked, ‘now these Johnfolk are coming here to trade: the ones from New Earth as well as the ones from Brown River? Do you worry your children are listening to their stories, or that they might go back with them across the water?’

			‘My boy has done,’ called out one woman. ‘The silly kid crossed the Pool as a paddle-man with one of these New Earth traders. What will happen to him if he stays over there, among the people who turned their back on Family? Where will his shadow go when he dies?’

			Mary took the woman’s hand and held it tight.

			‘What a worry for you, my dear. What a big big worry. I’m so sorry to say it but not one of those Johnfolk will ever find their way home, unless they first come back to Family. Just as John Red­lantern tricked those foolish newhairs long ago and led them up into the darkness and snow, so he leads the Johnfolk even now into the icy blackness between the stars.’

			The woman sobbed. ‘But my boy Luke? He’s not so bad really. Surely there must be some hope for him?’

			Still Mary held her hand tightly. ‘Gela is reaching out for him now,’ she said, her own eyes filling with tears. ‘She’s whispering to him, she’s begging him to come back home to his mother and his True Family, the people of David. Let’s trust in Gela, eh? She’s a true mother, my dear. She’ll never never give up.’

			What would Mary think, I wondered, if she knew my friend Starlight was living at that moment with the high people in New Earth, and wearing the stolen ring on her finger?

			But Mary had moved on to something else.

			‘Gela wants me to warn you about a bad bad thing that’s happening right here in Veeklehouse,’ she said. ‘It’s as harmful in its own way as the Johnfolk are with their lies. In some ways it’s even worse, because it’s secret and hidden away. I’m sure some of you already know what I’m talking about. Gela needs your help to make it stop.’

			And now she started talking about some secret words that certain foolish mothers passed on in secret to their daughters, claiming that the words came from Gela herself.

			‘What could be worse?’ asked Mary, walking round the circle of people, peering one by one into women’s faces. ‘What could be worse than pretending to speak for our Mother?’

			She stopped in front of a young batfaced woman, about the same age as me, and stared intently into the woman’s eyes.

			‘You’ve heard it, haven’t you, my darling? You’ve been told the Secret Story yourself ?’

			The batface girl began to sob. Mary threw her arms round her.

			‘You’re not in trouble, my dear. You’re not in trouble at all. No one can blame you for hearing it. And as for your mum – was it your mum?’ The girl nodded, still in Mary’s arms. ‘Well, she’s been foolish, but now she’s been found out, and we can help her to see sense again.’

			She looked round at the other people, over the weeping girl’s shoulder.

			‘This brave young woman has done the right thing. If anyone’s told you this so-called Secret Story, or if you know of anyone that’s telling it, then you should talk to your guards and get their help in having it stopped. Because it’s all wrong! It’s all nonsense. Mother Gela is alive right now, alive and speaking to us! She talks to you directly and she talks to you through her shadowspeakers. What need could she possibly have for whispered stories that are supposed to come from the past?’

			And straight away, four five women came forward sobbing, to kneel on the ground to say they’d heard the Secret Story too, and beg for Mary’s forgiveness.
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			‘Did Leader Hunter ask you to speak about the Secret Story?’ I said to Mary, when we were some miles rockway of Veeklehouse, with our two guards far enough behind us for me to be sure they couldn’t hear. It had taken me some time to pluck up the courage to speak. ‘Only you haven’t spoken about it before.’

			Mary had pulled up a dead starflower as we walked and was picking at something between her teeth with its dry stem.

			‘He mentioned it, yes.’ Suddenly she stopped dead, taking hold of my arm to make me stop as well, and looking straight at me. ‘But what are you trying to say, Angie?’

			‘I don’t mean to criticize, Mary. Please don’t think that. But what you said before the show about helping out the high people . . . well, it kind of made me think. And I wondered if it’s possible to speak for Mother Gela and the high people both?’

			Mary frowned. I thought for a moment she was going to shout at me, and I felt scared and ashamed like a naughty child. But then she laughed and gave me a hug.

			‘Oh Angie! Angie dearest! Do you know why I love you so much? It’s because your heart is pure! It’s pure and clear as the light inside a whitelantern flower. I saw that from the moment I first spotted you, out on that little grounds of yours. I just knew you would help me to see clearly. I knew you’d help me stay on the path I’ve chosen, and not wander off. Because even shadowspeakers can wander, you know, and sadly there are some that have done just that, like bloody old Suzie Batting, for instance, who only pretends to hear our Mother’s voice, but really just thinks about the pile of presents she’s building up, and the fancy shelter she’s having built for her at Davidstand.’

			She took my hand, leading me forwards again.

			‘Listen, Angie. Of course I have to listen to the high people. The guards and guard leaders are part of Gela’s plan. Their job is to protect Family and keep it whole. And of course, if they’re worried about something that worries Gela too, then I will happily speak out about it. But I’ve never . . .’

			Again she stopped and turned to face me, still holding onto my hand.

			‘I would never never say anything at a show, Angie, unless I knew for certain, for certain, that it was Mother Gela I was speaking for.’

			I nodded and smiled. It was my turn to hug her. ‘You are good, Mary,’ I told her. ‘You’re good good.’

			She’d said my heart was pure as a whitelantern flower, and I knew that wasn’t so. But I also knew that Mary’s was pure. It wasn’t like a whitelantern flower, not gentle and white, but it was pure pure like a flame. Of course she’d never say anything she didn’t believe herself. Of course not. Of all people on Eden, Mary would be the last to do that. Anyone who knew her could see that all that mattered to her was speaking for Mother Gela and bringing Family back home. She’d given her whole life to that. Of all people, she could be trusted to speak the truth.

			And yet I still didn’t tell her about Starlight, and nor did I tell her that I myself had heard the Secret Story.



	

			Eleven

			They were right round us, their cold metal faces all alike, staring down at us from the backs of those strange blue bucks. The bucks shifted restlessly from foot to foot, snuffling with their mouth feelers and scratching at the dirt with their claws. We Michael’s Place folk formed a kind of circle, and some of the men pointed their spears out towards the Johnfolk. But we knew there was no point in fighting them. There were thirty of us, but most were oldies or little kids, and only a few of us had anything to fight with. There were about thirty of them too, but every one of them was a strong grownup man, and all of them carried either spears with long long metal tips, or bows and metal-tipped arrows.

			I looked round for my kids. Dave, still on Ugly’s back, was shielding Candy and Metty in his arms. Fox had come to stand beside me. His face was blank, but he silently reached up for my hand. How could I protect him? Yet even now he took some comfort from my being near.

			Trueheart had come over to be with her mother. We watched the metal faces of the ringmen, waiting for them to decide what they were going to do. Every grownup, and every kid who was old enough to talk, was thinking of the old stories about how cruel the Johnfolk had been, all those years ago, in their last big fight with the Davidfolk. We remembered how they’d taken children from their mothers: boys to raise up as ringmen, and girls to make into the mothers of yet more ringmen. That was how they built up their numbers when once they’d been so few and Davidfolk had been so many. We remembered how they’d burnt down whole clusters, how they’d done for young men, and forced their dicks on women and young girls.

			We had no young men with us: they were all in the guards. But we had young women. I thought of young Flame with her little baby. I thought of Trueheart. You might think an ugly batface like hers would give some protection, but I knew it didn’t always work that way. There were plenty of men who saw batfaces as being so damaged already that they might as well be damaged some more.

			‘There are two three good glass knives in that bag on our buck,’ I hissed to Trueheart. ‘If they come for us, run over and grab them for us. We may not have metal but we can give these blokes a fight.’

			One of the bucks came forward, a second following straight after. Their riders wore coloured longwraps, rather than the plain ones that the other ringmen wore, so we could see they were the high men in charge. The first one’s wrap was blue, the second one’s white but sewn with big writing. They stopped side by side and the first man reached up to his mask. It seemed to be fixed to his metal hat, for when he pushed at it, it folded upwards and forwards, so we could see his face underneath. He was a young young guy, no more than twenty, I’d say, with long black hair. His wore his beard tied in little bows, and though he had a proud face like high people often have, he smiled. And it wasn’t a cruel smile, but a smile like he wanted to reassure us.

			‘My name is Luke Johnson,’ he said. ‘My father, Dixon, is the Headman of New Earth.’

			A little shiver ran down my spine. I knew Dixon. Dixon had been with Greenstone when me and Starlight first met him in Veeklehouse. He’d been Chief Dixon then, a tall, cold, proud man with thick grey hair, who’d done his best to stop Greenstone from taking Starlight with him across the water. I remembered how he wouldn’t so much as look at me, not just because I was a low person, but because I was a batface. And I could see Dixon’s face now in this young guy who was talking to us. Luke Johnson was a younger version of that tall grey man. But, if it wasn’t just my wishful thinking, he also seemed kinder, and friendlier, and less proud.

			‘My father, Dixon, is the Headman of New Earth,’ he said. ‘My mother, Lucy, wears Gela’s ring. We are not  your enemies, and you don’t need to run from us. You’ve been told a lot of lies about us Johnfolk. You’ve been told that we steal and are cruel. But you need to remember it was Johnfolk who first found this forest that’s all round us and gave it its name; Johnfolk who found the Veekle; Johnfolk who first saw Worldpool and stood at the top of the cliffs. So-called Great David had forbidden John to come here. He sent guards to do for John. He threatened to tie him to a spiketree and let him burn. And yet you’ll notice that when John had found the way for him, David was happy enough to follow him across the Dark.’

			Again he smiled, and I noticed for the first time that it wasn’t just his dad he reminded me of, but Greenstone too. This guy’s mum was Greenstone’s cousin, from what I’d heard. And it occurred to me now that my friend Starlight would almost certainly have met him, though he would only have been a kid when she went over to New Earth. It was strange to think that she would have met him, not as a low person meeting a high one, but as one high person meeting another. Not that that would help us now.

			‘Well, I say it was us Johnfolk who found Wide Forest,’ Headmanson Luke corrected himself, ‘but actually there was no such thing as Johnfolk and Davidfolk back then. John Redlantern didn’t want to split Family in two. That’s another lie you people get told. He wanted everyone to follow him. He wanted to find a way for everyone to spread out from Circle Valley into all the rest of our beautiful Eden. I know you’ve been told that John was the disobedient one, the one that turned away from Mother Gela, but think about that for a moment. How come Gela guided him to the ring? Don’t tell me it just happened! It had lain on the ground for generations since she lost it, remember, but John was the one who found it. And do you know what? That isn’t the only time that Gela brought the ring to us. Just thirty forty hundredwakes ago – ten years, I guess you guys would call it – a wicked woman stole that ring and brought it right across the Pool to Old Ground here. We thought we’d lost it then. But it still came back to us. Gela brought it to us again!’

			While he’d been speaking, the rider behind him had also lifted up his mask, the guy with the letters sewn on his wrap. He was young young too, and he had one of those faces you can’t help liking at once: kind and smiley, beaming out at us delightedly like we were the most interesting people he’d ever met and all he wanted was to be friends.

			‘Hi, I’m Teacher Gerry,’ he said. ‘You probably don’t know what that means exactly, but in New Earth, teachers don’t just teach, we also learn and figure things out. Do you see what it says on my wrap here?’ He pulled his wrap straight so we could see the words. Out of all of us, only Tom and Trueheart could read, but Teacher Gerry saw our puzzled faces and read the words aloud for us. ‘It says “Become like Earth”. Because that’s what our Mother and her Father want us to do. They don’t want us to waste our time repeating the same things over and over, but to learn and make things better. Otherwise why did our Mother guide John here across Snowy Dark? Why did she lead him across the water to New Earth? Why would she help us find metal, and not the Davidfolk?’

			‘That’s right,’ said Luke. ‘Like I said, John was Gela’s true son and he was trying to help whole Family of Eden. And that’s what we want to do too. We’ve not come here to hurt you people or drive you off your ground. Not at all. What we’ve come here to do is to bring the True Story of Eden back to Old Ground – Mainground, as you call it – and to drive away the false one. We’ve come to make your lives better. We really have!’

			 I looked round at my Davidfolk companions. Tom’s face was stiff and cold, and Clare’s lips were tight. What these men had just said was all just typical Johnfolk lies as far as they were concerned. That had been confirmed for them when the Headmanson told us his mother was wearing the ring – Gela’s heart, they were thinking, how could this wicked man sit there and say that without shame! – but whether he’d spoken of the ring or not, they’d still have dismissed everything these two men said, and so would Davidson and Kate and all the other grownups there from Michael’s Place. The Headmanson and the Teacher might as well had said ‘la la la’ for all they’d heard and taken in. Only Trueheart seemed to be really listening, her eyes darting between the two men like she wasn’t just hearing them out but trying to weigh up what they said.

			As to me, I was more familiar with the Johnfolk way of seeing things than any of the others, because I came from the Kneefolk, and our Jeff had sided with John. But that didn’t mean I liked what they said. All this talk of new ground, and metal, and becoming like Earth, all this pushing forwards no matter what! How about the other side of all that, I wanted to ask? How about the fighting, the killing, the cruelty? How about the dividing up of one Family into Johnfolk and Davidfolk, high people and low people, men and women? Was it really possible that our kind gentle Mother could have wanted all that for her children?

			‘So what do you want with us?’ Tom called out, his voice tight with cold cold rage.

			The two men on buckback looked at each other. Two good-­looking high men, used to being listened to and having their own way, they smiled like they were sharing some private joke.

			‘We want to be your friends,’ said Luke Johnson. ‘It’s as simple of that. Of course, if your guards come and fight us, we’ll fight them back – and we’ll beat them too, because our spears are ten times better than their spears, and our knives ten times sharper – but we don’t want to fight, and we don’t want you to feel you have to run away from your homes. We want you to stay with us. If you do, we’ll send underteachers who’ll show you how to read and tell you about the True Story, and all we’ll ask of you is that you accept me as your chief, and ringmen as your protectors, instead of the guard leaders and guards you have now. But it’s completely up to you.’

			Tom looked round at the men who were his closest friends: Davidson, Little Harry, Blackknife. Then he looked at Clare in a certain way that he had, half-hoping she’d know better than he did what to do, half-resenting the fact that this really did quite often turn out to be the case. Harry’s dick, how dare she have good ideas? Wasn’t he the man, and wasn’t he supposed to be the cluster head? This time, though, she had no more of a plan than him. No one did. Well, why would we? Nothing like this had ever happened to any of us before.

			Tom ran his tongue round his lips. ‘Okay,’ he said to the Headmanson, ‘well, if we really have a choice, we’d like to go to Davidstand. Will you let us through?’

			Again the two high men looked at each other with that private smile. The two of them were close close, I suddenly thought, closer than just friends. That look that passed between them was like the one you sometimes see in the eyes of men and women who have recently started slipping together, and they’re giving each other more pleasure with their bodies than the rest of the world together could ever hope to give.

			‘Alright,’ said Luke Johnson, ‘I’ll let you through. I can see that most of you are too old or too little to fight us, and I can see that you, my friend, have lost your fighting hand. I don’t think you’ve got anything much we’re likely to need on those bucks of yours, either.’ Someone among us must have looked surprised at that, because then he laughed. ‘Oh I can see you’ve got blackglass spears and leopardtooth knives, but believe me, dear people, we really aren’t bothered by those one bit. You can keep them. They’re no match for metal. Keep them by all means. And, if that’s really what you want, we’ll let you go on to Davidstand.’

			‘Bear in mind, though,’ said Teacher Gerry, ‘that in a few wakings, Davidstand will be ours as well, just like Veeklehouse is now.’ He laughed. ‘Ours again, I should really say, because John was the one who first found the place. I wonder if you knew that? John called it Ellpool and he and his people lived there for some time. Soon it will be Ellpool again. Your guards fight bravely enough, there’s no denying that, but they’re no match for us. The Veekle is ours again already, and before long we’ll have whole of Wide Forest in our hands and be crossing Snowy Dark to take back Circle Valley.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Luke. ‘But still, we’ll let you through if you’re sure that’s what you want.’ He watched Tom’s face, his eyebrows raised, waiting for our cluster head’s final decision, and then another thought occurred to him and he spoke to us all. ‘Just one thing, though. Just one favour. I’d like you all to ask yourselves, as you carry on, whether your guards would be as generous as us in the same position? I know you’ve been told how bad and cruel we Johnfolk are, but would bad cruel people just let you go like this?’

			‘We want to go to Davidstand,’ Tom repeated, and then just stood there with his face all tight and closed up, waiting to see if they really were going to let us carry on. It didn’t seem likely. And the ringmen showed no signs of moving out of our way.

			‘You know what,’ Teacher Gerry said to us. ‘I’m sad that you won’t stay with us because there really are things we could teach you. You Davidfolk just pass on the old stories from Old Family, and you don’t think enough about where they came from or how the women that used to run Old Family might have changed them when they had the chance. Me and the Headmanson here know you’re not bad people. We know you love Mother Gela in your own way, and we respect that. But there’s a lot you don’t know. For example, you know nothing about President, Gela’s dad, not even that he was her dad. Or even that President was a man. And that’s a big shame because, important as our Mother is, wonderful as she is, kind friend that she’s been to all of us, her power comes from her father President. He was the Headman of all of Earth. He had the starship built, and the other sky boats, and it was him that made lecky-trickity and telly vijun and all the wonderful things we know they had on Earth. And of course it was him that told the Three Disobedient Men to return to Earth, and him that sent his daughter Gela to fetch them back. In fact he’s behind the whole story, when you think about it. He might seem to be on the edge of it, but really he’s out there all the time, looking in, reaching in himself only when he has to, so as to make the story go the way it needs to go. I believe he even meant for Gela to come to Eden, and that he arranged everything to make that happen, just so his children could have another whole world to make their own.’

			We just stood there, enduring this weird nonsense, waiting to learn if we really could carry on towards Davidstand, unharmed, with all our bucks, and all our kids, and all our stuff.

			‘So tell me,’ said Teacher Gerry. ‘Who made the world? Who made the stars? Who made Eden and Earth?’

			We looked at each other. What a thing to ask us now! And what kind of crazy question was it, anyway? No one made the world. How could anyone have made it? The world was what people were in.

			‘You don’t know, do you?’ said Gerry. ‘And why should you? It’s not like it’s obvious. But we teachers, we think and we write down our thoughts, we read what teachers wrote who came before us, going all the way back to John, and slowly slowly we figure things out. And you know what, we’re starting to understand that President wasn’t just a man. He was there from the beginning. He made the world. He made all of this. He made Eden and Earth and all the stars.’

			We stood there staring at him, some of us with our mouths wide open. Teacher Gerry laughed.

			‘You look pretty surprised!’ he said, like he really believed that, right then, when we were frightened for our lives, we would be interested one way or the other in his weird ideas. ‘But what’s your explanation, eh? How did bats get here? Or trees, or woollybucks, or people? They can’t just have made themselves. No, President made everything. It all began in his head.’

			Again he laughed cheerfully. He genuinely seemed to have no idea how scared we were. He was one of those people who likes everyone and just assumes that everyone will like him back. It didn’t seem to even occur to him that we might not feel too friendly towards ringmen who’d forced their way onto our ground, and driven us from our homes. It didn’t seem to strike him that some of those guards these ringmen had done for at Veeklehouse might have been the sons and dads and brothers of the people standing here in front of him now.

			‘But you don’t have to take it from me,’ Teacher Gerry said, ‘because if you listen hard enough, President will speak to you himself. You can hear his voice, I promise you, if only you make your mind quiet enough. And if you think about it, that isn’t even surprising. It’s him that’s telling this whole story, after all, and if he fell silent, there’d be nothing left: no you, no me, no Eden, no Earth, no stars, no anything at all. Think about that. President is speaking all the time, but it’s like the pumping of the trees, the humming of forest round us. We don’t notice it because it’s always there.’

			He smiled at us, and then glanced back at Luke, who smiled back at him yet again like they were remembering some private joke they’d shared lying side by side, when no one else was there.

			‘But that’s enough from me, eh?’

			‘More than enough, I’d say,’ said Luke, ‘if the faces of these poor people are anything to go by!’

			Gerry laughed merrily at that, while Luke called out to his men. They backed away to the left and the right so as to open up a path between them.

			We looked at each other, wondering if this was a trick, a weird cruel joke. Maybe they were just waiting for us to make a move, and then they’d laugh and take our bucks and our meat and our sleeping skins and knives, steal whichever kids of ours took their fancy, force their dicks on whichever women they liked, and do for everyone else. It seemed quite likely.

			But what could we do? Tom looked at Clare again, and she shrugged. So then he shrugged too and began to walk. We all did – grownups, kids – pulling on the strings of our bucks to get them moving. Hardly daring to breathe, we passed in between those two high men with their happy smiles and then on through the ringmen in their cold shiny masks, which you couldn’t read any more than you could read the faces of bats, or leopards, or slinkers. In fact they could have been skulls, so empty were they of any sign of feeling, though sometimes we could see their eyes glinting in the treelight.

			No one spoke a word, until suddenly little Candy called out.

			‘Mum! Why have all these men got two faces?’



	

			Twelve

			After Veeklehouse, Mary and me headed up rockway with one smoothbuck to carry us both and all our stuff, while two guards rode with us to keep us safe and show us the way. We didn’t go along poolside this time, but went back across to Davidstand and turned up rockway there, zigzagging between the little forest clusters along the folds and slopes that slowly climb up to Snowy Dark, and from time to time swapping one lot of guards for another as we passed between the grounds of different leaders. Sometimes the guards rode with us and talked to us, but usually they went ahead of us, or hung back, so they could talk more freely to one another. The Davidfolk respect shadowspeakers, but they don’t feel at ease with them, and, though guards are men, and men usually enjoy the company of young women, they weren’t quite so keen when the young woman was a batface like me.

			Mary worked hard hard. I wished the Kneefolk who laughed at shadowspeakers could have seen that. Even in the smallest clusters, places where as few as ten grownups came to hear her, and there was no way she was going to get a pile of presents or impress any of the high people, she worked every bit as hard as she’d done at Veeklehouse. To her, even one person brought closer to Mother Gela was worth her trying for with all her might, whether that person was high or low. And, just for that one man or one woman or one newhair, Mary was willing go right down to those lonely, scary places that made her weep and sweat and tremble. She made me feel silly and selfish by comparison, like she was a real grownup and I was only a child. For what had I done in my life except to try and keep on the right side of people, and have as much fun as I could?

			One time we met a little group of Hiding People, people who didn’t even live in a cluster but just wandered naked through the trees like animals do, eating whatever they could find, resting wherever they were when they felt tired, and hiding away from guards and Davidfolk. There were just five grownups and a bunch of kids, but Mary sat down with them for the rest of the waking, finding out what stories they told one another, so she should figure out how to talk to them and what it was that they needed to know. They spoke about a great Leopard Man they must feed with burnt meat to keep him happy, and a Slinker Man with a thousand bony claws, who’d crawl into their dreams and steal their shadows if they didn’t repeat certain words at the end of every waking, and rub ash into their skin.

			‘Who looks after you, then?’ asked Mary. ‘If Leopard Man and Slinker Man are after you, who’s there to care for you in this ­dangerous world?’

			‘The Great Mother,’ said the oldest of their women.

			‘She’s like a bat that’s as big as the sky,’ a younger woman ex-plained. ‘Sometimes she flies across the stars, but mostly she lives deep down under the ground, using her big big wings to fan the fire.’

			Their stories seemed so weird and childish that I had a job not to laugh at them, but Mary didn’t so much as smile. ‘What fire is that?’ she asked, like she really wanted to understand.

			‘The one that warms the roots of the trees, of course,’ the old woman said. ‘The one that makes them grow. Without the Great Mother there’d be no heat or light. There’d be no food. There’d be no animals or starflowers. There’d be nothing alive at all.’

			‘And where do your shadows go when you die?’ asked Mary.

			The old woman laughed. ‘When we die, this dream ends and we wake up. No one knows in their dreams where they’ll be when they wake up. If they knew that, they wouldn’t really be dreaming in first place.’

			As we travelled round the Davidfolk Ground, I’d heard folk laughing at Hiding People and saying they were no better than animals. I’d even heard of guard leaders who rounded them up like bucks, and made them work for them. Certainly the two guards who were with us now couldn’t believe we were wasting our time on these people. They didn’t even try to hide their feelings, sometimes sniggering, sometimes sighing with boredom, and one of them made the other laugh by pulling scary faces at Hiding People who looked in his direction. But Mary insisted we stay with those folk for two whole wakings, while she patiently taught them the True Story, and warned them about false stories they might hear: the stories of the Johnfolk who said that President was a man, and claimed that Gela had chosen John over David, and the so-called Secret Story, which women whispered because they didn’t dare speak such nonsense out loud.

			Their own stories, though, she listened to carefully and with so much respect that I felt ashamed for wanting to laugh at them.

			‘Who knows?’ she told them. ‘You may well be right about some of this stuff. But the thing you’ve got to remember is that there are two kinds of life in Eden. There’s the life that came up from the warmth of Underworld, like trees and bats and bucks and leopards, and there’s the kind that came down from the stars, which is us human beings. Maybe there is a Great Mother in Underworld – I don’t know – but if so, she’s not our mother, she’s mother of the bats and leopards.’

			She drew a circle on the ground. ‘This is the way back to Earth,’ she said. ‘It’s all you need. You mustn’t step inside it until you’re called, but draw a circle like this at the end of every waking, and you’ll be able to go to sleep knowing that your true home is near near, close enough for your true Mother to whisper to you and for you to hear.’
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			When we were on our way again, and the Hiding People were out of hearing distance, I asked Mary how come she’d paid so much attention to their strange stories.

			‘Well,’ she said. She was riding at the time, and I was walking beside her. ‘We don’t know how life began on Eden, do we? We know it came from Underworld, as Michael Namegiver taught us – and you notice the Hiding People knew that too – but we don’t know how it came into being down there in first place. So who am I to call those people liars?’ She laughed, and pointed out two little sweetbats watching us from the branch of a tree. ‘And if there was a mother of all the creatures in Eden, I reckon it would be a bat, don’t you? I’m sure they’re the smartest of the animals. I mean, look at those two. It’s like they’re curious about us, isn’t it? It’s like they’re trying to figure us out. None of the other creatures are like that.’

			‘I’ve heard there are bats in New Earth that can be trained to speak.’

			Mary shrugged. ‘Well, maybe, but you’ve got to bear in mind that those Johnfolk are liars. Did you know they even claim to have real cars ?’

			Presently the path became strangely dark, and we knew there must be nightmakers not far ahead of us, reaching up with their long black necks to bite the lanternflowers from the trees, and bending down to chew up the starflowers.

			‘Why did you warn those people about the Secret Story?’ I asked.

			Mary turned and looked back the way we came, though the Hiding People had been out of sight for a while. ‘Well, I reckon people like that are easy easy to fool, and I just don’t want them to be fooled like that. Like I said in Veeklehouse, Gela is alive. She speaks to us now. So, even if the Secret Story was true, even if it really was a thing Gela said to her children long ago when she was young, why would we need to pass it on when we can still hear her now? What would be the point?’

			The nightmakers had done a thorough job. With no starflowers or lanterns left along the path, all the light that was left to us came from behind the trees along the path, instead of from them or from beneath them. I could see the big square shape of Mary’s head, but I could barely make out her face.

			‘And of course it’s not true, anyway,’ she said. ‘Gela hates it. You can’t yet read our Mother’s heart like I can, Angie dear – though you will one waking, and you’ll be brilliant at it – but take it from me that Gela hates it that people can speak that nonsense in her name.’

			We rode for a while in silence beneath those strange dark trees.

			‘I suppose the high people must hate that story especially,’ I said, ‘because it says that women are as good as men, and—’

			I couldn’t see her clearly in the darkness the nightmakers had made, but I could see enough to tell she’d grown suddenly tense, and had turned to peer in my direction.

			‘How do you know what it says, Angie?’

			Tom’s dick and Harry’s, I was glad of that darkness right then! ‘Oh you know, people talk about it sometimes, don’t they? It’s never been completely a secret.’

			She relaxed and turned away again. ‘Well, you shouldn’t listen to them, dearest. It’s just stuff some silly woman or other made up long ago, wanting to make herself feel important. No doubt some of it makes sense: well, of course it does, or no one would believe it, would they? Any story that lasts at all has some truth in it somewhere. But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s a big big lie, or that it’s wicked for people to pretend to speak for our Mother when they really don’t.’

			I didn’t argue any more, but it stuck in my mind what she said about stories and how no one would believe them unless they made some sense. I’d never thought about it that way before, but it seemed to me that what she said was true. The stories that lasted had to fit in in some way with what we knew the world was like, or at least with what we longed for, otherwise why would anyone listen to them, or bother to pass them on? But I couldn’t help myself from thinking that the stories that could be spoken out loud had to fit in with something else as well: they had to fit in with what the high people wanted.

			Presently we caught up with the nightmakers. There were four of them, huge huge creatures tall as trees, with four thick legs the height of men, and skin that was black as a forest leopard’s, black like the sky between the stars. Three of them were reaching high up into the treetops with their long long necks and noisily gulping down the lanternflowers, pulling the branches towards their mouth feelers with those thick muscly arms. The fourth one was lying comfortably on the ground, its neck half-hidden in a big drift of twinkly starflowers that it was pulling up in great big armfuls and cramming into its mouth. It lifted its head above the flowers to watch us as we passed, and rubbed its face with its hands, but it still kept munching all the while. So did the other three, peering down at us from above with their big flat flickering Eden eyes as they crunched and chewed.

			And then we were past them, and back under trees that gave out light.

			‘They were named after a place on Earth, apparently,’ said Mary, her face friendly and familiar once again. ‘A place called Night. The light of Earth’s star never shines there, and there are no lanterns or flowers either, so it’s dark dark.’

			‘I guess the Earth people have lecky-trickity to help them, don’t they?’ I said. ‘They use it to make light of their own.’

			Out on Knee Tree Grounds, where there were only water creatures and bats, we used to love hearing stories about the big animals on Mainground, like nightmakers and leopards and woollybucks. We were always told that nightmakers were named by John Redlantern, and that he’d named them, not after a place, but after a kind of enormous shadow that swept across the Earth each waking, hiding it from its star for a while. When the shadow passed, the light came back again, pouring down from the sky like it does on Earth. And weren’t nightmakers just like that? They made a big shadow as they passed through forest, but then new lanterns grew in a waking or so, and the shadow passed.

			But I didn’t talk about that to Mary. Any mention of John Redlantern or the Johnfolk always made her cross, and I didn’t like it when she reminded me that my old friends were Johnfolk too.
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			I remembered when I was first told the Secret Story by my aunt Sue back there on the Grounds. She was a bit embarrassed about it, not because she thought it was bad in any way, but more because the way we lived back then, a lot of it seemed so obvious:

			‘Always remember that women are just as good as men . . . Just because someone thinks they’re special doesn’t mean they’re really better than anyone else, and nor does having a big shelter, or a fancy wrap . . . Don’t treat people like they’re things that belong to you . . .’

			Obvious obvious all this had seemed back then! Who could possibly disagree? But there were also odd bits that made no sense at all, like: ‘Don’t ever treat someone differently because of the colour of their skin.’

			The colour of their skin? If you really thought about it, it was true that some people’s skin was a lighter shade of yellowy-brown than others. But who would ever think of making something out of that?



	

			Thirteen

			I’m just saying, Dad,’ said Trueheart, ‘that if the Johnfolk are really as wicked as you’ve always said they are, how come they let us go without hurting us or even taking any of our stuff ?’

			The two of them had been arguing for some time, and Tom had been getting crosser and crosser. Now his face was red, his breathing fast, his eyes bulging. He was almost too angry to speak.

			‘I can’t believe you could even think of saying a thing like that,’ he spluttered, ‘when your own brothers are fighting them right now. Tom’s dick and Harry’s, girl, for all we know your brothers are dead – have you thought of that? – and one of those slinkers back there in metal masks may have been the ones who did for them!’

			‘I love my brothers, Dad, but they might equally well have done for some of those guys’ brothers or those guys’ mates.’

			‘So you take the side of the Johnfolk, do you? I can’t believe it! Gela’s tits, I never thought I’d ever hear my own daughter taking the side of the ringstealers, but least of all when those slinkers are over here, doing for our young men, and wrecking our clusters.’

			‘I’m not taking their side. I’m just saying that maybe they aren’t quite as bad as we think. Those guys were fair with us, weren’t they? And one of them was the son of their Headman.’

			‘What do you mean fair ? They came here for no reason but to wreck our clusters, and to—’

			‘But we’d wreck their clusters, wouldn’t we, if we had the chance? And anyway, maybe that wasn’t the real reason they came over here. Those men said, didn’t they, that they’d come over to tell us their story.’

			‘Oh and that makes it okay, does it? The fact they came here to spread their lies and their filth makes it okay that they fight and do for our boys?’ Tom wasn’t much of an actor, but now he put on a silly voice and a silly face, and tried his best to say his words in something that sounded a bit like New Earth speech. ‘“President is rarly a marn,”’ he squeaked. ‘“Gela gave Jarn the ring.”’

			‘I’m just saying—’

			‘You’re not just saying anything, girl, if you’ve got even a bit of sense left in you.’ He’d turned his big thick guard’s spear upside down and was waving the blunt end of it in his daughter’s face. ‘You’re not saying anything else at all, if you don’t want this across your back.’

			He looked round for support and straight away spotted me watching them.

			‘You tell her, Angie. She won’t listen to me. You were with that shadowspeaker all that time. You talked with her about the mind of our Mother. You tell this dumb dumb daughter of mine what Mother Gela thinks about the Johnfolk!’

			‘I don’t want to get involved in this, Tom,’ I told him. I was worried for my own kids as much as anything. Fox and Candy were watching Tom and Trueheart with big scared eyes as round as a bat’s. They’d been through so much already that waking, but they knew as well as I did that Tom might suddenly decide at any moment that it was time to give Trueheart a beating, and they always dreaded that. ‘We’re all tired,’ I said to Tom. ‘We’re all tired and scared, and—’

			Clare came striding in between her daughter and Tom. ‘You’re as bad as each other, Tom and Trueheart. Just shut up both of you, and think of the rest of us for once.’

			‘You shut up!’ Tom bellowed at her. ‘You will not talk to me like that! I’m the cluster head of Michael’s Place, and you’re just one of my shelterwomen. No wonder Trueheart behaves like she does, the example you give her!’

			‘One of your shelterwomen! Listen to yourself ! Harry’s sister-­slipping dick, Tom, who do you think you are? David Strongheart?’

			‘As to those shadowspeakers, Dad,’ Trueheart said, ‘doesn’t it ever strike you as funny that whenever they tell us something Mother Gela is supposed to have said to them, it’s always exactly what the high people say as well? They know where their meat comes from, that’s pretty obvious; they know who to please if they want to keep their fancy wraps!’

			Tom didn’t answer her in words. He just kind of roared, and, pushing past Clare, he began slashing down at his daughter with the end of his spear, not just across her back, but onto her face, her belly, anywhere at all that he could reach. Trueheart screamed, holding her arm in front of her face to shield it, and sinking to the ground. Four five littles started to cry, including my Candy. And everyone else, weary from walking and lack of sleep, and just from being so scared for so so long, either simply turned away from them and began to trudge on, or yelled at the two of them to stop.

			‘Gela’s heart, Tom, just leave her alone for once, can’t you,’ some folk shouted, ‘and let us have some peace?’ 

			Others told Trueheart to apologize. ‘Why have you always got to be so bloody stubborn, girl? Just say you’re sorry for once, and he’ll let you be.’

			‘Yes, that’s right, say you’re sorry,’ bellowed Tom, still trying to hit her with his spear, while Clare and Kate and Davidson grabbed hold of his arm to stop him, and dragged him slowly away from his cowering daughter. ‘Say you’re sorry, you bad bad girl.’

			Trueheart climbed to her feet again, though she was bleeding from the side of her mouth and had a big red weal across her arm.

			‘Say you’re sorry,’ Tom kept shouting. Clare and the others were still holding onto him but they could tell that the fight had gone out of him, and they were beginning to loosen their grip. ‘Or would you prefer to run after your darling Headmanson back there, and his pretty slip-buddy Teacher Gerry?’

			Trueheart didn’t answer him. She was close to tears, but she refused to let herself give way to them. She just turned away from her father and carried on walking towards Davidstand, clutching her hurt arm with her hand. The rest of us walked on as well, almost in silence, except for the mums like me who were murmuring to our tired scared crying kids to try and calm them down again. Weari­ly wearily we trudged on towards Davidstand, though we had no idea what we’d do there, or how we’d put food in our mouths.

			I didn’t say it aloud, but I thought to myself that it might have been better to have taken the Johnfolk’s offer and gone back to Michael’s Place to live under their protection. We knew how to feed ourselves there, after all.

			But then again, we had to think about what the guards would say about that, if they managed to drive the Johnfolk out again. We had to think about what they would say, and how they’d treat us, if they thought we’d gone over to the Johnfolk in any way.



	

			Fourteen

			Way way up rockway, me and Mary came to the ground called Rockway Edge, where Wide Forest and Worldpool come to­gether like the fingers of two hands sliding in between one another, so that forest and water lie side by side in narrow bands: forest, water, forest, water, shining, glowing, shining. The guards that had been with us since we met the Hiding People turned and rode back into their ground and new ones from Rockway Edge began to ride with us. I rode our buck while Mary strode along beside me to stretch out her legs.

			Long ago, Mary told me, the people in Rockway Edge used to be Johnfolk. There’d been a little group of them up here, as far rockway as you can go, a bit like the other lot way down alpway at Brown River, at far end of Wide Forest. But there hadn’t been so many up here as there were down there. So, while the Brown River lot had managed to keep their own Headman and their own ground and their own story, up here at Rockway Edge, Great David’s son, Harry Stonehand, had been able to surround the Johnfolk with so many guards that they had no chance of either beating him or getting away from him. Stonehand had given them a choice. Either their blokes could fight him until none of them were left alive – in which case he’d take all the women and kids to be helpers and bedwarmers for him and his leaders, and send good Davidfolk up to live on their ground and in their shelters – or they could agree to turn their backs on John and come back to True Family – in which case they could keep their shelters and carrying on living here as they’d done before.

			‘He gave the Edgefolk two wakings to decide,’ Mary said. ‘He even had horns blown to mark the time. One blast at the beginning of each waking, two in middle, and three when the waking was done. The whole first waking went by and nothing came back to him. Then the second waking came. The first horn blew. Nothing. The two blasts blew. Nothing. But right at the end of that second waking, just as Harry’s guard was blowing the third of the three horn blasts, the Headman of Rockway Edge came and knelt down in front of Harry and told him his people would come back to the Family of Gela.’

			Mary’d had enough of walking now, so she climbed up on the buck behind me, and we began to ride out onto one of those narrow fingers of ground, in between two fingers of water. There were strange creatures here. Three small bucks ran across our path and dived into the water, heading down into the shiny wavyweed, as easily as if water was where they always lived. Their four hind feet had skin stretched between their toes so they could use them like paddles as well as walk on them, and they didn’t use their front legs as legs for walking or swimming at all, but held them out before themselves, like the arms of a fish.

			‘The wonderful thing,’ Mary said, ‘is that the Edgefolk have ended up truer and better Davidfolk than anyone. As best they can when they’re so far away, they try and mark the Virsry every year at the time it’s marked at Circle Valley, and at each Virsry they have a special way of remembering how they were Johnfolk in the past and how they used to follow a story that was a lie. Every one of the young men whose new hairs have finished growing since the last Virsry lets himself be tied to a spiketree, just as Great David always said should have happened to John. Every single one of them! They’re tied to the hot tree for a whole minute – the people count out the sixty heartbeats – long enough for most of the skin to be burnt right off their backs. Imagine the courage to do that! Imagine the love they must feel for Gela and her True Family! But for the rest of their lives, the men carry those scars with pride.’

			‘We surely do,’ said one of the two young guards who were riding with us. With a big smile, he proudly pulled his wrap down off his shoulders so we could see the pink twisted skin on his back. His mate did the same, both of them beaming happily.

			Mary laughed loudly. ‘I love these guys, Angie! Down in Veeklehouse, a man would be ashamed of scars like that because it would show he’d done something wrong and been punished, but up here, they’re proud proud of them. And quite right too! What could be better proof that they’ve turned away from John and back to Gela? Let’s just hope that one waking, all the Johnfolk in Eden will be as brave as them.’

			It didn’t seem possible to me that these people could have changed in two wakings from believing one story was true, to believing another. I thought it was pretty obvious that they’d just pretended to change their minds so as to save themselves, and I was kind of surprised that Mary couldn’t see that, seeing as she was older than me, and so much smarter, and so much wiser about people. In fact I wasn’t just surprised. I was actually a bit shaken by her saying something so silly and dumb. I’d given up my old friends and family for this woman and, as long as I travelled round with her, there was little chance of my making new friends or finding a new family. I’d shut away a whole big part of my life that I knew she wouldn’t approve of. I’d set aside all the old stories I’d grown up with. And all of that was based on her being smart smart, and seeing things I couldn’t see.

			‘We humans are clever, aren’t we, with the stories we tell ourselves?’ I finally said, when the guards were up ahead and out of hearing distance. ‘Harry Stonehand shamed those people, beat them, made them feel small small. But, even though they were beaten, they found a way of turning that round, and making themselves feel big and strong all over again.’

			There was an uncomfortable silence for a moment. I’d come at this from a direction Mary wasn’t expecting, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it.

			‘Yeah,’ she finally answered, a little doubtfully. ‘Yeah, I guess so.’ Then she smiled. She was smart, and she too had figured out a way of turning a story round. ‘And quite right too,’ she said happily. ‘Because of course it’s not being beaten when you come back to True Family. It’s winning. It’s always winning. Because it’s joining the side that’s bound to win in the end.’

			She leaned forwards, put an arm round me to pull me against her and kissed my cheek from behind. It seemed like I’d worried her a bit for a moment there, but now she felt as sure and confident as ever. ‘What you’ve got to remember, Angie dear, is that when people are wrong, they know it deep down. It’s hard to admit to being wrong of course, but it’s always a relief as well.’

			Well, that shut me up, because I knew it was true only too well. I knew I had things that I ought to tell her about, and I knew it was wrong that I didn’t. So I felt badly about that, as I always did, whenever I thought about it. And yet in a funny way, I was pleased I felt bad, because it meant that Mary was right, and that what she’d said about the Rockway people made sense after all. And that meant I didn’t have to have doubts about the reasons for my choosing to be with her.
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			We came to Harry’s Rest, which was the Edgefolk’s biggest cluster. Everyone seemed pleased pleased to see us – I guess they didn’t have many visitors up there – and after we’d been given a big meal and had a good long sleep in one of their shelters, Mary put on a fine show in front of one of the most excited crowds I’d yet seen. Mary was quite right about the Edgefolk. Whatever their reasons for giving up John and turning to David, they didn’t seem to have any doubts about it now.

			As usually happened when we put on a show in the main cluster of a guard leader’s ground, the leader himself came along. He was a man called Mike and it so happened that we’d heard from two three of the women who’d fed us when we arrived that he was a cruel man. Out of the hearing of guards, they’d told us that he expected any girl who took his fancy to come to his shelter and take his dick, and he didn’t take it well if any woman tried to say no. The women took a risk telling us that, seeing how shadowspeakers were often close to the high people, but Mary had a reputation for being honest, and I guess they hoped she’d say something in her show about how high men should behave, seeing as shadowspeakers always spoke about things that people were doing wrong.

			But Mary didn’t speak about it in the show. She spoke about how she admired the Edgefolk, and she picked out a few of their lower people for a telling-off – there was a young woman who slipped with more than one man, a man who held back from giving his share to the guards, an old woman who, so it was said, had told her granddaughters the Secret Story – but she said nothing at all about the guard leader who, so it seemed to me, had behaved much worse than any of them.

			‘Mary,’ I said to her later, when we were riding on to another cluster, and the guards were too far ahead of us to hear, ‘can I ask you about something I’ve noticed? How come when you speak to people about the bad things they do, you only ever pick on low people? High people do bad things too, don’t they? That Leader Mike isn’t the only one. And surely Gela doesn’t like high men who behave like that any more than she likes low ones?’

			Mary laughed. It was a special loud bright laugh that she used – or so it seemed to me – when I said something that was kind of smart, but at the same time kind of showed up the things that I still didn’t understand. There was a little bit of annoyance in it, I could tell, but then it wasn’t really surprising that she’d sometimes be irritated by my slowness, or cross with me for questioning what she did.

			‘You do have sharp eyes, Angie, and you’re quite right too. Often high people do the worst things. Of course they do, because there’s no one there to stop them. And Gela cries for them, she really does, but at the same time she tells me to be careful, because if I criticize them they may send me away from their ground, and then I won’t be able to help anyone there at all. It worries me and it worries our Mother, but of course it’s the high people themselves who lose out in the end.’

			She was sitting in front of me on our buck, but now she looked round and took one of my hands in hers.

			‘Don’t ever think I’m on the side of the high people against the low ones, Angie, because you couldn’t be more wrong! Really you couldn’t! Gela cares most about the people whose life is the hardest: low people, women, batfaces, clawfeet.’

			I smiled and nodded. I was reassured. It kind of made sense what she said, and I accepted that she understood these things much better than me. And, like I said before, no one could accuse Mary of not believing in what she did.
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			After we’d been round the clusters of Rockway Edge, we turned alpway again and made our way slowly back towards Veeklehouse by another path, down through middle of Wide Forest, once again zigzagging back and forth to take in as many clusters as possible.

			One of the clusters was called Hot Pools, because it was near to a place where water came bubbling up from Underworld into strange yellow pools that were boiling hot, so that the people who lived there could cook their meat without even needing to make a fire: they’d just wrap it up tight in a special greased skin and lower it into the water on a string. These pools had no life or light in them at all, apart from a kind of wobbling jelly that grew round their edges and, with no wavyweed growing in them, they were only lit by the trees round them. Yet they seemed to have a life of their own, bubbling and roaring and pouring out clouds of warm steam that rose up to the black sky with a strange, slightly rotten smell, like nothing I’d ever smelled before.

			Hot Pools was a sad sad place when we arrived. Just two wakings before, a little girl, two three years old, had wandered off and fallen into one of those boiling pools. Of course, when the people heard her scream, it was already too late, and by the time they’d managed to fish her, or most of her, out of the boiling water with sticks and hooks tied to strings, her poor little body was already cooked and falling apart, not a child any more, or a human being, but just a mess of flesh and hair and bones. Although I didn’t know back then, as I do now, what it was like to lose your own child, I did have some idea how this must have felt for the twenty thirty people who lived at Hot Pools, because I could remember how it had been back on Knee Tree Grounds when someone drowned, or (as happened to my friend Starlight’s mother when we were little children) was taken by the spearfishes that, once in a while, would wander in from the deeper water and grab people who were cutting bark or gathering waternuts. It’s like the whole world has been poisoned when something like that happens. Nothing means anything any more, and you hate and hate this miserable dark dark Eden where people should never have come.

			Mary decided straight away not to put on one of her usual shows. She just sat down in middle of the cluster, with her arm round the mum of the little girl – the woman was scarcely more than a kid herself – and talked to the Hot Pools people like a friend. She told them how Mother Gela never let go, however bad things were. She told them how that little girl’s shadow had flown to Earth and come alive again, as alive as she’d ever been. She told them Gela would look after that little girl, and dry her tears, and make her forget those few dreadful heartbeats between her fall into the boiling water and her death.

			‘This whole world is a story,’ Mary told them. ‘And just like in any story, everything has a purpose, even the sad things. Everything’s connected to everything else. It really is, my dears. As long as you keep your heart open to our Mother, you will be holding a string that stretches off into the future, on and on, through times and places you can’t yet see, some of them happy but many of them sad, until at last it reaches your true home, where bad things won’t happen any more and the happiness is there for good. Remember that. Of course it won’t take away your sadness now, but it will remind you that sadness doesn’t go on forever. Hold onto that string, however bad things are, and there will always be a way back home at the end for all of Gela’s true children.’

			Judging by their faces, they didn’t fully understand what she meant but they could tell that Mary believed it completely and they could see, as I’d seen myself when I went to that show of hers on Knee Tree Grounds, that she was smart and strong and brave, and had driven out all the weak little doubts and fears that most of us have inside ourselves. And so they believed her, or believed her enough at any rate to get some sort of comfort from her words, some sort of sense that the world did still have some point even if they couldn’t quite understand it themselves.

			Again and again, I saw Mary do that for people: bind the world together again for them when it had broken apart, give them something to hold onto when things were empty and pointless and cruel, lay out for them, like she said, a kind of string to hold onto. It wouldn’t change how things were right now, it wouldn’t take away their pain, but it led to a far off place where the pain would be taken away.

			It’s no good pretending that I didn’t sometimes have doubts about the things that Mary said and did. Well, how could I not, when I’d grown up with people who thought the whole shadowspeaker thing was a trick to fool people? But again and again, when I had those doubts, I’d see her helping people, like she helped the people at Hot Pools, and the doubts would just blow away. Doubts were a kind of weakness, that was all.

			‘When your stomach is sick,’ Mary would sometimes say, ‘the sickness seems to fill up the world, and it’s hard to hold in your mind that you’ll soon be well again. When you’re cold, it’s hard to believe you’ll ever be warm. When you’re lonely, you feel like you’ll never have friends. But these things do pass, and so will the sadness of Eden, just as long as you stay strong, and believe in Mother Gela.’
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			By the time we reached Veeklehouse, the better part of a year had gone by since we were last there. It was still only the third time I’d ever visited the place, but I knew from the last time that when you went away from a place, it stored up all the feelings you had when you were there before, and gave them back to you again when you returned, all at once, all wrapped up together. And they were lonely feelings that Veeklehouse had been keeping for me, not just from the first time when Starlight left me there, and all the excitement we’d shared about going there had all turned to grief, but from that time a year ago, when I’d got that news of Starlight and then had no one to share it with. Here was the shame I’d felt about not being truthful with Mary. Here was anger at Mary – I’d hardly noticed it at the time, but here it was – for not being the kind of person I could just talk to about Starlight, without it being all complicated and hard. And here was doubt and worry too, about whether I’d done the right thing to leave my home and give up all my family and friends for the sake of this one single person who I was afraid to share things with that I’d happily have shared with anyone on Knee Tree Grounds.

			Mary was tired tired from travelling, and from a long string of shows with hardly a break between them, and she lay down for a rest. Straight away I hurried to the cliff as I’d done last time. I knew I’d never tell Mary where I’d been or why – she’d have seen no good reason for talking to Johnfolk, unless I was trying to persuade them to come back to True Family – and I felt badly about that, but I went anyway. There was a part of me, it seemed, that just didn’t fit in with how Mary wanted me to be. There were hungers that Mary couldn’t feed, and wouldn’t even recognize as being real.

			I soon found some traders over from New Earth, and I got talking to one of their paddle-men. He had clawfeet, like my Dave, but his arms were thick and strong. Being a paddle-man is a good job for someone who can barely walk.

			‘I used to be friends with a woman called Starlight,’ I said. ‘She crossed the water to New Earth. Last time I was here, one of you blokes told me she was the Ringwearer or something . . .’

			I was looking for the nice warm feeling I got last time from hearing about my friend and seeing how impressed the New Earthers were that I knew her. But, before I’d even finished speaking, I could tell that it wasn’t going to be that way this time round. The clawfoot man was quite friendly at first, but as soon as he understood that I was a friend of Starlight’s he became hostile and harsh.

			‘The False Ringwearer, you mean? The one that came over from here and tried to steal our ring? The one that told wicked lies, with our Mother’s ring on her finger?’

			I was so shocked that at first I just gaped at him, not knowing what to say.

			‘What do you mean wicked lies ?’ I asked at last.

			‘Have you heard of the Secret Story?’

			I did my best to look like I hadn’t.

			‘Well, maybe you don’t have it over here, but it’s a pack of lies that silly women whisper to each other. If they get caught they’re sent straight to the fire, and serve them right. But your Starlight seemed to think she was above all of that. She didn’t just tell a girl or two, like other whisperers do, she shouted it out to whole crowds of people, up and down our ground: men, women, children, everyone who came to see her. But she got what was coming to her in the end. You won’t be seeing your little buddy again, I’m afraid, holeface. No one knows for certain what actually did for her, but she washed up way down alpway from here near Brown River with her lungs full of water and a big old spear hole through her.’

			‘What? Starlight, you mean? You mean she’s—?’

			‘That’s right, holeface, I mean she’s dead. Looks like she had a quarrel with one of her stonehead mates, and either died from the wound or drowned.’ He’d been avoiding looking at me, but now he gave me a little sideways glance to see how I was taking it. He spat and shrugged. ‘I guess it’s hard to hear if she really was your friend, but I’m afraid it served her right, the little slinker.’

			‘But Greenstone—’

			‘That weak fool of a Headman who brought her over? He got what he deserved as well. He should never have been Headman in first place and nor should his dad either. Greenstone ended up in the fire, that’s what happened to him. The big big fire that no one ever comes out of. It’s Headman Dixon in charge now, and quite right too. He’s a good strong man, and a proper Head. And his woman Lucy’s a proper Ringwearer as well.’

			The man stood up, turned his back to me, and hobbled over to talk to a friend of his. He didn’t want anything more to do with a friend of the False Ringwearer.
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			I made my way slowly back to Mary. I felt like my whole body was packed as tightly with tears as a spiketree is packed with boiling sap. And yet I couldn’t talk to Mary about it. She’d have no sympathy with someone who went over to the Johnfolk and wore that ring for them, let alone someone who spread the Secret Story. I remembered how Mary had given comfort to the people at Hot Pools whose little girl had died, how she’d comforted grieving people in little clusters right up and down the Davidfolk Ground, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to give that comfort to me. That wasn’t because she’d want to be unkind to me. It was because Mary knew without any doubt that anyone who’d turned away from Gela’s True Family would never find their way home. Starlight would wander forever through the dark icy forest of the stars.

			‘But perhaps Starlight was bringing the ring back for True Family?’ I whispered to myself. ‘Perhaps in the end she saw what was right, like those people did up at Rockway Edge?’

			But, however hard I tried, I couldn’t persuade myself that this was true. It wasn’t just that Starlight had had no time in the past for shadowspeakers, and had laughed loudly at the stories they told. After all, the same had been true of me. No, it was because I knew Starlight was way too firm and strong to ever change her mind about a thing like that.

			And that was a strange thought, because what was I really saying? Was I saying I only believed this stuff because I was weak?
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			Mary saw I was sad, of course. She’d had a lot of practice of spotting people who were sad or uneasy in themselves, and she was good good at it, even when the people were complete strangers to her.

			‘You’re sad, aren’t you, my dear?’ she said. ‘Coming to Veeklehouse has made you sad sad.’

			I nodded, and then I couldn’t help myself any more and all those tears came pouring out as Mary took me in her arms. But I didn’t tell her about Starlight. I told her instead that coming back to Veeklehouse made me sad because it reminded me of my friends from Knee Tree Grounds who’d been with me when I first came here, and it made me miss my old home and my family.

			‘Of course you miss them, my darling one,’ Mary murmured as she gently rocked me in her arms. ‘Of course you do! And I promise you we’ll go back there to see them. But let’s wait for a while longer, if you can bear it. If you can hold on that long, I’d like to go back there when we’ve done that trip up to Circle Valley, and you’re a shadowspeaker in your own right. And we’re not quite ready for that. You’re learning fast, but you’re still learning, still full of worries and doubts, though I know you’re working hard hard hard at sorting them out. If we do another round of shows in Wide Forest, I reckon when we come back here again we’ll be ready to go up to the Circle. We’ll go across the Dark, and when we come back over, you’ll be a shadowspeaker like me, and we can go over the water to that pretty grounds of yours as two shadowspeakers together.’

			I nodded through my tears, and she reached up and kissed me on my tear-stained cheek, pressing me close against her short solid body.

			‘But that’s only if you can wait that long, my darling,’ Mary asked me. ‘Do you think you can? Do you think you can leave it that long before you see your people in Knee Tree Grounds? If you don’t think so, just say, and we’ll go up there now.’

			‘Let’s go now! ’ I longed to say. Why not now? Why did I have to be a shadowspeaker first? But I felt guilty because I knew I was hiding things from her, I knew I was only telling her a small part of the real reason for my tears. And for that reason alone, knowing I was letting her down and wanting to make up for it, I said the thing that I knew would please her.

			‘Yes, of course, Mary,’ I said. ‘Of course I can wait.’



	

			Fifteen

			Davidstand was taut and jangling with fear. All of that big square space between the L-shaped pool and the L-shaped fence was packed with people who’d come, like us, from poolside. They were crammed in under the trees between the shelters of the people who normally lived there, some of them with eyes screwed up, trying to sleep, some talking together in tense low voices, some hunched over fires as they cooked up slinkers and bats and ants and whatever other scraps they’d been able to find to eat. They eyed us warily as we came through. Who were we? Where did we come from? What had we seen? Why had we chosen to come here when each new arrival just made things harder for them?

			The first place we tried to stop, a bunch of Davidstand men came over with big sticks in their hands and told us we couldn’t stay there, it was their ground. So much for the Davidfolk being one big Family. The exact same thing happened the second time round, just as Kate and Clare had finally managed to get a fire going. Tom and Davidson picked up their spears and began to growl that they’d been guards here for years, and deserved some respect, but Clare and Kate pulled them away from the Davidstand men. We abandoned our fire and found yet another patch of ground, right under the fence, to put down our babies and our loads, hand out small bits of dried meat to our kids to chew on, unpack our bucks, and start the business of firelighting all over again with those little pots of embers that had to be gently gently coaxed into glowing and smouldering again before they would make flames. All round us other small fires were crackling under the trees, and other low tense worried voices were asking the same questions that we asked ourselves: What were we going to eat? How far away were the Johnfolk? Where would we go when our meat ran out?

			When my kids were as settled as they could be, I walked over to some people nearby. They told me they’d come from near David Water, a fishing cluster on poolside, some distance down alpway from Veeklehouse, where I’d been a couple of times with Mary. The Johnfolk had attacked there too, it seemed, as well as Veeklehouse. Twenty boats, they said, had grounded there. Last they’d seen of David Water was the smoke rising from their burning shelters.

			‘And the worst part is that Strongheart doesn’t know about it!’ one of them said, a clawfoot woman about the same age as Clare.

			‘He doesn’t know ?’

			‘He doesn’t know about any of this at all. He’s not here.’

			Gela’s heart, that was a big shock. I felt sick and empty inside. All of us had imagined Strongheart and his sons here in Davidstand, figuring out how to drive the Johnfolk back into the Pool. We’d talked about it on our long walk over here. We’d comforted ourselves with the thought that, even as we trudged along, our Head Guard was working out how to get us back home again. We’d told one another, over and over, that the place we were going was the one place, more than any other, that Strongheart would keep safe.

			‘He’s gone to the four hundredth Virsry at Circle Valley,’ the woman told me, watching my face with that funny pleasure people take in giving bad news. ‘He was long gone by the time we arrived here. Guards have been sent after them, of course, on fast fast bucks, but they can’t possibly have reached them yet.’

			Strongheart had taken Leader Mehmet and Leader Hunter with him as well, she told me, his first and third sons. They’d be on their bucks now, up on Snowy Dark, making their way to Circle Valley to join Strongheart’s second son, Leader Harry, who was guard leader up there and was getting things ready for the Virsry. So it wasn’t just Strongheart who didn’t know. All four of the highest men in the Davidfolk Ground knew nothing at all about the Johnfolk attacking us.

			A whole crowd of people had gone with them, so the woman had heard. The four hundredth Virsry was a big big thing, and, for the first time ever, the Headman of Brown River and the Head Woman of Half Sky had been invited to come to it. Strongheart had taken his two newest shelterwomen, Jane and Flowerlight – Jane was pregnant, and Flowerlight had a small baby – and Mehmet and Hunter had each brought one of their women, along with about thirty helpers and forty of the guards that we’d been thinking would be here to protect us.

			‘They went off as happy as anything, apparently,’ the woman said, ‘with horns blowing and drums thumping. The high women chucked out handfuls of stumpcandy for the kids to run after. The high men chucked out trading sticks. And all the while those ringmen were coming towards us across the Pool.’

			I dreaded bringing this news back to the others so much that I put it off for a bit by walking to see what other news I could gather. It was a strange thing. I’d been brought up on the Grounds to think of Strongheart as a cruel man who would willingly do for people if they so much as questioned him or criticized him or stood in his way. And he really was. Even the Michael’s Place people, and the folk I talked to when I was in Veeklehouse, would complain about how much stuff he took from them and how little he let them keep, even though they were Davidfolk. ‘Those high people are all the same,’ they’d say, ‘they just look after themselves.’ And yet still, in a time like this, we all looked to Strongheart to protect us, like he was some kind of kind wise granddad, and we were little kids.

			More little fires, more scared exhausted faces. Guards were riding about on bucks, trying to look important but not really knowing what to do. Davidstand people were frightened that all these strangers from poolside would try and take what was theirs, and so their men clutched sticks and spears and glared out at us from their solid shelters whenever we went too near to them. Poolside people were worried that the Davidstand folk would throw them out, and so their men clutched sticks and spears too, daring the Davidstand men to even think about it. And everyone, from Davidstand or poolside, worried that no one was in charge, no one was telling them what was happening, or what was being done, or what they were supposed to do.

			When I spoke to other poolside people, I heard stories about the Johnfolk. We’d been lucky lucky it seemed. The ringmen hadn’t been as kind with others as they’d been with us. One time, in a cluster near David Water, a bunch of them had caught some guards trying to sneak up on them, and tied them to spiketrees to scream and burn. And when a woman in the cluster had run forwards to untie them – she was the granny of one of the guards – they’d pulled off her wrap and tied her to a tree as well. In another cluster, just alpway of Veeklehouse, the people had foolishly refused to bow down to the Johnfolk, and the New Earthers had done for everyone they could get their hands on, cutting the throats of oldies and little kids with their long cruel metal knives. And in not just one but many clusters the ringmen had gathered everyone together and made them watch while they pissed and crapped over their precious circles of stones, and then danced in middle, where no one was supposed to go except high people and shadowspeakers, lifting up their fakeskin wraps to show their arses and their dicks.

			‘So what’s our plan?’ Clare asked, when I got back to the others. 

			I hadn’t passed on all the stories I heard – Candy had run to me and climbed into my arms as soon as she saw me, and Fox was right beside me, listening listening listening – but I’d told her that Strongheart and his sons were up on the Dark, heading for the Virsry at Circle Valley, and that they were going to meet the high people from Brown River and Half Sky.

			‘We’re not going to find any food round here,’ my Dave fretted, tugging anxiously at his straggly grey beard. ‘And now it looks like we won’t be safe from the ringmen here either.’

			‘The guards will still fight, won’t they,’ said Clare’s sister Kate, ‘even if Strongheart isn’t here? Maybe they’ll feed us too?’

			‘Don’t think there’s much chance of that,’ said Kate’s man, Davidson. ‘They’ve got a fight on. They need the food for themselves.’

			‘So what are we going to do then?’ asked Little Harry. (We called him that because he was tall tall tall.)

			We all looked at Tom. He was our cluster head, after all, even if he didn’t know any better than anyone else what was happening, or what our options were.

			Tom passed the stump of his right wrist over his mouth. He gave a little sideways glance at Clare in that funny furtive way he had, half-hoping she’d make a suggestion, half-warning her not to. But Clare’s face told him nothing at all.

			‘Well . . .’ he began, and then hesitated. ‘Well, I reckon we should go on to Circle Valley.’

			It was the obvious choice. Where else was there to go? But Kate was appalled.

			‘What? Take our kids across the Dark? No way! There’s snow there, and ice, and big white leopards that sneak up and eat people. You can’t even see them coming!’

			‘I’ve been across it before,’ I told her. ‘It’s different these ­wakings from how it used to be. The guards have put up big poles in the snow to show the way across.’

			‘Yes,’ said Tom, who’d been there too when he was a guard. ‘And so many people go back and forth that the path is clear to see anyway, even without the poles, except when there’s been a new fall of snow. There are even little shelters every few miles, with guards on watch, and fires.’

			‘That’s true,’ said Davidson, who’d also been there as a guard, ‘but it’s still as cold as it ever was, and cold like that will do for you if you’re not prepared for it.’

			‘We’ve got some woollybuck skins,’ Clare said. ‘We can make some bodywraps and headwraps and footwraps. I know how. I made them for Tom when he was a guard. We just need some grease for the footwraps.’

			‘What about snowleopards?’ asked Trueheart, who’d been standing on the edge of this talk between the grownups, not quite part of it, but not quite outside of it with the kids either. She came to stand beside me. She had a cut in the corner of her mouth where her dad had hit, a big dark bruise round her left eye, and an ugly weal on her arm, with the skin split open along most of its length.

			 ‘Honestly, Trueheart,’ I said, ‘they’re hardly any danger.’ As I spoke I was aware of my Fox’s big scared eyes, waiting desperately to be told why he should not be scared of snowleopards. Gela’s heart, if only it was just snowleopards he had to fear, I thought, and not ringmen with metal knives and heads full of hate. ‘I never saw even one leopard when I crossed with Mary. She’d been that way many times herself and she told me she’d never seen one once.’

			‘Yes, they keep out of people’s way these wakings,’ Tom said, ‘now there are men up there who trap them and hunt them for their—’

			‘And anyway, they’re afraid of loud noises, aren’t they, Mum?’ Fox interrupted in that funny false shouting voice he put on when he wanted to show he wasn’t scared. ‘If I see one, I’ll just chase it away!’

			‘Okay.’ Kate frowned. ‘So the leopards don’t do for us, and nor does the cold. But suppose we get to Circle Valley, and then the Johnfolk follow us there as well? They wanted the Veekle. Won’t they want the Circle too?’

			‘John didn’t like the Circle, though, did he?’ began Dave. ‘He destroyed it, remember, and Lucy Lu had to—’

			‘Oh Gela’s heart,’ muttered Trueheart, ‘not more old stories.’

			No matter how often her dad hit her, she would not give up.

			‘Perhaps we should wait here for the Johnfolk,’ Little Harry said. No one had yet spoken that thought among us, though I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who’d had it before. Yes, the ringmen had been cruel, but wasn’t that only to people who tried to stand up to them? ‘Or even go back to Michael’s Place and accept that Headmanson Luke as our new leader. They can’t do for all of us, can they? And at least we’d have enough to eat.’

			Several people had tried to interrupt him angrily while he was still speaking, and now they began talking all at once.

			‘Have you gone mad, Harry?’ shouted Davidson. ‘Have you ­forgotten we’re Davidfolk?’

			‘No way!’ growled Tom. ‘No way will I ever live among ring-stealers!’

			‘Yes, and didn’t you hear what the ringmen did at David Water?’ demanded Kate. ‘Men, women, newhairs, kids . . . That woman just over there told me she’d heard they chucked babies in the air for a game, and caught them on the end of their spears.’

			Oh well done, Kate, I thought, as Fox and Candy turned to me in terror. That was a smart smart thing to say!

			Squatting on the ground in the background, Flame gave a little gasp and clutched baby Suzie against her tiny breasts. She never spoke when the whole family was together. The older women always talked over her, and she’d learned that if she ever did manage to get a word in, they’d just pour scorn on what she said.

			‘And they’re cruel to low people,’ Davidson said. ‘They’re cruel even to their own low people. I spoke to one of their paddle-men once, when he’d had too much badjuice. He said the low people over there have to dig for metal all waking long in little holes deep under the ground, too small to stand up in or even to sit up straight. You need big big fires, apparently, to burn the metal out of the rock, so they cut down all the trees, all the trees in a whole valley, until the only light and warmth comes from fires and lamps. It’s almost as dark and cold in the clusters round those holes, this bloke told me, as it is up in the ice and snow, but they still have to live there when they’re not underground, never seeing proper treelight from one waking to the next.’

			‘I bet those are just stories,’ muttered Trueheart, but so quietly that only I could hear. ‘I bet they say things like that about us as well.’

			‘We’re going to Circle Valley,’ Tom decided. ‘Not now, but in a couple of wakings, when we’ve have time to make ourselves some warm bodywraps.’

			‘Quite right, Tom,’ Davidson said. ‘It’s the only way we can go. And if the Johnfolk do follow us over there, I’ve heard there’s a path over the Dark on the other side of Circle Valley too, over the Blue Mountains, to Half Sky.’

			Tom snorted. No one ever mentioned Half Sky in Michael’s Place without one or other of the men snorting like that and making some kind of joke. I knew hardly anything about the place, but I’d heard you got there by going down to Brown River, and then paddling up the river itself right through middle of Snowy Dark and round the other side. Only other thing I really knew about it was that it was Tina Spiketree who first took people there, about the time that Jeff and his followers came out to Knee Tree Grounds, and for the same reason: to try and get away from the fight between the Davidfolk and Johnfolk. Sometimes you heard the Half Sky people spoken of as the Tinafolk. Not that people spoke much of them at all.

			‘What?’ said Tom. ‘To the Women’s Ground? To let women boss me round? You must be joking! No way would I—’

			 ‘They have Head Women and Headmen both, from what I’ve heard,’ Clare said, ‘and a Council that has men and women in equal numbers. And anyway, if it’s such a stupid useless place, how come Strongheart himself has invited their high people to the four hundredth Virsry?’

			But Tom took no notice of that. ‘No way am I ever going to live in a Women’s Ground,’ he repeated firmly, glancing half-angrily and half-guiltily, first at Clare, and then at Trueheart, daring them to argue.

			‘Me neither!’ said his brother, my Dave. ‘We get bossed round by women way too much already if you ask me.’

			‘Okay, okay,’ Clare soothed them. ‘But if we don’t like their ground, we could find our own place over there. There’s lots of space, so I’ve been told. There’s a whole big forest on far side of the Dark that’s every bit as big as Wide Forest. We could find ourselves a new Michael’s Place, with no high people there to tell us what to do. Whether men or women.’

			Flame giggled, that poor lonely girl. She might be Tom’s second shelterwoman but she was squatting there on the ground behind the rest of the grownups, almost like she was just another kid. ‘No high people,’ she said. ‘That sounds good to me.’

			‘It does, doesn’t it?’ I came in quickly, mainly to stop one of the other women crushing her as they often did. ‘The trouble with high people is that they think the story is all about them.’

			Tom frowned at me, not quite sure what I meant, but not liking the way this was going. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘that’s something to think about another time. For now, we’re going to Circle Valley.’

			He brightened up a bit. ‘Maybe it’s good that Strongheart is going to meet the guy from Brown River. Those Riverfolk play a clever game, you know. Sometimes they offer their friendship to the other Johnfolk in New Earth, and sometimes they offer it to us Davidfolk. You can’t trust them of course – you can’t trust anyone that follows John – but maybe if Strongheart talks to their head guy, he can persuade him to line up with us and not with New Earth.’

			He gave that snort again. ‘Same for the Women’s Ground, I guess. Whatever we might think of that place, we certainly don’t want the New Earthers getting round there.’



	

			Sixteen

			Me and Mary set out from Veeklehouse and did another big loop, over to Davidstand, and then back to poolside and down alpway again towards the White Streams. In each little cluster Mary would walk out into whatever kind of circle they’d laid out on the ground – it might be six yards wide and made of rocks as big as heads, it might be a little ring of pebbles just big enough for one person to stand in – and speak to however many people were there. She’d sense their mood, pick up the things they were worried about and feared, the things they felt guilty and ashamed about, the things they loved or longed for. She’d let those feelings build inside herself: one woman holding all the hopes and fears of a whole cluster, and then, so she explained to me – and I saw it happen for myself – she let their feelings wake up her own longings and fears until she was so full of all those powerful feelings that she couldn’t hold them inside herself any more and they came bursting out. And that meant everyone could see that what came pouring out of her was real. Everyone could see she wasn’t acting or playing a part, but living out for all of us the way we felt.

			And yet, even though she wasn’t acting, she was riding those feelings skilfully, like some of the kids back on Knee Tree Grounds used to ride the waves that came rolling in from Deep Darkness when a storm was coming, to break on the edge of our little water forest. She would pace about, fall to her knees, stand up again, cry, laugh, and then look into people’s eyes and, without even hesi­tating, boldly tell them what was going on inside of them. Words would pour from her: warnings, bright flashes of truth that ­suddenly came to her, words of comfort, tellings-off, messages of hope. Just as the kids who rode the waves would turn their little bark boats first this way and then that so as to keep the force of each wave behind them as long as possible, so Mary would move quickly from one thing to another, from grief to joy, from one person to the whole group and back to another person, somehow sensing the exact heartbeat when it was time to change. It was wonderful to watch. You couldn’t help but be moved by it. You couldn’t help admiring her smartness and her courage and her skill. And you couldn’t help admiring how much she gave of herself, so that at the end of it, when we’d left the cluster and moved on, she’d be pouring with sweat, trembling, dazed. I just had to hold her sometimes, like you’d hold a child. I had to cook for her. I had to rub her shoulders and her neck to loosen her tense tense muscles. Sometimes I even had to feed her and make her open her mouth to take a drink.

			I liked doing all that for her. I still couldn’t believe that of all the people she could have chosen to look after her, from all across the Davidfolk Ground, she’d picked ordinary old me: batfaced Angie from Knee Tree Grounds. I was proud proud of that, desperate desperate to live up to it, afraid afraid that I wouldn’t. But it was a strange life for me, all the same. The guards that rode with us came and went, changing over whenever we passed from the ground of one guard leader into the ground of another, and there was no one I could grow to know and feel at home with apart from Mary herself. It felt lonely lonely sometimes. I missed my family and my old friends. And sometimes, however much I tried not to, I couldn’t help thinking of my friend Starlight and imagining the horror of her last moments, and it was like someone had shoved a spear through me, and I was writhing round on the tip of it, with no one anywhere to help me. But I still loved Mary, I still respected her, I still admired how hard she worked to hear what Mother Gela wanted to say and pass on her messages to the Davidfolk, I still liked how she hugged me and kissed my cheek, and told me I was beautiful and smart.

			And yet I held things back from her. I didn’t tell her I’d heard the Secret Story. I didn’t tell her about Starlight and what she’d done. I didn’t tell her I was proud of Starlight for becoming the Ringwearer of New Earth, even if that did mean wearing the stolen ring. I didn’t tell her that I even felt proud of her for speaking the words of the Secret Story out loud. (How brave that had been, when the Johnfolk hated those words every bit as much as the Davidfolk, and you could be thrown into a fire for saying them!) I didn’t tell her about Starlight’s death, or about how I grieved for her.

			I was often angry with myself for not telling her these things. I often told myself I was a coward, and that I was a fool to myself. I told myself I should trust Mary. I reminded myself what she’d said about how, deep down, we always know when we’re doing the wrong thing and always feel relieved when we do the right thing, however scary it might be. I even told myself that holding these things back from her was like holding them back from Mother Gela herself. 

			‘Of course you feel lonely,’ I whispered to myself when I was alone, ‘if you can’t even share things with your closest friend.’ But I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her. I was afraid that if I did, she’d ask things of me that I didn’t know how to give. And then she’d think less of me, and maybe decide I wasn’t good enough after all to be a shadowspeaker like her, or not even good enough to be her helper.

			The worst of it was that she kept praising me for my honesty.

			‘I’ve had helpers before,’ she’d tell me, ‘but never one like you. The others just wanted to learn shadowspeaking like it was some kind of trick, a bunch of things you had to remember to do in the right order, like building a shelter, or cooking a sweetbat with candy, or making a string for a bow. But you know it’s nothing like that, don’t you? That’s why you ask questions, isn’t it? That’s why you tell me your doubts and your worries about what I do. Because you know it’s not about doing this thing or that thing, it’s about opening yourself up completely.’

			I’d smile and nod, and tell her I did know that, and that I admired her courage for doing it so well, and she’d grab my hand and pull me towards her so she could look straight into my eyes.

			‘But you’re like that too, Angie!’ she’d say. ‘That’s what I keep telling you. You open yourself up as well. I spotted that straight away, as soon as I saw you. I saw you’d be more than a helper. I saw you could be my friend, my sister, my equal.’
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			We went right down to the White Streams this time, right to the edge of the Brown River Ground. There are many many shallow streams there, running side by side, joining each other and then branching away again. They run over beds of round white stones, with whitelantern trees hanging over them and making their whiteness shine up at the black black sky. All round is stony ground with white cliffs, and strange-shaped lumps of white glittery rock that stick up from forest, and here and there are dark dark patches, some of them half a mile wide, where this hard rock completely covers the ground without so much of a crack in it for trees to push through from Underworld, so there’s no light at all, like that place called Night that Mary spoke about.

			It’s a long journey for the people down there to get to the rest of the Davidfolk Ground, but it’s easy easy for them to go back and forth across those shallow streams to the Brown River Ground on the other side. So the Davidfolk cross the streams to trade with the people of the Brown River Ground – the people down there always just call them the Riverfolk – and the Riverfolk come back over and trade with them. In fact some of the Riverfolk have come to live among the Davidfolk, and some of the Davidfolk have moved the other way, and they all wear the same kind of wraps, and talk with the same kind of speech, so that I couldn’t tell one from another.

			But of course the Riverfolk people were Johnfolk. It was true they were different from the Johnfolk across the Pool. It was true that they’d been separated from those other Johnfolk for such a long time that their speech sounded more like Davidfolk speech than like the speech of New Earth, and it was true that they had their own Headman and their own stories, which were sometimes more like the Davidfolk stories than they were like the New Earthers’. But still they were Johnfolk. Their stories still said that John was the good guy in the Breakup, and Great David the bad guy, and that Gela was on the side of John, and led him to the ring.

			‘These people down here get muddled up sometimes,’ Mary told me. ‘They truly think of themselves as good Davidfolk, and they are at heart, I know. They’re good good people. But living alongside Riverfolk all the time, they get muddled up and sometimes they tell stories that really come from John, without even knowing it. Part of our job here is to set them straight.’

			To confuse things even more, there were a lot of Hiding People down there as well, people who’d slipped away into forest long ago, to keep out of the way of guards and ringmen, always on the move, hunting and scavenging among the shining trees without any clusters of their own. Mary said Hiding People was a good name for them. They were hiding away from the world, ‘a bit like those Kneefolk of yours on their little grounds.’ But, whether or not they were hiding from the world, when there were no guards round, the Hiding People came into the White Streams clusters to trade, just as the Riverfolk did, and brought in their own stories about giant bats and leopardmen to mingle with the others.

			None of this stopped the White Streams folk from loving Mary’s shows, though. Just like the Edgefolk up at Harry’s Rest, they were excited excited to have her there. They shouted and cried, they fell to their knees, they raised their hands up to the black sky and thanked Mother Gela for bringing us to them, tears streaming down their faces. There was no doubt they loved Gela and wanted to hear from her, even though, when it came to the True Story, they had it all wrong in so many different ways.

			One time, when we’d done a show right next to one of those white white streams, an old woman came up to Mary afterwards and asked her if Mother Gela would make her go to Earth when she died, even if she didn’t want to go.

			‘Only I’d prefer it if my shadow could stay here,’ she said, ‘in some quiet place by the White Streams where it’s peaceful, and I can stay near my family.’

			‘Earth is peaceful, my dear,’ Mary told her. ‘It’s our true home. It’s the place where all our troubles end.’

			‘Well, that’s not what I’ve heard,’ the old woman said. Her whole face was covered with wrinkles so deep that you couldn’t see right down into them, and her breasts were like two little empty skin bags that have been soaked in water for way too long and then left out to dry. ‘What about all those stories about trouble on Earth? Like the story of the white and black people, for instance. You know that one? About how the white people tied the black people up with ropes and made them work like they were bucks? Or the one about Hurter the Germ Man and how he killed the Juice People. They say he took their leader Jeez and hung him up from a—’

			‘My dear,’ Mary gently interrupted, reaching out and touching the woman on the back of her spotty old hand. ‘Those are stories from Earth, it’s true, but they’re only meant for fun. They’re just silly stories for telling to children. I mean, white people and black people! Think about it. Have you ever seen anyone that was either white or black?’

			The old woman considered this. ‘But don’t they say our Mother had black skin?’ she asked.

			Mary smiled. ‘Her skin was dark, and Tommy’s was light. But that doesn’t mean that she was black like the sky or that he was white like these stones, and it doesn’t mean there were two different kinds of people. I mean, look . . .’ Mary held her arm against the old woman’s. ‘My skin is a bit lighter than yours, and Angie’s here is darker. But you get that everywhere, don’t you? The same as you get people with different colour eyes and hair. My eyes are grey, look, and yours and Angie’s are brown. Everyone’s different, but that doesn’t mean there were ever black people and white people living apart from one another!’

			She gave the old woman a friendly, teasing prod. ‘What an idea! Next you’ll be telling me there are green people and blue people!’

			The woman giggled at that. Mary had shown her how she’d got the story wrong, but done it without shaming her or making her feel small or bad.

			‘You’re so good at that,’ I told her afterwards when it was just the two of us again beside our fire, the guards a little way off through the trees. ‘You’re so angry with people sometimes, but then with someone like that you’re kind kind. You always seem to know which way will work best.’

			‘I only get angry with people if they ought to know better,’ Mary said. ‘I get angry if they know quite well what Gela wants from them but pretend they don’t. But I can’t blame people if they’ve been told the wrong stories and just don’t understand. They’re doing their best with what they’ve got, the same as you and me.’

			‘But how can you tell whether someone knows but pretends they don’t, or whether it’s just that they don’t understand?’

			‘It’s just practice, Angie, practice and hard work. You’ll be just as good at it as I am one waking, or most likely even better. I’m so looking forward to that. I’m so looking forward to you and me being shadowspeakers together, talking about our work, trying together to understand the mind of our Mother.’
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			I don’t know why, but I clearly remember that when we lay down to sleep that waking, I couldn’t settle. I just couldn’t stop myself from thinking about the people I used to know at Knee Tree Grounds and how far they were away from me, and I missed them so much I ached inside.

			A tubeslinker stuck its head out of the airhole of the whitelantern tree above me. There were two bats hunting for flutterbyes round the tree’s lanterns, and the slinker watched them as they dived and swooped. As it watched the bats, the slinker swayed from side to side, following their movements. And then suddenly one of the bats came too near and it sprung outwards. Two three feet of thin bony body came shooting out of that hole as it grabbed the bat in its jaws and held it tight. The bat thrashed about with its wings and waved its little arms about, but none of that stopped the slinker from dragging it back down into the hot sticky darkness inside the tree, crushing its wings as they were tugged inside the hole.
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			Eventually we came back to Veeklehouse again, my fourth visit this time, about a year on from the third. As she always did after a journey, Mary lay down for a rest and, once again, I walked over to the cliff. That’s how it is, I’ve noticed, when you come back to a place where you’ve been before. Unless you make an effort to avoid it, you find yourself doing the exact same things you did last time you were there.

			I went back to the cliff, but I wasn’t looking for New Earthers this time. What would be the point of finding New Earthers to hear them mock my old friend, and laugh about her death? But since that time by the White Streams when I couldn’t sleep, I’d been missing my home a lot. I knew it was going to be a long time yet before we went back there, but I thought that if I could at least have some news of Knee Tree Grounds, it would make the place feel a bit closer again. So instead of trying to find New Earth paddle-men, I sought out the Davidfolk paddle-men, the ones who took the traders from Veeklehouse up and down poolside to places like Rockway Edge, and David Water, and Brown River.

			I must have spoken to twenty men on the ledge under the cliff where the boats were, but most of them hadn’t even heard of Knee Tree Grounds, and the few that had heard of it had never been there. I knew I’d been away from Mary too long – she’d be waking up now, wondering where I was, and wanting me to help her get ready for her show – but I just couldn’t bring myself to go back to her without having some news, so I kept on asking, until at last I did find a bloke who knew something.

			‘Knee Tree Grounds?’ he said. He was an old guy with a long white beard. ‘You’re one of the people that used to live there, are you? I wondered what happened to you all.’

			‘What do you mean to us all ? They’re all still there apart from me!’

			‘They aren’t, you know. You can see the remains of shelters, and the stones and ashes where the main fire used to be, and some writing on a tree. But the people have all gone.’ He chuckled. ‘I can’t read myself but apparently the writing says: “We’re really here”, which is kind of funny when you think about it, seeing as there’s no one there at all, unless you count all those fatbucks lying round on the sand. That’s why I went there, in fact: to do for fatbucks and melt them down. These Veeklehouse lamps are always hungry. You wouldn’t believe the amount of buckfat that’s needed just to keep them all burning. Just as we were paddling out of the place, I remember, another bunch of guys came over to cut bark from those funny trees that bend over in middle. But apart from them, we didn’t see anyone at all. There are a few guards over there, but they have their own camp they’ve made out on the peckway edge of the water forest. My boss paddled out to them with a couple of guys just to let them know who we were, but the rest of us didn’t see them whole time we were there. Well, they’re there to watch out for Johnfolk coming across Deep Darkness, aren’t they? There wouldn’t be much point in them sitting on the sand with the fatbucks, because you can’t see anything with those big droopy trees in the water all round you. The guards have built a little grounds of their own out there out of sand and wood, my boss said, where they can look straight out towards Deep Darkness, and watch and wait. Of course, they’ve got a fast boat waiting ready all the—’

			‘Where have the people gone?’

			‘No one knows. I thought you’d—’

			‘Do you think someone has done for them?’

			‘I don’t think it’s that. The guards told my boss that they all just went, just disappeared for some reason, not telling anyone where they were going.’
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			Well, there was just one good thing about hearing that my home was no longer there, and that my mum and brothers and sisters and friends had all gone off somewhere where I might never find them. There was just one single good thing. At least this time I could tell Mary all about it, and not have to keep it a secret inside my head.

			Mary was kind kind of course. She’d been about to put on a show, but now she told the Veeklehouse guards that it couldn’t go ahead for another waking and they should send the people away. And then she held me curled up against her while I cried and cried.

			‘Mother Gela is watching you, remember,’ she said, ‘and she’s watching all your old friends too. Never forget that. Just because they turned their backs on Gela doesn’t mean she loves them any less. She’s a mother, isn’t she? And what mother loves her children less just because they’re naughty and run away from her? You need to trust Gela, my dearest. When you trust her, that’s when she can help you. Trust her, and I promise you she won’t let you down.’

			‘Please forgive me for saying this, Mary,’ I said, ‘but I can’t see Mother Gela, and I can’t touch her. But I could touch those people, I could talk to them, I could see their faces.’

			‘I understand, dear one,’ said Mary, still holding me close to her and gently gently rocking me. ‘Of course I understand. We all need people we can touch.’

			For a moment I felt grateful with Mary for understanding that we needed real people more than her precious Gela, but then I felt angry with her instead. It was all well and good her being nice and understanding now, but if she hadn’t insisted that I stay away from the Grounds until I was a shadowspeaker, I would have gone there much sooner, and I might have got there in time to learn what the Kneefolk’s plans were, and why they were leaving, and where it was they were all going to.

			I didn’t speak my anger out loud and if Mary had noticed any change in me at all, it would have been me suddenly tensing for a moment in her arms, arching my back away from her touch. But I quickly realized it wasn’t really fair to blame Mary and pushed the anger out of my mind. She couldn’t have known that the Kneefolk were suddenly going to leave a place where they’d lived for over two hundred years, any more than I could have done. And she hadn’t really insisted that I didn’t go back yet, either. She’d just suggested it. She’d just given it as her opinion that it might be better to wait, and asked me if I’d agreed. She’d even offered to go there sooner if I couldn’t wait, and I knew quite well that she’d have done just that if I’d asked her. The only reason I hadn’t asked her was that I’d been feeling guilty about things I hadn’t told her.

			‘It just makes me feel so alone,’ I told her. ‘It makes me feel I’m all alone in Eden.’

			‘You’re really not, you know. You have me here with you, for one thing, and you know I love you. And you have our Mother, the best person there is to have on your side, even if you can’t yet touch her, watching every moment of every waking and every sleep.’ I’d relaxed in her arms again now, and she bent over to kiss me on my head.

			‘I’m glad I’ve got you, Mary,’ I told her, ‘I really am, but it seems you’re all I have now.’

			‘Well, you’re all I have too, you know, Angie, apart from our Mother. My mum and dad are dead, and I never see the friends I used to have when I was kid. Not that I was ever that good at making friends. I always knew I was going to be a shadowspeaker, even when I was little, and the other kids thought that was weird. My mum thought so too, actually. She kept telling me that I should let my dad find a man for me, like the other girls. People were talking about me, she said, and making her look bad, people were saying I wasn’t a proper girl at all. My dad was proud of me, though, and I do miss him. He was . . .’

			It was strange to think of Mary as a child somehow, Mary with a mum and a dad.

			She gave a little laugh. ‘I’m sorry, dear. I don’t know why I’m going on about my people when you’re sad about yours! I guess I just wanted to show you that I do know something about how you feel, and that I’m not so different from you. I’m so so sorry we didn’t go back to see your people sooner, Angie. If I’d had any idea this was going to happen, I promise you I wouldn’t have asked you to wait.’

			‘I know that, Mary.’

			‘I reckon you’ll find them one waking anyway,’ she said. ‘The good part about being with me is that we travel all over. We’re sure to hear some news of your people somewhere. And of course when you’re a shadowspeaker yourself, everyone will know your name, right across the Davidfolk Ground, and so your people will hear news of you as well. And you’ll be closer to Gela too, you’ll be able to hear her voice better, and then she’ll help you too.’

			I nodded, wiping the tears from my eyes.

			‘It’s time to go to Circle Valley, isn’t it?’ said Mary. ‘I’m sure you’re ready now. It’s hard to say this, dear, but suffering is part of it. We need to know what it is to suffer. It teaches us how to help people from sad sad Eden to get back to our Mother on Earth.’



	

			Seventeen

			When the Michael’s Place people left Davidstand again, our bucks were carrying even more stuff than when we’d arrived because we’d loaded them up with our new, hastily made wraps tied up in rolls. There were bodywraps, headwraps with holes for eyes and mouth, footwraps with three layers of skin and grease to keep the snow from soaking through, big ones for the grownups and little ones for the kids. We hadn’t had enough skins with us to make them all, but I’d managed to get a few more as a trade for some metal cubes that I’d carried with me ever since I left Knee Tree Grounds. (They’d been a present from Greenstone to the Kneefolk when he took Starlight away with him across the Pool.) No one in Davidstand would give food in exchange for anything – they knew they’d need it themselves – but people were happy enough to trade their heavy buckskins for things that were easier to hide and lighter to carry.

			The path soon began to climb, though the slopes ahead of us were still warm and shining and covered in trees. We were all afraid of crossing the Dark and we didn’t talk much. Whatever I might have said to try and calm the fears of the others, I knew how dangerous it was up there. Sometimes the snow fell so heavily that you couldn’t see through it, or cloud came right down from the sky and wrapped the mountains up in a mist so thick you could hold out your hand in front of you and not be able to make it out. Poles stuck in the snow weren’t much use if you couldn’t see them, and nor were guards’ fires. People often got lost when when the mist was like that and were never found again; experienced people who knew the Dark well, never mind folk like us. And of course it was in those times when the path was hidden by snow or cloud that the snow­leopards still felt safe enough to come back down from their hiding places up in the high cold places where people had never been, and hunt for human meat. In normal times, few people crossed the Dark without a guide, even if they’d crossed it before. But darkguides now were asking for more sticks than we Michael’s Place people had ever had.

			Not that we were the only ones taking the risk. Each time we came round one of the folds of the mountain and the view opened out, we saw people ahead and behind who’d also decided the risks were worth taking, and were trudging slowly upwards through forest. The Dark might be dangerous, but it wasn’t as if Davidstand was safe. There were already groups of Johnfolk down there, on their fast, blue-skinned bucks, who were sneaking right up to the outside bank of the L-shaped pool and shooting arrows over the water.

			‘I’m really worried, Angie,’ said Dave, clutching little Metty in his arms as he bumped and jolted along the stony path on Ugly’s back. ‘Look at all those people ahead and behind! Circle Valley’s going to be packed. There wasn’t enough to eat in Davidstand, but what are we all going to eat up there? The Valley can’t feed itself even in the best of times. They have to bring food over from Wide Forest.’

			‘Dave, there’s no point in—’

			‘Watch out!’ somebody yelled. A couple of stones came rolling down the slope that we were skirting round. And then two three bucks came into view, scrambling straight downhill and towards us, fast fast, with men on their backs in metal masks.

			‘Quick, Dave! Get out of their way!’

			Those of us near the front ran or rode or stumbled ahead. Those at the rear turned and hurried back, so that the Johnfolk could cross the path and carry on straight down the slope, as we hoped they wanted to do, without having to get mixed up with us.

			We were lucky, I guess. The ringmen did carry straight on. I guess they weren’t interested in a bunch of low people like us – what use to them were women and kids and guys who were too old to fight in the guards? – but as they passed through one of them put an arrow on his bow. Turning his empty metal face towards the half of our group that were out in front, he shot it among us. And then, without waiting to see whether he had hit anyone or not, he went crashing on down the slope with the others, giving an excited whoop as he disappeared under the shining trees. We heard a starbird screeching as it blundered off through the branches. And then we heard a terrible scream that came, not from forest, but from right up close.

			‘Suzie! ’

			It was Flame, that thin little girl that Tom had got with trading sticks to be his second shelterwoman. Clare always refused to speak to her and, out of loyalty to Clare, none of the other women had really befriended her either, but right now it was impossible to ignore her. She was standing there screaming and screaming with her little baby clutched in her arms, and the child was pouring with blood.

			Clare got to her first.

			‘Hey, hey,’ she soothed, taking Suzie from Flame and laying her gently on the ground. ‘It’s not so bad. It’s not so bad. She’s been lucky, look. The arrow just grazed her shoulder. We just need to stop the bleeding and she’ll be fine.’

			I had a little bit of fakeskin that I carried for things like this – it’s much better than buckskin – so I knelt beside the little screaming child and pressed it firmly against the wound.

			‘There, you see.’ Clare seemed to have forgotten for a moment that she was angry with Flame, and she put one arm round the shoulder of Tom’s other shelterwoman. Truth was, Flame was younger than five six of Clare’s own kids. ‘She’ll be fine, look, she’ll be fine. Angie will stop that bleeding and she’ll be fine.’

			Tom was boiling over with rage. He looked round him to find Trueheart.

			‘So what do you say to that, eh?’ he demanded of her. ‘What do you say about your friends the Johnfolk now? That’s your little sister there, in case you’d forgotten! That little child there that couldn’t harm anyone! What kind of man shoots an arrow at a tiny baby?’

			Trueheart turned away from him and wouldn’t answer, though her eyes were shining with angry tears. She was standing under a whitelantern tree, and you could still just see the fading bruise next to one eye from that last time he’d beaten her.
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			We stopped to sleep less than halfway up, and then it was another whole waking after that before we reached the place where the trees started to get thinner and smaller, so that the light was much dimmer and the air much cooler than it was down in Wide Forest. There were monkeys up there, those weird creatures that have six arms sticking out from their body in all directions, with hands on the end of each, so it’s hard to say sometimes which is top or bottom, or which is front or back. We’d seen them sometimes in cages in Veeklehouse but this was the first time most of our group had ever seen one moving freely. We managed to shoot a couple of them to cook over the fire we made, after much puffing and blowing, with the embers we’d brought with us from Davidstand.

			Starry Swirl shone down cold and bright as we munched the tough green meat, without a proper forest to steal away its light. Another bunch of people came past us as we were eating and pushed on towards the Dark. We called out to ask them where they came from and why they’d left, and they told us they were from a place in forest called Tomsneck, halfway between Nob Head and Davidstand. They told us that New Earthers had grounded at Nob Head too, as well as at Veeklehouse and David Water. I thought about Nob Head and how we used to visit it when we were kids, with its high cliff and its little circle of stones, and the batfaced trader in bowls and pots called Met who always used to give us a bit of stumpcandy.

			Again we rested up for a few hours, and then began to climb once more. The air was getting much colder now – or at least it seemed cold then: it was nothing compared to what lay ahead – so we put on those bodywraps and headwraps and footwraps. This took a while, because the little kids didn’t like them and some of them kicked and screamed to stop us from wrapping them. Metty managed to tear his bodywrap with his kicking and struggling, so I had to mend it, and Candy kept pulling off her headwrap: ‘I don’t want it, Mum. It stinks! It makes me feel sick!’ When we finally set off again, we didn’t look like people any more, but strange furry creatures, strange even to themselves, that walked on their back legs and smelled of wet fur and sour stale meat.

			We had nine bucks, all told, but only one of them was a woollybuck with a headlantern to give us light. It belonged to Tom, and he led it out in front with two of his boys beside him. Dave followed behind his brother on his buck with Candy and Metty. (Our Ugly was a smoothbuck, of course. It didn’t like the cold. It kept snuffling and spluttering with its mouth feelers and trying to turn round and go back down.) I walked further back with Trueheart and Clare, while Flame rode another buck next to Clare, holding little Suzie tightly in her arms. Clare seemed to have decided to be nice to her, at least for the moment. We were all worried worried about the nasty cut that arrow had made on Suzie’s shoulder, although we tried to tell Flame that it would be alright. It wasn’t just a graze, whatever Clare had said. That metal arrow had made a deep cut as it passed, and there was a redness round it that we didn’t like, though there was nothing we could do about it except wait and hope. Flame whispered to a little wooden doll of Mother Gela that her mum had given her when she first came to our cluster. It was the kind you could get for three four sticks in Veeklehouse, carved, so the traders always said, from wood that came from Circle Clearing.

			Time came when the trees were barely taller than a man, and stood forty fifty feet apart from each other. There were no bats and flutterbyes any more, and the ground was mostly stones. It was almost dark but not quite. Here and there we could just make out a monkey or two squatted on the ground, turning over the stones in search of bugs. The place was quiet quiet, without a proper forest pulsing away round us, but from every side came the tinkling trickly sound of the little cold streams that brought water down from the big snowslugs above us, joining together into bigger and bigger streams as they tumbled towards Wide Forest below. We saw pale blotches round us in the dimness here and there, and realized that they were patches of snow.

			We came to a big square rock that had been set up beside the path. It had writing on it, letters that had been scratched deeply into its surface with a leopardtooth knife or piece of blackglass, and then stained with red dye. I couldn’t read – all letters were just marks to me except for the ones in my name – but I’d been this way before and I already knew what these ones said, even before Trueheart had read them aloud. They said: ‘DAVID’S PATH’.

			‘Funny, isn’t it?’ said Trueheart, or rather the furry creature said it that spoke with Trueheart’s voice. ‘We call it David’s Path, yet it was John Redlantern who first found it.’

			And that was weird because I’d said the same thing last time I’d come this way. I’d been with Mary, of course. It had been some eight years before, when I was only five years or so older than Trueheart was now. I’d changed since then, so many things had changed, but the stone looked just the same now as it did then, exactly the same, almost as if the time in between had never really happened. The darkguide had read out the words to us, and straight away I’d turned to Mary and said exactly the same thing as Trueheart had just said now.

			It was the same place, the same stone, the same feeling of dread at the thought of snowleopards and getting lost, and at the thought of wakings of coldness and darkness ahead. And this time, just as last time, there was a young batfaced woman to speak those same words. It felt to me as if two separate streams of time had somehow come together and were flowing in a single bed.

			‘Hey! Look round!’ said Clare suddenly, and we turned and saw far far below us the hundred thousand lights of Wide Forest, stretching away alpway and rockway, to our left and right, and peckway ahead of us, until they met the soft soft glow of Worldpool.



	

			Eighteen

			There were five of us altogether back then, the darkguide, two guards and me and Mary. The guide and the guards all rode their own woollybucks. Me and Mary shared the same big smoothbuck, with a woollybuck skin draped over it to keep it warm. She was riding in front.

			‘It’s funny when you think about it,’ I said, ‘that it’s called David’s Path, yet it was John Redlantern who first found it.’

			Mary was silent for some time. She was silent for so long, in fact, that when she did finally speak, I assumed at first she was talking about something completely different.

			‘A bunch of people were walking through forest,’ she said, ‘heading for a pool to have a swim. They were all sorts – grownups, kids, newhairs, oldies – and because of the oldies with them, and the clawfeet and the little kids, they were moving slowly slowly. But one young newhair boy grew bored of going slow. “I want to see the pool now,” he complained. “Why can’t we walk faster?” The grownups scolded him. “Be patient,” they said. “Think about the ones who can’t walk as fast as you.” But the boy didn’t listen and ran on ahead, ignoring their shouts. Well, of course, when they’d seen him get away with it, a bunch of other kids decided to run on ahead as well. And soon as they all reached the pool, they dived straight in without bothering to wait for the grownups, even though some of the kids couldn’t swim too well. If the grownups had been there, they’d have told those silly newhairs to be careful, and been there to help if there was a problem, but there weren’t any grownups. The poor swimmers dived in with the other kids, and a couple of them got caught in the wavyweed and drowned.’

			She turned round and looked at me.

			‘So what do you reckon, Angie? Should that pool be named after the silly boy who ran on ahead and got those kids drowned? He was the first one there, after all.’

			‘No, of course not. They were all going there. He just ran on ahead.’

			‘Do you know who first told that story?’

			I told her I’d never heard it before.

			‘That story was told by Wise Mehmet, way back when this stone was first set up, two hundred years ago. It was a few years after Great David died. David’s son Harry had asked Mehmet to set up the poles and the guard fires that mark the way across the Dark between Wide Forest and Circle Valley, and when he’d finished doing that, Mehmet came here and put up this stone. As you know, Wise Mehmet himself was one of the group of silly kids who followed John – he was called Mehmet Batwing then – but, unlike most of the others, he had the sense to realize he’d made a mistake and he came back to David. He made up that story about the pool and the swim as his way of explaining what John had done wrong. Okay, John didn’t drown anyone, as far as I know, but there’s no doubt that many people died, thanks to him, who would have lived otherwise.’

			‘But what happened back then with John wasn’t quite the same as the story, was it? It wasn’t as if everyone agreed it was a good idea to try and cross the Dark, and John was just rushing ahead. Everyone told him it was a bad idea. In fact he was told he mustn’t even talk about it.’

			Again Mary turned to look at me.

			‘How do you know he was told that, dearest? It was – what? – two hundred forty years ago, near enough, and you weren’t there!’

			‘No, but I thought that . . .’

			But of course, I didn’t know. There was no way I could know what really happened all those years ago. I just felt like I knew because I’d been brought up with a certain story about those times, a story that Jeff and his followers had told their kids long ago, and their kids had passed on to us through the generations. And of course Jeff was one of the ones who’d chosen to go with John. He wouldn’t be likely to say that it had all been a silly mistake. There really was no reason why his version should be any truer than Mehmet’s.

[image: ]

			‘Are you angry with me, Mary?’ I asked her later, after we’d been riding in silence for some time.

			The last tree had been left behind us now, and the only light came from the headlanterns of the four woollybucks, lighting up the strange furry forms of the guide and the two guards.

			‘Why would I be angry with you, sweetheart?’

			‘For asking why this is called David’s Path?’

			Mary gave that loud bright laugh. ‘No of course not, darling. I like the way you ask questions. That’s good in a shadowspeaker. We have to work with people who don’t understand the True Story and help them understand it. Remember those Hiding People and their giant bat woman? Remember that sweet old woman by the White Streams with her children’s stories about Earth? We need to think of all the questions that people might ask and wonder about, and learn to answer them without getting upset.’
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			She liked the way I asked questions: Mary said that again later on when we were in Circle Valley, the first time I went into the Circle by myself to listen for the voice of Gela. ‘Let your mind go quiet,’ she said, ‘and then ask questions. You’re good at asking questions, after all! You know how much I like that. Ask questions and listen for our Mother’s answer. And, whatever you do, don’t go worrying about whether you’re good enough, because that will just get in your way. You are good enough, Angie, remember that! I know you are, and what’s more I know for certain that Mother Gela thinks the same.’

			There was a fug coming on. The air was warm and wet, and the cloud had come down from the sky and was seeping through the trees. I walked into the Circle. How strange! How scary! To walk by myself into the Circle of Stones, where so few were allowed to go. I walked to the five stones in middle that are supposed to remind us of Tommy and Gela and the Three Companions who died in the Veekle: Michael, Dixon and Mehmet. I stood there and looked out. The fug made the edge of the clearing look blurry. Mary was waiting out there, near to one of the guards who are always there watching the Circle, but they were both like blobs of darkness in the mist. All the lanterns on the trees were blurry too, with rings of light round each of them, white or pink or blue. It was only close to me that things were clear. Each one of the white stones in the circle that surrounded me was separate and solid, and inside the Circle I could see every grain of dirt on the ground.

			I squatted down. It was quiet and still. The fug seemed to muffle sound as well as light, and there were no flutterbyes round the lanterns as there would be normally, and no bats to hunt them. The trees were still going, of course, they never stop – hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph – and I could hear voices and other sounds from the cluster round us beyond the trees, but they seemed far far away from me, like they were in another world. Only inside the Circle seemed completely real, and even that was a weird kind of real that felt more like a dream than ordinary waking life.

			I squatted down there by the stones in middle and tried to settle my mind as Mary had told me to do, and not to fill up my head with worry. It wasn’t easy to do. Mary had said she knew I was good enough, but there were things that Mary didn’t know. I hadn’t told her I knew the Secret Story or who I heard it from. I hadn’t told her that my own best friend had gone over to the Johnfolk and put on the stolen ring. I hadn’t told her that, no matter how I tried, I couldn’t help feeling proud of that, even though poor Starlight had ended up dead, which sort of proved that what she’d done was bad. Mary didn’t know these things and she loved me and wanted to think the best of me, so of course she believed I was good and pure. But Gela would know better. She could see into the hearts of all her children and would know all of my secrets, and all of my doubts.

			I remembered that Mary had told me to ask her questions.

			‘Mother,’ I whispered. ‘My mum and my brothers and my sisters. Are they alive? Are they well?’

			I waited and listened. I listened for a long time, but there was no answer. All I could hear was the pulsing trees, and the sounds of people out there somewhere in the fug.

			But I’m listening to the wrong kind of thing, I said to myself, wiping the sweat from my face. Gela’s voice wasn’t going to be a sound out there like the hmmmph hmmmph hmmmphing of the trees, it was going to be inside my own head, like a voice in a dream. So I tried to shut out all the sounds that came from the world beyond my skin, and concentrate on the sounds inside me. But all I could hear was the racing of my thoughts, and my own blood pounding in my ears, like there was another tiny forest inside my head: a tiny forest, hot and fuggy like forest outside, but with no one living in it but me.

			I could still see Mary out there, or at least I could still see the blurred shape in the fug that I knew was Mary, patiently waiting for me to hear what she could already hear herself. ‘I so look forward to when we’re both shadowspeakers together,’ she often said, ‘and can talk between ourselves about our Mother and what she wants for us. It’s lonely doing this on your own, it really is. Everyone is a bit scared of us shadowspeakers. No one wants to come close, and no one really understands what it’s like for us.’

			I’m going to let her down, I thought. After all her patience and all she’s done for me, I’m going to let her down!

			But then I told myself firmly to stop all this. It was just worry and fretfulness, and Mary had particularly said there was no point in that, and that it would only get in the way. So I pushed thoughts of Mary and whether I was good enough out of my mind and tried again to hear our Mother. Still nothing came. Still there was nothing at all beyond my own thoughts, my own pulse, and the sounds coming in from outside.

			I wondered if my question was too selfish? After all, Mother Gela didn’t speak to shadowspeakers for their own benefit, she spoke to them so they could pass on her messages to all her children. I must try again with another question that wasn’t about me.

			‘Mother,’ I began again, ‘what should I do so as to be able to help your daughter Mary as best as I possibly can?’

			Tell her everything, of course, came the thought straight away. Don’t hold things back from her. Tell her everything and accept whatever it is she has to say. Why even ask the question, when you already know what to do?

			I was just pushing this thought to one side when it struck me that maybe this was my answer, that maybe this was Gela speaking to me right now? That was a scary scary moment, but it quickly passed. This couldn’t be Gela, I decided almost at once. Whether or not they were right, these weren’t new thoughts. I had this same conversation with myself every waking. And this wasn’t a new voice either. It was just the same soundless muttering that went on inside me all the time. It was just me, talking to myself. Maybe I should pay more attention to it, but not now, not when I was trying to hear our Mother.

			‘Mother,’ I tried again, ‘I’m not even sure what I should ask you. I want to be a good daughter to you, though. I really do. Please could you just tell me what you want from me?’

			Nothing came back. I waited and waited, trying to persuade myself that this thought or that was different from normal, but each time I really knew that wasn’t true. These were just thoughts, ordinary thoughts, just like the ones that went through my mind every waking. Eventually I stood up and walked out of the Circle and back to Mary.

			‘I’m sorry, Mary,’ I said, looking into that big square face of hers, full of passion, full of certainty, full of trust and confidence in me. ‘I know I’ve let you down and I’ve let our Mother down, but I can’t hear anything at all.’

			‘Oh darling, darling.’ Mary laughed and threw her arms round me. ‘You’re so hard on yourself. It takes time, of course it does. I couldn’t hear her at first either.’

			I pressed her against me, sobbing with relief as I felt her warm solid body, all sticky with fug just like my own.



	

			Nineteen

			Nothing but ice and darkness. People say that all Eden was like this once, before the trees came up to the surface: a huge frozen ball of ice. But there was fire deep down in Underworld, the same fire that sometimes comes bursting out from volcanoes. In hot caves deep down near the fire, rock twisted itself into strange new shapes as a lanternflower will writhe and twist if you hold it in a flame. Some of the new shapes that came from that twisting were the first trees. They only grew far underground at the beginning, but then they began to climb up to the surface, melting the ice with their hot hot sap as they reached out into the air. The lowest parts of Eden’s surface filled with water and became Worldpool, and the trees that grew there became the shining watertrees that I used to see beneath me when we went out on the bright water from Knee Tree Grounds, their soft branches waving back and forth. Middle parts of Eden were opened up to the air as the ice melted and flowed down to the Pool, and so the trees there became forest, lit up by their lanterns, and filled with the constant sound of the muscles pumping inside their trunks, bringing up the heat that kept the ice at bay. But in the highest parts of Eden, the parts that were closest to the cold black sky, the ice never melted, and light never came.

			We trudged through the snow, warmed ourselves beside the little fires at the guard camps, and trudged on again in the little pool of light from the headlantern of our only woollybuck. Outside that pool was darkness, but in the distance there were other little patches of light, ahead of us and behind us, with little shadowy groups of human figures inside them. Like a necklace of glowing white beads laid out over the dark ground, these patches of light wound their way along the side of a mountain and up to a crossing place ahead of us where there glowed a single red bead of fire.

			I walked up beside Ugly to check the two little kids were okay, and found both of them asleep in their father’s arms, far away from all of this, at least for a little while. Dave himself stared out miserably over their heads at the mud and the snow and the darkness. Fox was walking up in front beside the woollybuck with his uncle Tom, who sometimes liked to tell him stories about his time in the guards.

			‘I’m really not sure this was a good idea,’ Dave muttered. ‘We’re already cold cold and there’s a long way to go. Plus, I don’t care what you and Tom said about snowleopards, they’re still up here. What chance would we have against them if one came?’

			‘I’m sure we’ll be fine,’ I said with a little sigh. ‘Try and keep cheerful for the kids, eh?’

			Because he was riding on the buck, he wasn’t really aware of the biggest danger we faced, which was that our footwraps would fall apart or get soaked through. That’s how people got the black burn. Your toes and feet got so cold that they died and turned black, rotting away while they were still on you. You had to cut them off if you were going to have any chance of living, or the black rot would spread right through you. My footwraps were already worryingly wet, and so were Fox’s. And we had only a little bit of buckskin left to make new ones.

			But I didn’t say anything about that to Dave, just moved away again, and walked on ahead through the muddy snow of David’s Path. Dave was hard to be with when things were difficult. Even back in Michael’s Place, he worried worried worried. Even down there in forest, with the warmth and light of the trees all round him, Dave behaved like he was up here in the Dark, with danger all round him. That’s why he always looked half-starved. It wasn’t that he ate any less than anyone else. It was just that worry sat inside him like a slinker and stole away the food that should have made him strong.

			I supposed in one way he was right, as well. We were always in danger, even down in forest. Warmth and light and life were such little fragile things, like the necklace of little lights laid out through the blackness in front of us; and darkness and coldness and death were so big and strong. But still, I didn’t like to be with Dave when there was stuff to worry about. He made it worse, and he made me feel angry angry. Darkness was real of course, you couldn’t deny that, but surely we could choose what story we told ourselves about it? Surely there was no need to always tell the story in which the darkness won? After all, it hadn’t won yet, not in all the time people had lived on Eden. Here we were, look, as proof of that, with our wraps and our embers and our bucks, our blood still warm and our hearts still beating, making our way across the Dark.

			Presently Trueheart came up to walk beside me.

			‘Auntie Angie,’ she said, when we’d been trudging along together for a while in silence. ‘You know how you said that high people think they’re in a story that’s all about them, but low people know they’re not? What did you mean by that?’

			However many times her dad beat her for questioning the things she wasn’t supposed to question, however much her mum scolded her for making trouble, however much the other newhairs mocked her – ‘Batfaced and mouthy. Who’s going to want a girl like her for a shelterwoman?’ – Trueheart would not stop trying to understand things, figure things out, make sense of them.

			‘Oh I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I was talking nonsense probably. But I sometimes feel like the high people think we’re here just to help them act out their stories, even if that means us doing for each other and burning down each other’s clusters, and it never seems to occur to them that we might have stories of our own. I mean, Johnfolk wouldn’t be coming across the water at all, if it wasn’t for the old fight between John and David. Yet they were just two guys who somehow managed to draw everyone in Eden into their quarrel.’ I sighed. ‘But then again, who knows? David and John wouldn’t have become high men in first place unless other folk let them, so maybe people needed their stories.’

			An idea came to me then, seemingly from nowhere, that made my heart beat more quickly all of a sudden. I looked round us to see if anyone was near, and found there wasn’t. We were all walking in a long straggly weary line behind Tom and his shining woollybuck up front. Fox was some way back now, having a little ride on a buck with his friend Brightspear and Brightspear’s old granny. There were twenty feet, in front and behind, between the two of us and the next nearest person.

			‘Trueheart,’ I began, my heart now absolutely pounding, ‘there’s something you might like to—’

			But that was far as I got, because right then a bunch of new buck-riders appeared over the ridge in front of us, heading towards us fast. There were twenty of them at least, with spears, and each one was riding a proper woollybuck, so that the ground all round them was white white, and the snow their bucks were throwing up glittered and sparkled like little stars.

			Some of our group began to blunder sideways into the deep soft snow to the side of the path, remembering the Johnfolk who’d come crashing across our path and shot that arrow at poor baby Suzie. Pretty soon they were in up to their thighs. (Tom’s dick, did they want the black burn? That was exactly the way to wreck your footwraps or even lose them!) But of course these men riding towards us were going the wrong way to be ringmen. These were guards, Davidfolk like us, returning from Circle Valley to join the fight down below in Wide Forest and round Davidstand.

			As they came nearer, we saw there were two high men in middle of them, with fancy coloured fakeskin draped over the backs of their bucks. When they were up close to us, one of them pulled off his headwrap to scratch his face, and we saw it was Leader Hunter, Strongheart’s third son, and our own guard leader. At once, whether we were on the path or standing out there in the deep snow, all of us knelt and bowed. The two of them waved in acknowledgement as they hurried past, in that almost lazy way that high people wave to low ones. Then they were gone in their glittery cloud of tiny stars, and we all got busy dragging people out of the snow who had got stuck, and retrieving footwraps that had been pulled off.

			We only found out later that the other high man was Leader Mehmet, Strongheart’s oldest son, and the one who would be Head Guard after him. The two of them and their dad had got right down into Circle Valley and had been making their way across it when the news reached them about the Johnfolk coming from across the Pool. They’d talked it over, the three of them, weighing up the different alternatives, and in the end they decided it was best that Strongheart carried on and went to the four hundredth Virsry, while these two came back to lead the fight.

			Strongheart and his sons had never before invited the heads from Brown River and Half Sky to come to the Virsry, but they’d done it this time in the hope of building stronger links between the three different lots of people that shared Mainground. And right now, they’d figured, that was more important than ever before. The Riverfolk had always played that game of sometimes leaning to their fellow Johnfolk in New Earth, and sometimes leaning to their neighbours, the Davidfolk, on Mainground. But with the New Earthers attacking our ground, they were going to have to come down on one side or the other, and which side they chose would depend a lot on who they thought would win. And so the most important thing right now – or so Strongheart and his sons decided – was to seem confident and to celebrate the Virsry exactly as planned.
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			‘You were going to say something, Auntie Angie,’ said Trueheart, when we were all finally moving again.

			‘Was I? I’ve quite forgotten if so. It was probably nothing much.’

			But I hadn’t really forgotten and it certainly hadn’t been nothing much. Truth was, I was badly shaken by the thought of what I’d been about to do. For if those high men hadn’t interrupted me, I’d have started telling Trueheart about the Secret Story. Women are just as good as men . . . Having a lot of stuff doesn’t make you more important . . . Don’t trust a man who thinks the story is all about him . . . I’d been about to tell her all of that, along with the story that came with it about how our Mother Gela herself had told it to her daughters and asked them to keep it secret and pass it on to their daughers in turn through the generations.

			How could I have even considered doing that, I asked myself now, when I’d have been giving Trueheart the burden of a secret that she’d have to keep forever, unless she wanted to get me thrown out of Michael’s Place and sent away from my kids and my friends? How could I have put her in the position of making that choice? It wasn’t as if I didn’t have my own daughter to pass it on to if I really had to tell it to someone. And it wasn’t as if I didn’t know that Trueheart hated secrets. For hadn’t she always refused to divide her heart in the way that I’d done with Mary, showing one part of myself but holding another part back? Trueheart was braver than me and more honest with herself. She refused to hide, she refused to pretend to believe something that she didn’t really believe. That was why she kept saying the things she did, however many times her dad hit her. There was no way it would have been fair to have told her the Secret Story, and put her in the position of either wrecking my life, or having to keep a big big secret. I felt myself shaking just at the thought of what I’d been about to do, shaking like I shook once long ago when I was a kid, when I’d slipped and nearly fallen down the high steep cliff at Nob Head.

			And never mind Trueheart, I asked myself, how could I think of passing that story to anyone ? After all, I myself believed, didn’t I, that the Secret Story wasn’t true? I myself believed, didn’t I, that at best it was something from long ago that hadn’t been remembered properly, and that at worst it was a lie? Gela’s heart, I might not be with Mary any more, but I was still one of the Davidfolk! And if I believed in True Family, believed that Gela was still watching over her children, believed that Gela could still reach out to us, why would I want to tell anyone a thing like the Secret Story?

			But, even as I asked myself these questions, I knew quite well why I’d nearly told Trueheart. The things she said and thought were like the Secret Story and for a moment there I’d thought she’d like to know that Gela had been on her side.



	

			Twenty

			After that first time in the Circle, Mary got a good big meal for us from a trader, and took me to a pool she knew of where the water wasn’t too warm, so we could wash away that sweat that clings to you when there’s a fug in forest, and refresh ourselves with a bit of coolness. And then she made me lie down to sleep, sitting beside me and stroking my hair, like a mum or dad does with a little child who’s tired and troubled, and needs help with letting go of wakefulness.

			‘Dear sweet Angie, why do you worry so much? You of all people! Of course Gela will speak to you. Our Mother loves you so much! You’re so pure, Angie, you’re so honest, you’re so careful not to mix up in your mind what you want for yourself with what’s important for everyone. I think of all those times you’ve questioned me – How do we know David was right and John was wrong? How do we know we’re not just saying what the high people want us to say? – and I know you do it because you don’t want to say anything unless you’re sure sure it’s true. That’s exactly what our Mother wants: someone who’ll listen carefully, someone who’ll never confuse their own selfish thoughts with our Mother’s voice from across the stars.’

			She bent down and kissed me on the cheek.

			‘Now get some sleep, my dear, and we’ll try again next waking. Not many speakers get to hear our Mother the first time they try.’

			I slept. I dreamed. I wandered through a forest. Everywhere I looked, there were objects lying on the ground: stones, fruitskins, fallen branches, dead starflowers, broken seedgrinders, buckbones, ratshells, feathers, leopards’ teeth, coloured beads, lumps of stumpcandy, old stone spearheads. I was searching searching but, however hard I tried, I couldn’t remember what I’d been sent to find.
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			‘I want to show you something,’ Mary said, when we’d both woken again.

			We bathed in that pool again, to wash away the sweat of the night, and then she led me along a path into forest beyond the fence of Old Family cluster. The fug still hadn’t lifted. The ground was wet with its moisture, the mist still made rings of colour round the lanterns, and everything further away than twenty thirty feet was a blurry shape that didn’t seem quite real.

			We came to a place where the trees opened out. It was another clearing like the one where the Circle was, but this one wasn’t empty. From one side of it to the other and even under the trees all round it, dark shapes loomed up in the fug like silent, watching creatures, some no higher than my knee, some much taller than I was. Actually, they were simply piles of fist-sized stone. When one of them was near enough, I could see that perfectly well. Yet I still couldn’t quite get the idea out of my head that the other ones, the hundreds of others that I couldn’t clearly see, disappearing into the fug, were something more than that, something alive and listening. Even when we’d walked up to one, touched its stones, felt their hardness and coldness, it still seemed to change back into one of those silent, listening beings when we’d moved on and I looked back at its blurry shape.

			Mary didn’t need to tell me what this place was, because I knew it from stories. I recognized at once that it was Burial Grounds, where everyone who died in Circle Valley was buried, along with high people from across the whole of Davidfolk Ground.

			‘Tom’s dick,’ I said. ‘There must be more dead people here than there are people still alive in Veeklehouse and Davidstand together.’

			‘But this isn’t anything like the true number of dead people,’ Mary said. ‘When no one remembers or cares any more about one of them, they take the stones to use again and bury the bones in a pit. Most people only lie here for a generation, or two at most. There are only a few who never stop being remembered and loved, so that their piles just get bigger and bigger.’

			The biggest pile of all was right in middle, and of course it was the pile that covered the bones of Gela. It was like a little hill, twice as high as me, and Mary and I made it a little bit bigger still by laying two more stones on it that we’d brought down specially from the edge of Snowy Dark. Not far away from it, there was another smaller pile for Tommy, with the words ‘Tommy Schneider: Astronaut’ scratched on a flat stone in front of it. He’d once lain next to Gela, Mary told me, but her pile had grown so big that it had begun to bury his and he’d had to be moved. At far end of the clearing there was another big pile over Great David, which also rose well above my head, though it still wasn’t anything like as big as Gela’s.

			We walked round for a bit and Mary read out some of the names and words scratched on flat stones that were propped in front of the piles. The fug was round and above us, and we could see nothing at all beyond these dark piles that waited there silently in every direction, some of them close and clear, some further away and pale and shadowy. We were in a peaceful little world all on its own that had been set apart for the dead.

			‘This is Wise Mehmet,’ said Mary, stopping in front of a ­middle-sized heap. ‘A lot of people love him, especially in Tall Tree Valley and up at Rockway Edge.’ She bent down to look at the small writing: ‘“Mehmet Batwing,” it says. “He showed the way back to Family.”’ 

			She had a soft spot for Wise Mehmet, and liked to tell people when she got the chance that she was his great-great-great-great-granddaughter. I guess it’s not surprising that Wise Mehmet would be a favourite for a shadowspeaker, whose work was all about finding the ones who’d wandered away and bringing them back again into True Family. 

			‘And look,’ she said. ‘Over here is Strongheart’s dad, Harry.’

			But though there were many dead people from generations ago who were still remembered, Gela’s pile rose high above them all. When we’d walked round all the others, we came back to it, and Mary read out the writing that had been scratched on her flat stone by Gela’s son, First Harry. ‘Angela Young,’ it said. ‘Orbit Police’. Mary took my hand and we both stood quietly looking at that great hill of stones.

			‘You get back the love you give, don’t you?’ she said. ‘You only have to look at the size of this pile compared with all the others to see that our Gela is still pouring out her love, still reaching out to everyone, still making herself heard.’

			She gave my hand a squeeze. ‘And right now, my dearest, she’s reaching out specially to you.’
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			She led me along the side of Longpool, where a couple of jewel bats were out hunting fish in spite of the fug, and back again to Circle Clearing. Mary asked the guard there to keep people out of the way for a while, because I was going back into the Circle and needed quietness. I was more scared this time round than I had been the first time, but Mary told me there was no need to worry, I should relax, I shouldn’t think of this as something I had to work at, I should just let it come.

			I nodded, and she hugged me, and then I made my way out into middle, stepping between the stones into that special place and squatting down once more by the five stones at the centre of the Circle.

			Round me the fug was thickening once more. At first the edge of the clearing was blurred, and the lanterns had rings of colour round them, but soon I couldn’t see the lanterns any more, just patches of different-coloured light, and I couldn’t make out the tree trunks at all. I couldn’t see Mary either. Even the stones of the Circle were half-hidden from me, though I was right there in middle of them. I was all by myself and no one could see me.

			‘Mother, are you going to speak to me?’ I whispered.

			There was no answer. Nothing at all. Nothing that wasn’t either my own thoughts or the muffled sounds from the cluster and forest round me.

			Well, of course she doesn’t answer! I suddenly heard myself thinking. She’s dead, isn’t she? I’ve just been where her bones are. She’s just an old skeleton under a heap of stones!

			That was what the Kneefolk thought, after all. That was what we were always taught that Jeff Redlantern had said: Gela was simply a human being called Angela Young, who died a long time ago.

			As soon as I’d had that thought, I felt so ashamed that I felt the red blood rushing into my face. How could I? After seeing that huge pile of stones, that pile of love, bigger even than the pile over Great David himself, how could I come into middle of the Circle, this special special place that was closer to our home on Earth than anywhere in Eden, and think that thought? I’d been so so lucky – most people were never allowed to come here from the moment they were born to the waking they died – and this was how I showed my gratitude!

			I reminded myself what Mary had taught me about the Kneefolk. ‘Well, I suppose at least they’re harmless,’ she’d once said, when we were riding back to Veeklehouse from Rockway Edge. ‘They keep out of the way of the rest of us, I’ll give them that. But they’re overgrown babies really, aren’t they? They’re like silly newhairs who don’t want to grow up. They tell themselves they know everything already when really they know nothing at all. It’s quite funny, when you think about it. All they’ve ever seen is their little bit of sand, and those trees of theirs that bend over in middle, and maybe a few bats and fatbucks, and yet they say there is nothing but this.’

			And she was right. I remembered how ashamed I’d felt that time when me and Starlight and the others went down to Veeklehouse from Knee Tree Grounds. The flamelight, the trading sticks, the traders with all their wonderful things spread out in front of them, the people with bright feathers in their hair, and coloured fakeskin wraps, and batwings dangling from their ears . . . The Davidfolk had done so many things there, had learned so much, had been so busy. And what had we done out on Knee Tree Grounds meanwhile, other than catch fish and gather waternuts, and cut bits of bark from trees?

			‘Mother, please, I’m sorry,’ I whispered to Gela. ‘I know it’s only your bones under those rocks. I know it’s only the old bones you don’t need any more, like an old wrap that’s worn through. I know your shadow flew to Earth, and put on new bones and new flesh and new skin. I know you’re alive. I know you speak to Mary. I know . . .’

			Tears were running down my face, along with the sweat and the moisture from the fug.

			‘Please, Mother, I beg you, speak to me. Just tell me you’re there, and then I’ll be able to reach out to you better, and get to know you, and learn what you want of me.’

			But still there was nothing. I couldn’t hear Gela, I couldn’t feel her presence at all. In fact quite the opposite. Out there in that strange little patch of ground, surrounded by softly glowing fug, Gela’s absence sat beside me like a big cold person-shaped hole.

			There’s no such thing as a shadow that leaves us when we die, Jeff Redlantern had said. We are the shadows. We’re the thin flimsy things that fade away. What carries on after us is the thing that’s always there, deep down inside us: the secret awakeness, the Watcher, looking out of our eyes, as we’d look out through the eyeholes of a buckskin headwrap, or through a mask.

			Gela’s heart, how awful if that was true! One set of eyes, one single being, all alone, picking up one mask after another, putting it on for a while, then throwing it away again to try another.

			I ran out of the Circle.

			‘Mary? Mary? Are you still there?’

			‘Of course I am, dearest, I’m right here.’

			And there she was, her solid shape appearing out of the fug.

			‘I’m so sorry, Mary, but I still can’t hear her, and I don’t dare stay there any more because all kinds of bad thoughts are coming to me. All kinds of bad thoughts and doubts.’

			She didn’t hug me this time, but she took my hands and stood there for a moment looking into my eyes: me and Mary alone there, surrounded by nothing but the softly glowing fug.



	

			Twenty-one

			Once we saw a single tree with shining white flowers, much much taller than the whitelantern trees you see in forest. It was standing by itself at the bottom of a valley of snow, and steam was rising from its airholes towards the stars. It was the only tree we’d seen the whole way across.

			‘That’s the Crying Tree,’ said Tom, and I remembered Mary telling me the same. When John Redlantern’s people came this way, the story went, they’d seen a big bat the size of a child, standing right at the top of it. As the bat looked around and cooled its wings, the way bats do, a long long slinker had come out of one of the tree’s airholes and begun winding up round the trunk towards it. But suddenly, for no reason, John Redlantern had started to shout and cry out, and the bat had heard him and jumped into the air to fly away just before the slinker reached it.

			We had a similar story on Knee Tree Grounds, but our story came from Jeff, while it was Wise Mehmet who told the story to the Davidfolk. Mehmet always said, apparently, that this was the moment when he first properly admitted to himself that he’d been a fool to put his trust in Juicy John.

			We looked down at the tree, alone in its bowl of light, and carried on back into the darkness, baby Suzie’s thin weak cry carrying on all the while.
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			Tom was out front as usual with the woollybuck, and he saw Circle Valley first. ‘There it is!’ he yelled out, and the rest of us hurried to join him, our cold cold feet sloshing in the trampled snow that had been seeping through our footwraps more and more over the last waking, in spite of all their layers of greased skins. We were tired tired, we were cold all the time, and all the grownups had been worrying for miles that the cold would get too much before we reached the warmth of trees again. A couple of our oldies had completely shut themselves down, like they were giving up the fight to stay alive, and getting ready to merge themselves back into the coldness and darkness all round us. Little Suzie’s shoulder was badly swollen now. She was hot hot to the touch, and she kept up a continuous crying for hours and hours, while Flame wept and Clare muttered little gruff reassurances, which she herself didn’t really believe. All of us, including Flame, knew how dangerous the poison fever was.

			But still, we’d made it across. There it was below us, the shining forest, surrounded on every side by the huge black shadows of mountains against the stars. We could even just make out smoke in the distance. Lit by the flames, it rose up from the fires of Old Family cluster, the first home of people on Eden.

			I pulled off my headwrap to get some air. At once the icy coldness hit me. We might be able to see the light of forest down there, but up here it was as cold as ever.

			I’d been in this place before, of course. I’d stood in this exact spot with Mary – ‘There it is, dearest,’ she’d said. ‘Just think! When we come back this way, we’ll be two shadowspeakers together’ – but most of the Michael’s Place people had never seen Circle Valley until now. They’d heard story after story about the place. In stories and songs, and acted out in shows, they’d heard how the Veekle had first come down there and how Tommy and Gela had laid out the stones in Circle Clearing. Over and over, they’d heard how Juicy John threw the stones into a stream, and how Great Lucy, the first shadowspeaker, had found them and put them back. But now the real thing was right in front of them. It wasn’t in a story any more. It didn’t lie on far side of the mountains. It was right in front of them, right there where the smoke was rising.

			Trueheart’s eyes were dry, I noticed, peering out of the holes in her headwrap, but most people’s eyes were shining in the light from our buck’s headlantern. One guy called Big Dixon – he was wide as two of me – pulled off his headwrap so as not to soak it with his tears. All their lives, these people had lived beside circles on the ground that were copies of that Circle down there in forest. Every guard they met had a circle of dots painted on his forehead in memory of it. Each time they went into Veeklehouse they’d seen the traders offering those little bags of dirt, which were supposed to have been scraped up from the ground of Circle Clearing. (‘Only ten sticks,’ the traders would call out, ‘for a whole lifetime of health and good luck!’) In the minds of Davidfolk just to be near that special Circle that they weren’t allowed to step inside was like being a bit nearer to Earth. They might never have been there but the Circle of Stones was still a kind of home.

			That thought brought tears to my eyes too. I’d thought I had a home in Michael’s Place, where we’d looked after ourselves and bothered no one, but now the Johnfolk had driven us from it. I’d thought I’d had a home at Knee Tree Grounds far out in Worldpool, but no one lived there now but fatbucks. I’d even thought I had a kind of home with Mary, but me and her had fallen out. Deep down I longed, like everyone, for a real home that couldn’t be taken away.

			So I cried. But Trueheart still held out against tears. She frowned down at the little lights of all those thousands of trees at the bottom of the great bowl of darkness, and refused to be impressed while her dad Tom pointed out to her the Blue Mountains opposite, the Alps to the right, the Rockies to the left. ‘And of course the bit of the Dark we’ve been crossing is called the Peckham Hills,’ he said, proud of his knowledge and of having been here before. ‘Which is why we say peckway, blueway, rockway and alpway when we’re telling people which direction something is in. It all started here.’

			‘Well, let’s keep moving blueway, then,’ Trueheart said with a shrug, ‘before our feet turn to ice.’

			Ahead and below us we could see the light of the first small trees, shining their coloured light over the rocks and the bare ground that was beginning to appear down there from under the snow. There’d been a little group of people ahead of us for the whole of the last waking. We’d seen the light of their single woollybuck as it made its way round rocks and over the crossing places, up and down, left and right, showing us little pale glimpses of the path we ourselves would soon be treading. Now we glimpsed them briefly again among the trees, until they turned a corner and were out of our sight.

			Still in the darkness ourselves, we began to move, a straggly line of people and bucks heading down a path that woollybucks had made, long long ago, before people came to Eden. Little Metty needed to sleep and Candy wasn’t letting him, so I took my little wriggly daughter in my arms for a while to give Dave a chance to settle him down. My brave Fox walked beside me. He was only seven years old, his feet were cold as anyone’s and he was tired tired tired, but he didn’t complain or cry.

			‘There are lots of monkeys in those trees down there, Foxy,’ I told him. ‘I saw them when I came down this way with Mary. You better keep your eyes open and you might see one.’

			He didn’t react at first, but after trudging along for sixty seventy heartbeats he asked me how many I’d seen.

			‘I’d say nine ten at least.’

			‘That’s not lots,’ he said, and that was the end of that.

			‘I’m cold cold,’ grumbled Candy, still squirming restlessly in my arms. ‘I’m cold cold cold.’

			‘I know, darling, but soon we’ll be down among the trees, and they’ll warm us up again. And perhaps lower down we’ll find a nice warm pool next to a tree root.’

			In front of us, Tom was talking to Trueheart.

			‘When I was in Circle Valley before, it made me proud proud to be one of the people who looked after the Circle and stayed by it, not one of the ones who tried to wreck it and then walked away.’

			‘Yes, Dad, but if you’d happened to have been born in Brown River, or over in New Earth, you’d be telling me now how proud you were of being one of the Johnfolk.’

			Tom stopped in his tracks. ‘What? ’ He just couldn’t understand why she kept coming back at him when he’d shouted at her so often, and beat her so many times. How was he supposed to get some sense into her? Do for her? ‘What are you talking about, girl? How could I ever be proud of being one of the Johnfolk? They took the stones from the Circle and threw them in the water! They broke up Family! They stole Gela’s ring! How could I ever be proud of that? Tom’s neck, Trueheart, how could you think for a moment I could be?’

			‘Do you really think all Johnfolk are mean and bad, Dad? Do you really think they don’t love their kids like you do? Do you think they don’t—?’

			‘They’re attacking us right now, Trueheart! They’ve driven us from our home! They’re doing for our people. Your own brothers are fighting them. How can you—?’

			‘Yes but be fair, Dad, we would have attacked them if we thought we could win, wouldn’t we? In fact we Davidfolk did attack them once, didn’t we? It was the Johnfolk who first found Wide Forest after all, but Great David wouldn’t let them stay there. He came over and pushed them right down to Brown River.’

			Tom pulled off his headwrap. ‘Because they told lies, because they broke up Family, because—’

			‘That’s our story about them, I know, but I bet they have a story about us too, don’t you think? And their own story about themselves? How can we know for sure that our story’s true and not theirs? I mean, we can’t know what really happened all those years ago, can we? All we can know for certain is that everyone born where we come from believes one version of the story, and everyone born across the Pool believes another. In other words, people believe the story they’re brought up with. It’s stupid saying that people believe such-and-such story because they’re good or they’re bad.’

			Tom was quivering with fury.

			‘Are you questioning the True Story? You want to be careful careful, girl, or you could find yourself—’

			Clare came striding down the path.

			‘Leave it, Tom!’ she hissed. ‘I can’t believe you’re arguing now, when your little daughter Suzie there is burning up with poison fever.’

			That stopped him. He turned to go to Flame. But he hadn’t quite finished with Trueheart.

			‘Just remember, girl,’ he threw back at her. ‘Just remember that Suzie would be fine if it wasn’t for that dirty slinker from New Earth, shooting an arrow at her little shoulder.’

			Trudging wearily down the wet zigzag path with Candy heavy heavy in my arms, clambering over cold stones, I thought about what Trueheart had said. Stories were important, that was the part she didn’t understand. They were so important that we told them to ourselves inside our heads, every time we went to sleep. They were how we joined together all the things that happened to us into a shape that made some kind of sense. They were how we made the best of things in this sad, lonely place, where babies can burn up with fever, and enemies can come from across the water, and people can be born with clawfeet and batfaces, and be teased and left out, and can’t do anything about it.

			And the Davidfolk’s story was a good one. It was a story about keeping family together, watching over the Circle, patiently waiting for Earth to come again. It was satisfying and comforting but felt real at the same time, and it had a good ending too, like all proper stories do. The ending was Earth, and the story was about staying together, no matter what, and keeping our way home clear in our minds until we finally got there. The Circle of Stones made us closer to Earth. It was something from the old stories that was still solid and real so we could see it right in front of our eyes. And all those other circles that we made in our clusters, or scratched on the forest floor, or drew in the snow on our way over, they made us closer to the Circle of Stones. So the Davidfolk didn’t just tell their story, they lived in it. They came back every waking to a circle that marked the end of their whole story. And that meant that, however far away from home they might seem to be, they were reminded all the time that it was still there waiting for them, and that it wasn’t so far as it might seem.

			Trueheart wanted to scratch away at the Davidfolk story. She wanted to know if it was really true in the way that it might be true to say: ‘That’s a stone over there,’ or ‘That’s my mum,’ or ‘Last waking there was a fug.’ She wanted to know if it was real like a bat or a tree. She wanted to know what reason there was to think that the Davidfolk’s version of what happened at Breakup was really any truer than the Johnfolk’s.

			But no one else looked at it that way. How can you ask if the story is true or not, if you’re in the story yourself ?
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			At last we’d reached the trees, the small trees that grew at the edge of the snow, casting their light over it, white and pink and blue, and making it glitter. We pulled off our headwraps and bodywraps, and our wet wet footwraps, and with our feet and shoulders bare again, we followed a little stream, already shining with waterweed, that was carrying cold water from the melting ice. Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph went the trees all round us, as we walked in the light of their lanterns. There were already bigger trees ahead of us.

			‘There’s a monkey,’ said Fox, too tired to be excited, but just interested enough to speak.

			We watched it spinning and whirling and wheeling through the warm trees, grabbing branches with whichever of its six hands happened to be in the right place, like it had no sense of which part of it was up and which down, and any way round was fine. Davidson put an arrow on his bow, but it was gone before he’d had a chance to aim.



	

			Twenty-two

			You’re still trying too hard, Angie,’ said Mary, holding onto my hands but not moving to hug me as she’d done the first time. ‘You’re still expecting too much. Our Mother doesn’t shout. She doesn’t wave her arms to get your attention. You need to have trust. You need to trust her, and trust yourself. But that’s enough for this waking. Some people have asked me to do a little show, so we’ll do that now, and then rest and sleep, and then you can come back to the Circle again.’

			I noticed she didn’t tell me not to worry this time, or reassure me that I’d be fine. And I noticed that I didn’t tell her anything about how for a moment there, I’d doubted whether any of this was true. How could I? Mary heard Gela’s voice every waking, she cried for Gela in every show, she begged and pleaded and raged for Gela’s sake. How could I possibly tell her that, even just for a heartbeat, I’d doubted that voice was real?

			We went and did the show. It was in a tiny cluster in forest about two miles out from Old Family and less than twenty people came, but Mary did one of the best shows I’d seen, sobbing, raging, pouring with tears and sweat, with the fug all round and a bunch of frightened low people watching us with their mouths open, and tears and sweat running down their own faces.

			‘Gela loves you,’ she cried out. ‘Gela wants to help you more than anything else in the world. But what do you do in return? How do you show your gratitude? You steal from one another! You hold back from the guards the handovers you owe them for keeping you safe! You think bad thoughts!’

			She walked up to a pretty young woman. ‘You, for example. What’s your name, my dear?’

			‘I’m Gela.’

			‘Gela. You even carry our Mother’s name, but yet look at what goes on in your head! You think angry thoughts. You long for men who aren’t your own. That’s what our Mother tells me. Is she right?’

			The woman lowered her head in shame.

			‘Of course she’s right,’ said Mary, and passed straight on to another woman. ‘You look guilty guilty. Wait! Let me listen. What’s our Mother saying? Is she saying you’re one of those that tell that so-called Secret Story? The story about things Gela’s supposed to have said to her daughters long long ago? Ah, I thought so. You silly silly girl. Why tell that foolish lie, when Mother Gela herself is alive and calling out to you?’

			Many of them were crying now. ‘Yes, you might well weep,’ Mary told them. ‘Because if you don’t reach out to Gela, she won’t be able to reach you either, and you’ll be lost forever. Drifting, drifting, drifting. Shivering, shivering, shivering. All alone forever, all by yourself, in the cold cold blackness between the stars.’

			She stood there, trembling and sweating, as she listened to Mother Gela whispering to her inside her head. ‘Yes, and no starship will ever come from Earth while you act like this. They’ll never come to bring us home. And all our children and our children’s children will have to live their lives out here in dark dark Eden.’

			By now pretty much everyone was crying, thinking about their hard lives here in Eden, and about our lost home, full of light, far beyond our reach across the stars, where the Mother of all of us was born. 

			‘Gela is pleading with me,’ Mary told them, tears running down her own cheeks. ‘Our sweet sweet Mother is pleading with me. She knows what it is to live on Eden and long and long for Earth. “Make them understand, Mary!” she’s begging me. “Please, please make them understand!”’

			She raised her hands to the black black sky, where Earth was hiding somewhere, as everyone knew, in the great cold spiral of Starry Swirl. ‘Oh Mother, Mother, Mother,’ she begged. ‘Please don’t cry! I can’t bear to hear you cry!’ Then she fell to the ground, writhing about and sobbing. Everyone was scared and horrified, but of course they were excited too by being so close to our Mother. Earth might be far away but right in front of them was a woman who was hearing Gela’s voice.

			‘Listen to our Mother,’ she told them. ‘Don’t imagine she’ll come to you with bright lights and fancy wraps. She is our Mother, don’t forget. Her voice will be as ordinary and familiar as your own mother’s. As familiar as the pumping of the trees.’

			She broke off, and for a few heartbeats all we could hear was the sound of the trees round us: hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph.
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			The fug was beginning to clear as we walked back to the cluster again and returned to the shelter where shadowspeakers stayed. Mary didn’t talk much. I felt I was getting on her nerves, and she didn’t seem to want me to hug her and soothe her down as she usually did after a show. I was sure she was disappointed in me, and I feared she might be angry too, but when I asked her she insisted it wasn’t so, reassuring me in a loud bright voice that I’d done nothing wrong at all.

			Back at the shelter, I stirred up the ashes and fed the embers with dry twigs, then cooked up flowercakes and a couple of sweetbats whose meat, I knew, Mary especially liked. She rested for a bit after that – she always needed to settle herself after a show – and then went off for a while to see the guard leader, Harry, Strongheart’s second son, who’d asked to see her. I walked about a bit by myself, but not for long because I wanted to be sure to be there when Mary came back. I couldn’t bear the thought of letting her down, this strong woman who’d chosen me, Angie Redlantern, out of all the hundreds of people who came to her shows in every part of the Davidfolk Ground! She’d always told me she’d seen something in me that was different to anyone else, and I was terrified that she’d change her mind.

			It was some time before she came back, but when she did she was in a more relaxed mood. It often cheered her up like that, I noticed, when one of the high people had asked for her. They wanted her advice sometimes about difficult things, like whether or not the baby of one of their shelterwomen was really their own, and it felt good to her that these important people were interested in what she had to say.

			‘Fug’s almost gone now,’ she said. ‘Good job too. I don’t like it when it gets like that. Get some sleep now, Angie, and we’ll have another go when we wake.’
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			I didn’t sleep so well, but Mary seemed to, snoring away steadily in her corner. (Mary did everything firmly and loudly: even sleep.) When she woke and we came out of the shelter, the fug had cleared completely, Starry Swirl was blazing down, and bats were once again hunting the flutterbyes that flipped and flapped between the lanterns and the airholes of the trees.

			‘This is a good waking for you, Angie,’ she said, as I brought her a flowercake and some dried fish. ‘Everything is lovely and clear.’

			She pulled off a strand of the tough green meat and began to chew on it.

			‘We’ll go to the Circle as soon as we’ve finished eating,’ she said. ‘And let’s see if this time you can get the hang of it.’



	

			Twenty-three

			Circle Valley might be small compared with Wide Forest, but it was still big. The Michael’s Place people took another two long wakings to get down into the Valley and across forest to the big Old Family cluster that sprawled round the Circle itself. When we did finally reach it, the place was strangely quiet.

			‘The Virsry has not long finished,’ explained an old guard who was keeping lookout by the gate in the leopard-fence. ‘Everyone’s been keeping the same wakings and the same sleeps, and now they’re all resting.’

			I’d heard about this before. During a Virsry, when whole Valley came together to hear the Laws and watch the Show, everyone in the Valley had to keep the same wakings, just like people did in small clusters like Knee Tree Grounds or Michael’s Place. That continued for some while afterwards, because everyone felt tired about the same time. But, little by little, different families and groups would begin to follow different rhythms until things went back to how they were in other big places like Veeklehouse or Davidstand where, at any moment, there were always some people sleeping and some waking, some getting up while others were lying down. And then the time would come round again when the three oldest people in the Valley – the ones they just call Oldest – decided that three hundred and sixty-five wakings had gone by (or days as some call them in the Valley) and there’d be another Virsry and the whole thing would start over once more.

			When the old guy and his friends had satisfied himself we were proper Davidfolk, we passed through the gate and found ourselves a place to rest inside the fence in the pink light of a group of redlantern trees. We were tired tired, but for all our worry and grief about what we’d left behind, it was good to be back in treelight, with starflowers shimmering round us, and the hum of life, and warm trunks to rest our backs against. We lit a small cooking fire with the embers we’d brought with us, and heated some of the few flowercakes we hadn’t yet eaten. Flame and Clare bent worriedly over little Suzie. Her whole shoulder was swollen up to double its proper size, and she was still crying weakly all the time.

			‘Should we go and see the Circle before we settle down?’ Kate asked, but everyone was too tired. So we drew our own circle in the dirt like we usually did, as if the real Circle was still far away across the Dark, and sang ‘Come Tree Row’. And then we settled the little kids down – they were all so tired that it didn’t take long – and most of us curled up to sleep.
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			I couldn’t sleep, though. There was just too much going through my head. Coming back to the Valley had stirred up all kinds of restless and painful feelings, on top of the grief and worry of losing our home and leaving behind so many people we knew. Dave was snoring away as usual, so I checked Candy and the boys were sleeping peacefully, spoke for a little while to Flame who was standing and rocking her poor sick baby, then got up and walked back over to the gate, thinking I’d talk to the guards there for a little while. But when I got there, they were busy with three new guards who’d just come in on buckback from over the Dark.

			‘They’ve gone crazy,’ I heard one of these new guys saying. ‘They’re doing for everyone they get their hands on. And—’

			He stopped and looked across at me.

			‘Can we help you?’ asked one of the gate guards.

			‘Who’s gone crazy?’ I asked.

			‘This news isn’t for you,’ said the guard who’d been speaking. ‘This is guard business.’

			‘Do you mean the Johnfolk?’ I pressed him. ‘Have they got Davidstand now?’

			‘I can’t tell you,’ the guard said. The three bucks were in quite a state, their eyes rippling constantly, their mouth feelers wriggling and blowing out green foam. They’d obviously been ridden hard hard. But the guard and his friends jumped back onto them and drove them forwards through the trees so as to give their news to the high men further inside the cluster. ‘You’ll hear soon enough, and you’ve got nothing to worry about here.’

			The Johnfolk in Davidstand, stabbing and burning people we’d only lately been with. I felt sick sick at the thought of it. But of course there was nothing I could do. It was just one more thing to keep me awake. There was no way I was going to be able to sleep now. I decided I’d go over and look at the Circle, the place where my time with Mary had finally ended.

			As I was heading off that way, Trueheart came running after me.

			‘Where are you going, Auntie?’

			‘I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d have a look round.’

			‘I’ll come with you.’

			‘Okay dear, but keep your voice down. Everyone else here is asleep. Those Virsries are pretty tiring, from what I’ve heard.’

			We walked through the shining trees until we came to the shelters in the place called Brooklyn where the high people always stayed. They were solid and square like the ones in Veeklehouse, and the biggest one had guards all round it. Strongheart himself was inside, apparently, and so was Headman Newjohn of Brown River and the Head Woman of Half Sky.

			Right at that moment, in fact, as I’d find out later, Strongheart and his son Harry were busy talking to those two. Those guards I’d seen at the gate had brought bad bad news. The New Earth Johnfolk were winning the fight not only at Davidstand but in many different places across Wide Forest. And suddenly Headman Newjohn in particular was finding he had a lot of power, because Strongheart was desperate to persuade the Riverfolk to come over to his side and not join their fellow Johnfolk from across the Pool. He was offering to give Newjohn more ground, including all those little clusters I’d visited with Mary along the White Streams. He was even offering two of his own daughters to be the Headman’s shelterwomen. But Newjohn, more than anything, wanted to make sure that he backed the winning side, so he was holding back from choosing until there was more news about the fight.
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			I didn’t know about any of that then, though, and I wasn’t much interested in Strongheart’s shelter, because we were near the Circle, and that was completely filling my mind. We only had to cross the bridge over the stream and we’d be in Circle Clearing, and it would be there right in front of us.

			My heart was pounding pounding pounding. Now I was so close I dreaded seeing those stones again. But I needed to see them too, so I went on anyway, and Trueheart followed after. We crossed the bridge and there it was: the big Circle first laid by our Mother and Father, Gela and Tommy, four hundred years ago, with the group of five stones in middle where once I’d squatted down to listen for Gela. It was hard to believe now that someone like me could ever have been in such a place.

			Trueheart stared in silence. Once again, I think, she was trying not to be impressed, but this time she wasn’t succeeding. There were so many stories about this place that it was like a hundred different places all packed together into one single spot. And you could feel the pressure of that, you could feel all those squeezed-in stories straining and bursting out. It was a wonder the clearing could hold them at all.

			‘You can look but you mustn’t touch,’ murmured a guard with a blackglass spear. He was the only other person in sight, and he was another old guy, like the guard at the peckside gate: I guessed the young ones had been sent to fight the Johnfolk. ‘You mustn’t touch and you mustn’t step inside the Circle.’

			I nodded. Only the sons of David could invite people inside the Circle, only them and the shadowspeakers. I’d had my moment there, and it wouldn’t come back.



	

			Twenty-four

			The third time I went into the Circle there was no fug to hide behind. I could clearly see Mary there waiting at the edge of the clearing. I could see the guard. I could see other people moving round through the trees. And I couldn’t pretend that I was in a world apart. I was in Eden, plain ordinary Eden, with its lanterns and its bats and its people. Even the Circle seemed more ordinary than it had done before. It might be a place full of stories, but still, what was it but a bunch of round white stones that you could find any waking in a stream? I remembered how, back on Knee Tree Grounds, I’d been told that these weren’t even the original stones laid here by Tommy and Gela. Everyone knew that John Red­lantern had thrown the whole Circle into the stream, but only the Davidfolk believed that Mother Gela had guided the hands of Lucy Lu, so that she found the exact same stones again, and returned them to the exact same places.

			I squatted down in middle. I closed my eyes.

			‘Please, Mother Gela, if you love me, speak to me, or I will disappoint Mary and lose all the trust she put in me.’

			I waited for a moment, just in case our Mother was going to answer at once, but of course she didn’t. Under the pulsing of the trees, I heard the faint slap and flick of flutterbyes’ wings.

			‘I know I shouldn’t keep secrets from Mary,’ I whispered. ­‘Perhaps you can help me figure out the best way to tell her?’

			That’s easy, I answered myself at once, just as I’d done the first time. Walk over there now and tell her that you have these secrets and you think they might be stopping you from hearing Gela.

			Again I wondered if that thought, so clear and strong, could have been Gela, Gela herself telling me to go and talk to Mary? Perhaps that’s what Gela’s voice was like?

			But no. I’d said the same thing to myself so many times as we travelled up and down the Davidfolk Ground, and there was nothing the slightest bit new about it this time. If it was Gela at all, it was Gela speaking to me as she spoke to all her children, not Gela speaking to me in the way that a shadowspeaker was supposed to hear her.

			But now another thought came to me, one that I’d never had before. Perhaps I should pretend? Perhaps I should go back to Mary and tell her I heard Gela’s voice, tell her it was different this time, tell her I’ve finally understood?

			Mary would be so so pleased with me! She would be happy happy! And then we could be shadowspeakers together!

			I was so relieved that I actually began to stand up to go and do it, but almost straight away I saw how stupid I was being. Didn’t I feel bad enough already about the secrets between me and her? And they were just small secrets. Up to now I hadn’t been lying to Mary, I just hadn’t told her a couple of things about myself. Pretending to hear Gela would be different. That would be a huge lie, and once I’d told it I wouldn’t be able to stop. I’d have to pretend every waking. I’d have to cry and tremble in shows, as if Gela was speaking to me. I’d have to talk with Mary about the things that Gela said, and Gela’s plans for us, and what Gela wanted us to do next. (She’d said so often how much she looked forward to that.) And Mary would look at my face and think she could see me, but what she’d really be seeing would be like one of those little wooden people that they have in Veeklehouse: the ones that talk and dance and seem to be alive, but are really just being moved by someone hiding behind them, who pulls them about with strings and speaks their voices.

			No, there was no other way. I’d have to go back to Mary a third time to tell her that yet again I’d heard nothing at all.
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			She didn’t hug me this time, or take hold of my hands.

			‘Still nothing?’ she asked as she stood up to meet me.

			‘I’m so sorry, Mary.’

			For a little while she just stood there in front of me, her small grey eyes searching my face.

			‘You always have to be better, don’t you, Angie?’ she finally said. ‘You always have to be better than me and better than everyone else.’

			This was so unexpected that my mouth fell open with the sheer surprise of it.

			‘Better? No, Mary, that’s not it! That’s not right at all! I don’t think I’m—’

			‘Always questioning, always poking away at what I say, hinting that you think I’m a fool at best and a liar at worst, but never quite saying it.’

			‘But Mary, you said that—’

			‘Hinting over and over again that I just say what the high people want me to say, but never coming out and telling me straight that’s what you think.’ She put on an ugly spluttery voice, imitating my batface speech as cruelly as any kid had done back on Knee Tree Grounds. ‘“I’m not saying anyfing bad about you, Mawy. I twust you. I juft wondered.” Yeah, right, you just wondered. Do you think I didn’t notice the expression on your face when I came back from Leader Harry? Oh I noticed alright. And I know exactly what you think. You think I trade with the high people, don’t you? You think I trade Gela’s truth for their support.’

			Sweet Mother of Eden, the poison in her voice! Her face was red. Her spit spattered into my face. It was like she’d been storing up every single little angry thought she’d had about me all these last two years, squeezing them tightly tightly together into some small dark space inside herself, and now the whole lot was coming out at once.

			‘No, Mary! I don’t think that. I don’t think that at—’

			‘It’s no good, Angie. I know your tricks now. It’s always the same. You hint and hint at something, and then you insist you didn’t really mean it.’

			‘But you said you liked me asking questions, Mary!’

			She gave a snort and half-turned away from me.

			‘I was a fool. There are honest questions and there are sneaky questions that crawl round inside the truth like a tubeslinker in a tree. I should have noticed the difference. I should have noticed how your questions made me feel inside.’

			She turned back to me.

			‘Do you know why you don’t hear Mother Gela?’

			‘I’m not sure, Mary, but I guess maybe it’s because I—’

			‘Oh, no need to guess, Angie, I’ll tell you why it is. It’s because you’re too good. Nothing is true enough for you unless you can be absolutely certain of it, is it? Good good Angie! Pure pure Angie! You can’t take the risk that you might be wrong!’

			I was sobbing by then. She was my only friend. My only family. She was my mum, my dad, my sister, my brother.

			‘Please, Mary, you don’t—’

			‘I’m finished with you, Angie. I’ve given you two years of my life – two whole years! – and I’m not going to waste any more time on you. But let me tell you one thing before we go our own ways. If you wait to be absolutely certain of a thing before you believe it’s true, you’ll never know anything, you’ll never be with anyone, and you’ll never have a home. That’s how it is with everything in this life, and that’s how it is with Gela. If you want to hear her voice you have to take a risk. You have to be brave enough to take the risk that you might be wrong. You weren’t willing to take that risk in Circle, and now your chance has gone. I just hope that sometime you learn to take it in your own life, or you’ll have no life at all.’

			She wouldn’t talk to me after that. She wouldn’t look at me. She walked away, back to where the guards who’d come over with us from Wide Forest were playing chess in the blue light and warmth of a big spiketree, on a board scratched into the dirt.

			‘When you’re ready, men, I’m set to go. Angie here isn’t coming with us. It seems she’s too good for us. It seems she’s too good even for Mother Gela.’

			And that was it. I tried again to speak to her, but she turned her head and told the guards to keep me away from her.
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			So then I was alone. Really really alone. I was in Circle Valley where I knew nobody. All the rest of the Davidfolk Ground was on far side of the Dark, and I didn’t know anyone there either. The place I came from was ten miles out in the Pool, and there was no one there any more. They’d all left, and I had no idea where they’d gone.

			I had those metal cubes with me that the Kneefolk had given me when I left them. I gave one of them to a trader to let me cross over the Dark with him and his bucks.



	

			Twenty-five

			Well, I’d say it was obvious,’ said Trueheart, as we squatted side by side at the edge of Circle Clearing, pretty much exactly in the same spot where Mary had been waiting for me that third time. ‘I’d say it was obvious obvious. She wanted you to fake it, didn’t she? She wanted you to fake it like she did, and she was angry because you weren’t prepared to do it. It made what she did look bad.’

			‘I don’t think so. You don’t know Mary, Trueheart, but I know she believed in what she did. I’ve got no doubt about that. I was with her two years, remember, and all that time she played the part of a speaker, whether she was doing a show, or whether we were alone. It was all she cared about.’

			Trueheart shrugged, looking at the silent Circle of Stones.

			‘Okay,’ she said. ‘So she believed in that stuff, but in that case, she’d fooled herself. She’d persuaded herself what she heard was Gela’s voice, and now you’d called that into question by hearing nothing. No wonder she was upset.’

			‘Maybe.’ I turned to look at her: strong straight Trueheart with her beautiful shoulders and the ugly hole in middle of her face. ‘Listen, dear, you should be careful about mocking people’s stories. They’re like . . .’ I struggled to find a way of describing the picture that was in my mind. ‘They’re like the paths in forest that stop us from getting lost. They’re . . . They’re like the trunk and branches of a tree.’

			She didn’t answer me. I thought of all the times I’d watched her quarrel with her dad, Tom, and seen him lash out at her with a stick or the shaft of his spear gripped in his one good hand, and how she still refused to shut up, or hide her feelings. And I thought of the things her dad did to me, out in forest, that no one knew about except me and him, and how I told no one, didn’t speak about it even to Tom himself. She was braver than me and, because of that, she saw things in a different way, and maybe she was right as well. But still, I could only say what I thought.

			‘Your dad’s wrong to hit you the way he does, but when you make fun of the True Story, I can understand why people get upset. It’s like you’re covering up the path that will lead them home. It’s like they’re lanternflowers and you’re chopping down the tree that holds them up, and feeds them, and brings them warmth, and connects them to all the other lanterns.’

			‘Tom’s dick, Auntie, I’ve never said there’s no Earth! I’ve never said there’s no Gela! Of course she’s there. I know that for myself. I don’t need bloody shadowspeakers to tell me. You know how sometimes when Dad’s hit me, I have to go out into forest until he’s calmed down? Well, I’m all my own then, aren’t I? Everyone’s angry with me, everyone’s wishing I’d just bloody shut up, and I think to myself, well, what am I anyway? Just a batfaced newhair, who doesn’t know anything, stuck here in bloody old Eden, where no one else knows anything either. And sometimes Gela comes to me then. I feel her near me. I feel I’m not alone. She comes to me like she comes to everyone. What I hate are the stories that say she only comes to some people: only to the Davidfolk, only to the shadowspeakers.’

			We sat there in silence under the trees at the edge of the clearing. The old guard had dozed off, his back against a warm whitelantern trunk. All round us, Old Family cluster slept, except over there in Brooklyn where the high people from the Davidfolk Ground and Brown River and Half Sky were still talking talking talking.

			‘Do you think Suzie will die?’ asked Trueheart.

			‘I think it’s quite likely, I’m afraid, dear. Germs must have got into the cut, and now their poison is spreading, and—’

			‘Germs!’ Trueheart snorted. ‘What exactly are germs? We say that word like it explains something, but it’s just a made-up word. We’ve got no idea what we mean by it.’

			‘I guess not.’

			‘Poor little Suzie. Poor Flame too, I guess. I mean, I don’t like her because she slips with my dad and that makes Mum unhappy. But I guess she hasn’t got much choice.’

			I wondered what Trueheart would say if she knew her dad sometimes slipped with me as well?

			‘I guess we should go back soon,’ I said. ‘Maybe we could look after Suzie for a bit and let Flame get some rest.’

			‘Yeah, soon, Auntie. But let’s stay here just a little bit longer. I like it here. It makes me feel stronger.’
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			We looked at those stones out there, all by themselves in the criss-crossing light from the treelanterns round them: white, blue, pink, yellow. Bats and flutterbyes dived and looped round the trees round the edge of the clearing, and sometimes the pattern of light and shadow moved just a little when a wind blew the branches of the trees. But the world was still still.

			Forest hummed. Behind the sleeping guard, the little river trickled over its rocky bed where Tommy and Gela found the stones. Jeff’s eyes, I thought to myself, if there was anywhere in Eden where you were going to hear the voice of Mother Gela – the voices of all the dead, for that matter – it would be here, in this old old place where people first set their feet on Eden’s ground. That had been one of the things that made it hard for me to admit I heard nothing. It had felt like I should be able to. It had felt like any fool should be able to hear those old voices, if they just sat here quietly and listened.

			And now, while I was thinking about that, a weird thing happened. We did hear something.

			‘What’s that sound, Auntie?’

			Trueheart was younger than me and her ears were sharper. There were a few heartbeats before I could make it out myself, and when I did, I had no idea what to make of it. It wasn’t a voice, certainly. It wasn’t the sound of trees or of wind. It wasn’t the cry of an animal. It was a kind of high-pitched whining sound, almost too high to hear. Neither of us could tell where it was coming from, but pretty much as soon as we heard it, something else began to change.

			‘Look, Auntie. The clearing’s getting lighter!’

			‘Are you sure? Isn’t it just—’

			I broke off because, even while I was speaking, the light had become so much brighter that it was simply obvious. There was a big patch of white light that filled up most of the clearing and it was getting so bright that it was starting to blot out the soft and many-coloured light that came from the trees.

			I stood up. I was scared scared, but scared in a weird kind of way, because I had no idea what I was looking at, or what there was to be afraid of. I knew this light wasn’t anything to do with the Johnfolk. I knew the sound wasn’t a leopard, or a crazed buck, or the Johnfolk running down from the Dark, or old Mount Snellins going off in the Rockies, as sometimes happened, and throwing hot ash into Circle Valley.

			Trueheart stood up with me, and we reached out to take each other’s hands. There was no obvious threat to us. What scared us was just that there was something here we couldn’t explain. That light had now reached almost right out to the edge of the clearing, and the whining noise was growing louder: not loud loud, not as loud as the trees, not even as loud as the river running over the stones, but still much louder than before.

			Where was it coming from? We looked out through the trees all round the clearing, but saw nothing unusual. And then Trueheart looked up at the sky.

			‘Auntie! It’s there!’

			Straight away I had to cover my face because of the brightness, but not before I’d seen what it was. We knew that at once, both of us did. Just in that one short glimpse we could see that what was coming down towards us was just like the thing that sat in Veeklehouse behind that high fence. But the one at Veeklehouse was dead, and this one was still alive: a huge dark circle coming straight down towards the clearing, with white lights shining down round the edge of it, brighter than anything I’d ever seen. Michael’s names, I hadn’t known until then that light could hurt your eyes.

			And now I was in the light. I could see my own hands like I’d never seen them before, the pale skin, the little chaps and scars, all picked out so sharply that it was like I was seeing them for the first time. I could see the trunks of the trees – I always thought of wood as black, but I could see now that it was a dark bluish colour – I could see the folds and twists of Trueheart’s batface, I could see each wrinkle in the buckskin wrap of that old guard, still peacefully sleeping under his redlantern tree. I could even see the hairs on it.

			The whining sound the veekle made was almost as loud now as the hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph of the trees behind us. We heard men’s voices shouting out from the shelters by Longpool. Apart from the sleeping guard, me and Trueheart were still the only one in the clearing but others had seen the veekle too. We peeked upwards again. The landing veekle was right over middle of the clearing, just above the tops of the trees. In the heartbeat before I had to look away, I saw four legs come sliding out from underneath it, spindly and long, like the legs of a flutterbye. The old guard woke up with a cry as the thing reached ground, grabbing his spear and clambering to his feet, his eyes wide with fear. The veekle wobbled, just slightly, on those spindly legs as it settled over the Circle of Stones.

			And then suddenly more bright lights appeared all round the side of it, shining sideways out through the trees, filling up forest with a stripy pattern of weird black shadows, sharper than any shadow I’d ever seen. I covered my face and peeped between my fingers. At the top of the veekle was that same round shape there was on the one at Veeklehouse, made of some strange kind of glass that you can see through like water, and I saw the dark forms inside of people’s heads.

			Me and Trueheart gripped tightly onto one another’s hands.

			And then suddenly a voice spoke. It wasn’t an ordinary human voice – it was so big and strong and metal-like that it felt like the veekle itself was talking to us – but all the same I could tell it was a woman’s voice and not a man’s. And, though the words sounded strange strange, I found I could understand them.

			‘Hello there,’ the voice said. ‘Don’t be afraid! We’re your cousins. We come from Earth!’

			Then the lights became a little less fierce, still bright bright, still picking out every detail and filling forest with black black shadows, still so bright that the lanterns on the trees didn’t seem to be shining at all, but not so bright any more as to hurt our eyes.

			‘I can’t believe it!’ the voice said, but much more quietly this time, like it was talking to itself. ‘Still people here! Still—’ It broke off, but after a few heartbeats, it spoke out loud again, talking to us once more. ‘Hello there! Don’t worry. There’s only three of us in here! We’re going to come out and meet you in a moment!’

			The light had changed in that glass thing on the top, so we could see not just the shapes of their heads but their actual faces looking out. There was a woman, and two others that looked like men except that they were completely beardless like women or kids. All three were staring straight out at me and Trueheart. Trueheart lifted her hand and waved.

			I waved too. ‘Hello,’ I called out. I didn’t feel scared any more. Why would I? Hard as it was to believe it was really happening, this was the moment we’d been waiting for these four hundred years. ‘Hello, I’m Angie Redlantern.’

			Who cared about Johnfolk from across the Pool when there was this?



	

			GAIA YOUNG. SUBJECTIVE IMPRESSIONS. 
MISSION DAY 20. 20:25 MT.

			Far out beyond the orbit of the moon, basking in perpetual noon, we’d turned on the great engine.

			Like some kind of prodigious sea-creature, our ship began to heave and strain against the boundaries of space, pushing neither up nor down, neither forwards nor backwards, neither left nor right, but in another direction perpendicular to all of them.

			It groaned and shuddered. It threw out purple lightning from its great pylons, only to suck it back in again with equal force, so that it coiled like a fiery whip round the ship’s cylindrical core. To fuel its titanic feat of strength, the ship was consuming more energy than would power the entire Earth, and it was eating itself up in the process. When – or if – we ever returned, our engine, that absurdly costly thing that had taken almost a century to fund and construct, would have to be built again, almost from scratch, if anyone was ever going to repeat what we had done.

			Metal shrieked. The engine screamed. The panels round us snapped and creaked. It felt like the ship would burst in two. But then suddenly, with a judder, we were through, and the din of the engine dropped to a steady hum. We were outside space now. We were in a miniature universe of our own. We looked out of the little portholes, and there were no stars, no Earth, no moon. We saw the faces of demons peering back at us from weirdly shaped windows set in a kind of silvery, molten wall. But they were only our own faces, distorted and reflected back to us by the tangled space of a miniature universe that our engine had created and now sustained. They were no further away from us than the far side of a city thoroughfare.

			The ship turned and twisted, as its drew on the four-century-old records of the Defiant, its famous predecessor, and felt about itself for the correct hold, like a climber on a rockface.

			The lightning flashed out again, and once more the ship shuddered convulsively and began to groan and roar. Our glowing screens, with their diagrams and numbers, their calm lists of options, told us a story of order and mastery, but we knew this was an illusion. We were like those parachutists who jump off cliffs: there was no margin of error, there was no going back and starting again. A tiny mistake now and we would emerge in some region so remote that we would never be able to find our way home. A slightly larger error and our ship would be crushed like a tin can. It was hard to know which would be worse.

			Another shudder that felt like the ship breaking in half, and then we were through again, like a cork released from underwater, shooting upwards to bob on the surface of the ocean. Outside our portholes we could see the great Catherine wheel of the Milky Way.

			Hours of anxious searching followed before eventually we found it: sunless Eden, a solitary sentinel, slowly orbiting the galactic disc, one face always turned inwards, the other looking out into the abyss. On its surface were the faint blotches and splatters of light that we’d seen in the images that came back with the Defiant four centuries ago, when it limped home broken and crewless.

			We were forty thousand lightyears away from anyone we knew. If we’d possessed a radio transmitter powerful enough to send a signal back to our friends on Earth, they wouldn’t just be dead by the time it reached them, their whole civilization would be dead. An ice age would have come and gone. Their bones, those that were left unpulverized, would be twice as old as the cave paintings at Lascaux.

			Still in our tiny metal box, we travelled the slow way now, across ordinary space. More than a week passed before we finally fell into orbit round Eden. Then we climbed into our landing vehicle – our Flying Saucer – fired up its gravitational engine, and set its navigation system to return to the exact same spot on the planet’s surface where the Defiant ’s identical landing vehicle had descended.

			And now, dazed, disoriented, exhausted, we stared out at a forest of strange, dark, leafless trees. For four generations my family had been working towards this moment, ever since my great-­grandmother first uncovered the hidden story of the Defiant ’s return, suppressed for so long by the Salvationist authorities. For four generations, we had been leading the global effort to reconstruct the starship and retrace its steps.

			But here we finally were. We stared into that strange forest and saw, to our complete amazement, two human beings.

			They were funny, wild little creatures, barefoot and bare-breasted, with nothing on them but rough bits of animal skin tied round their middles, and both had the most horrible facial deformities, like great jagged wounds that had destroyed the entire centres of their faces. But they were undoubtedly human all the same. And what was more, they were – they must be – my own distant cousins, descended as I was from a man and woman of Jamaican heritage who lived in London four centuries ago, in the time before the flood, and were the parents of the only woman from Earth to ever come to Eden.

			For a few seconds we just looked at them and they squinted back at us through their fingers, their faces screwed up against the light.

			We really hadn’t expected this. It hadn’t been people we’d come to see but the life of Eden itself, the only life known to exist outside of Earth, with its strange geothermal ecosystem that had grown and multiplied and warmed a planet without the help of a sun. As far as human life was concerned, we’d hoped for no more than a few bones, and maybe a clue or two as to what had happened to Tommy Schneider and Angela Young after their decision to stay here by themselves, while their three companions attempted to return to the Defiant. For the genetic experts had all agreed that you simply couldn’t get a viable human population from just one man and one woman.

			Recessive genes. Inbreeding. Even twenty men and twenty women, they’d said, would probably not suffice. But it seemed they’d been wrong.

			‘We’d better turn off the lights,’ I said. ‘They’re obviously finding them blindingly bright.’

			Deep touched his screen. For a few seconds, while our eyes adjusted, the world outside became completely dark and all we could see was the glow from our screens, with their numbers and diagrams, that illusion of order and mastery. But then from the darkness emerged the world that we’d glimpsed in those uploaded images the Defiant brought back, and heard described by Eden’s five discoverers in those haunting diaries. It wasn’t much brighter than moonlight is on Earth, but from all round us a dim light – pink, white, blue and yellow – shone from the strange blooms, some spherical, some elongated and tubular, that dangled from those smooth and fungus-like trees.

			Small flying creatures were darting round those lights, as moths and bats might do round streetlights on Earth, and some of these creatures seemed to be shining faintly too. Round the bases of the trees, another kind of vegetation twinkled like the strings of lights we hung up back home to mark the Winter Festival, although very much more faintly. I vaguely remembered that, in the meticulous reports that Michael Tennison uploaded before he died, these lifeforms were called starflowers. He speculated that they were parasites, feeding on the roots of the geothermal organisms he referred to as trees. Mehmet Haribey, who died with him, had discovered they were rich in vitamin D.

			But, of course, what held my attention most at that moment were the people. The two harelipped women were the first I’d spotted, and they were still standing there – one of them quite old and wizened-looking, the other more youthful – watching us with their mouths wide open. But there were others too now. Some way over to their left, a very old man with a white beard was clutching a spear like some extra from a movie about the Stone Age, complete with a furry animal-skin garment, and a tribal emblem of white dots on his forehead. And more people were arriving all the time: men with tribal dots and spears, women with bare breasts and skins tied round their middles. We saw two more harelips and a woman dragging herself painfully along on horribly twisted feet. Everyone looked like they were suffering from acute malnutrition. Everyone was shrunken, twisted, gaunt. As you’d expect, they all had Afro-­European features, some inclining more to the African side, some more to the European.

			‘You sure we should go outside now, Gaia?’ asked Deep. ‘How do we know those guys with spears aren’t just going to run us through?’

			‘We take guns,’ said Marius. ‘One shot in the air will have them running.’

			A group of new people had arrived, wearing not animal skins this time but a kind of coarse fabric that looked like sacking, in various shades of grey and brown. This lot were mostly men – the one in middle was a fat, bald old guy who looked about eighty – but there were several women among them, and one of them in particular caught my eye: she was taller than most of the men, very straight in her bearing and about my own age, and she could have been described as beautiful if she didn’t look so wasted and wan.

			‘Don’t even think of taking a gun, Marius,’ I said. ‘If you can’t face them without a gun, stay inside.’

			‘Oh come on, Gaia,’ Marius said crossly, ‘I wasn’t suggesting shooting them. But Deep’s right, they might attack us. We don’t know what they remember about Earth and spacecraft. We could be alien invaders as far as they’re concerned.’

			‘He’s got a point,’ said Deep. ‘Do we really want to be the second bunch of explorers who made it here to Eden and never got home?’

			‘Okay,’ I said. ‘We need to be careful. But why don’t I go out by myself first off ? A woman’s less threatening, don’t you think? No guns, no nothing, but if they attack me, just turn the lights back on at full brightness. I mean, look at the light level they’re used to. By the time they can see again, I’ll be safely back inside.’



	

			Part II



	

			Twenty-six

			I look back through that tangled forest of memories, through the tree trunks and the lanterns, the paths and the pools, through all the many things that happened afterwards, and that time still shines brightly brightly in the dimness, far brighter than any other. In fact it shines so brightly that it can be hard to see, like the veekle from Earth was hard to see when it first came to ground. You’d think a time like that would be easy to remember, wouldn’t you, since nothing like it had happened to me before or since? And yet it isn’t. It was all so so strange that there are whole big chunks of it that I can’t properly remember at all, and other parts I remember but don’t know when they happened or how they fitted in with everything else. It’s the same for everyone who was there. When we talk about it, we can never quite agree what happened, or in what order. And so many stories are told about it that it’s hard for us to be sure if we’re remembering what we saw, or just remembering a story.
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			I’m as certain as I can be, though, that after a short time, the lights from the veekle stopped shining all at once. For a moment afterwards – I remember this so clearly that I’m sure this is real – everything round us seemed completely dark. Then my eyes got used to the Eden light again, and I could see the treelanterns and the starflowers. I remember how dim they seemed, in a way they’d never seemed to be before. We’d always thought of them as bright, as shining, but compared to the lights on the veekle, all they gave out was a dim dim glow.

			Mainly, though, we watched the dark shapes of the heads behind the glass, me and Trueheart together, still holding each other tightly by the hand.

			More people were running into the clearing now, and there was shouting all round us, in the clearing itself, and back through the trees. A bunch of high people in dyed fakeskin wraps had come over the bridge from Brooklyn. I saw that one of them was David Strongheart, who’d sometimes come to the shows that Mary did at Davidstand. He looked much fatter and older than I remembered him, but he was wearing a fine red wrap that would trade for a hundred sticks at least in Veeklehouse. Normally I would have knelt to show my respect, but somehow that didn’t seem to be needed right now: I guess the veekle from Earth was there to remind us that all of us were the children of one man and one woman. There were several other high men with him – one of them I recognized as Leader Harry, who was Strongheart’s second-oldest son, and the boss of Circle Valley – and there were also a couple of women, one of them tall and about my own age, wearing a lovely blue wrap.

			And suddenly I realized I recognized her as well! It was Starlight, my old friend Starlight from Knee Tree Grounds, whose dead body I’d been told had been found on poolside, full of water and run through with a spear.

			A strange dread filled me. Perhaps the visitors from Earth were bringing all the dead people to life again? Perhaps right now, the dead of Circle Valley were waking up over there in the Burial Ground like they’d only been sleeping, pushing aside those stones they were lying under like you’d push aside a buckskin sleeping wrap, and making their way towards the clearing? Perhaps they were waking up all over Eden, swimming to the surface out in the bright water round Knee Tree Grounds, clawing their way out of the ground in forest near Michael’s Place? Perhaps bones and scattered ashes were flowing towards each other, up and down the forests of Eden, to join together and rise up again as living human beings? It seemed as if every single thing I thought I’d known up to then had turned out to be completely wrong – the dead were not really dead, lanterns were not really bright, high people were not really high – and now the world was beginning again, or beginning for the first time, or appearing at last as it had always really been.

			But then I thought, Wait! If Starlight has come back from death, how come these high people are with her, and seem to know who she is?

			‘Starlight!’ I called out, and she looked towards me at once. I could see she was surprised, and she was about to call something back to me when a sound came from the veekle and we all turned back towards it.

			A square of metal swung down underneath it and straight away a kind of ladder came down. We stared and waited and, after a dozen heartbeats or so, we saw feet on the steps. Me and Trueheart squeezed each other’s hands even more tightly. A woman was climbing down. We saw her knees, her hips, her belly, her chest, and then there she was, standing at the bottom of the steps underneath the veekle. She was smiling. And she wasn’t looking at the high people or at anyone else, she was looking straight at me.

			I had never seen such a perfect face. Her teeth were white – white white, and not a single one missing! – her skin was smooth smooth, and so dark that you could almost call it black, and her eyes were bright and clear. I always thought Starlight was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, but this woman was beautiful beautiful in a way I couldn’t even have imagined if I hadn’t seen it. She was tall too, tall tall for a woman, taller even than Starlight, taller than almost every man I knew. And she was wearing a strange wrap that fitted tightly round her body and arms and legs. It looked like it was made out of some kind of grey metal, but it followed her movements in a way that buckskin and fakeskin never did, almost as if it was living skin.

			‘Hello there! My name is Gela!’

			That’s what I heard her say. That’s what everyone heard her say. And of course we all knew that all the old stories said that Gela’s skin was black, whatever Mary Shadowspeaker might have said. A few yards away from me, an old woman began to scream.

			‘It’s our Mother! Our Mother has come back to us!’

			And now, all round the clearing, people began to scream and shout, and some rushed forwards towards the veekle. But then the lights shone out again, all at once, bright bright, brighter than anything any of us had ever seen, scalding our eyes with their fierce fierce whiteness, so that the people stopped running and backed away again, crying out in fear.

			But I didn’t back away and nor did Trueheart. Something about the woman had convinced us there was nothing to be afraid of and, peeping through my fingers, I could see she was still just standing there like nothing had happened.

			‘Don’t rush her, people!’ I called out, and then I heard Starlight call out as well. ‘Hold back, everyone! Let her have some space!’

			My head was swimming with the strangeness of it all. Here was my friend Starlight, alive and well and wrapped like a high woman, when I’d thought she was dead and lost forever. If it had happened at any time before now, that would have been the weirdest and most wonderful thing that had ever happened to me. Yet right now I could barely give it any attention at all!

			‘Thankyou,’ I heard the Earth woman say. As she came towards me and Trueheart from under the veekle, she raised one hand and the lights stopped shining again. It was as if that whole huge mass of metal was a living thing that she could give orders to as a skilled rider gives orders to a buck.

			Again, for a few moments after the lights had gone, whole forest seemed completely dark, like we’d only imagined there was any light there at all, like we’d only imagined this beautiful woman had come back to us from Earth. And then we saw her again, not in the bright Earth light, but in our own dim Eden light that was hardly light at all: Gela, solid and real as anyone you might meet out in forest, standing right in front of me.

			‘Hello there!’ she said gently, speaking kindly and slowly slowly, like I was a child. She held out her hand to me, and I took it. I could feel her warm skin against mine. ‘You don’t know me of course,’ she said, ‘but I’m your cousin. One of my ancestors was a woman called Candice Young, and she was the twin sister of a woman called Angela who must be—’

			‘You’re not Gela then?’

			She frowned as she looked down into my face. It was a kind, troubled frown, like she pitied me, like she thought I was sick and wished she could help.

			‘I’m sorry, I didn’t understand what you said?’

			‘You’re not Gela?’

			‘Yes, I’m Gaia,’ she said. ‘My name is Gaia.’

			‘Gaia,’ I repeated. I looked at Trueheart. I was still confused. Was this a different name, or was it perhaps just a different way of saying Gela? All her other words sounded strange, after all.

			Still she frowned, gently and pityingly as she watched my face. ‘That’s right, Gaia. And you are . . . ?’

			‘Angie.’

			‘Angie. That was what people sometimes called . . .’

			She stopped, and instead asked me something that I couldn’t make out at first because she said it too quickly. The way she spoke was far more different to what I was used to than even the speech of people from across the Pool, and that could be hard enough to follow in itself. Every sound seemed to be in the wrong part of her mouth.

			She looked at Trueheart, and Trueheart told her her name.

			‘I’m sorry. Did you say True Heart?’ The woman from Earth had that same pitying frown on her face as she looked into Trueheart’s eyes. It was like how a mother might look at a sick sick child, or a child who’d fallen and cut herself.

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Do you know where I come from?’ she asked us both, speaking slowly slowly this time to make sure we understood.

			‘Of course,’ I said. ‘You come from . . .’ It was weird, I was about to say the word when I realized I was going to cry, and had to stop.

			‘You come from Earth,’ said Trueheart, and now my tears did come, and Trueheart’s too. ‘Are you here to take us home?’

			The woman frowned again, kind and concerned.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she began. ‘I didn’t quite get that. Did you ask if we—?’

			‘My name is David Strongheart,’ said a voice beside me. The Head Guard of all the Davidfolk had hobbled right across the clearing to stand beside me and Trueheart. Now he was bowing deeply to the Earth woman like he was just a small person like us and she was high high. His head didn’t even come to her shoulder blade and his red wrap, which would have looked so fine and bright if I’d seen it in Davidstand, looked clumsy and brown and poorly made beside her metal-coloured one. (I couldn’t even see the stitches in hers. I couldn’t make out the threads in the weave. Perhaps it was the skin of some animal?)

			‘You’re welcome welcome, Mother,’ he said. He was crying and stammering like a nervous kid. ‘I’m the Head Guard of the Davidfolk, and this is my son, Leader Harry. We Davidfolk have tried our best to keep all of your children together.’

			‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Gaia, shaking the old man’s hand with a puzzled look on her face.

			‘I’m Headman Newjohn,’ said one of the other high men, also bowing. He had tight curly grey hair and a sharp pointy face, and he leaned on a stick. ‘I’m boss of the Johnfolk from the Brown River Ground, and we’re the people who followed John after you led him to your ring.’

			The Earth woman was carefully watching his face, frowning with concentration. She was obviously finding it hard hard to make out the words he was saying, let alone what they meant.

			Myself, I was finding it difficult to believe that I was there at all, standing right in front of a woman from Earth, and right next to the two highest and most powerful men in all of Mainground: the Head Guard of the Davidfolk and the Headman of Brown River. Yet that wasn’t the end of it. The other high people had come over with him, the guards quickly surrounding them and standing ready to hold back the folk all round us. There were screams and shouts of excitement going back and forth through forest round and across the clearing, someone had started banging on a drum, and several people were blowing away at hollowbranch horns: Paaaaaaaaaarp! Parp! Paaaaaaaaarp! 

			And now, after Strongheart and Newjohn, a third high person spoke. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m Starlight.’

			And here she was, my old friend, stepping forwards from the group of high people to come and stand beside me, reaching out to touch my hand. Ten years older suited her. She’d always been tough, always ready to fight for what she wanted, but now, standing there in her long blue wrap, with coloured stones dangling from her ears and from bracelets round her wrists, she looked like someone who could make things happen without even having to make a fight of it. She looked like someone who could persuade people to do things because they knew she’d know best. She looked gentler, in a way, kinder, and yet still as tough as ever. 

			‘I’m the Head Woman of the ground called Half Sky,’ she said, and she didn’t bow to the Earth people like the others. She just held out her hand. Gaia reached out and held it for a moment and, as she did so, Starlight put her other arm round my shoulders. ‘And this is my old friend Angie.’

			Head Woman? Starlight a Head Woman? Starlight a Head Woman of Half Sky ? It was true that last time I saw her, she’d been heading off far away with the Headman of another ground, but that was New Earth, far off peckway beyond Deep Darkness of Worldpool. And Half Sky was exactly in the opposite direction, blueway even of Circle Valley, across another whole part of Snowy Dark that was known in the Valley as the Blue Mountains.



	

			Twenty-seven

			Of course the Michael’s Place people weren’t the last to come over Snowy Dark to get away from the Johnfolk. All the time we were gathered round the veekle in Circle Clearing, new people who’d crossed the Dark were arriving at Old Family cluster. They were tired, scared and hungry, some of them were hurt, some had the black burn, many had lost people they loved over the other side, along poolside and in Wide Forest, where the New Earth Johnfolk were roaming freely, beating our guards easily pretty much every time they tried to fight back. As these new folk arrived, they wondered why the gates were open and no guards were standing there. Then they heard the shouting and whooping coming through the trees from Circle Clearing. They heard the drums thumping away, and the horns blowing, and voices singing: ‘Come Tree Road, take me home . . .’ Yet the shelters nearby were deserted, the fires untended, the trees pumping away on their own as if this was an empty part of forest, not the oldest cluster in whole of Eden. Had the Valley people gone crazy, they wondered? Didn’t they know that the Johnfolk were tearing the Davidfolk Ground apart?

			Wearily they trudged and limped through the trees towards the sound, past the empty shelters, past the meat that was beginning to burn because there was no one there to turn it, the cooking pots boiling dry, the bucks tied to trees with ropes, sniffling and snuffling because their routine had been broken. They crossed the bridge over the stream and found Circle Clearing packed with people singing and dancing round a veekle like the one in Veeklehouse, but whole and new and alive. The new people looked at each other. The folk who were already there laughed at their bewilderment.

			‘Earth has come,’ someone told them. ‘Mother Gela herself has come. She’s tall tall, and beautiful beautiful, and her skin is all smooth and black, just like in the stories.’

			‘And there are two beautiful men with her,’ said someone else, ‘taller and bigger than anyone you’ve ever—’

			‘They’ve got no hair on their faces,’ yet another person shouted.

			‘We think maybe they’re Tommy and one of the companions,’ the first one said, ‘come back to life like Gela.’

			The weary people looked at one another. Up on the Dark all they’d dared hope for was to get across the snow and down where there was warmth again. Walking across the Valley, all they’d dared hope for was to reach the cluster and find something to eat. But now this! Not just those small hopes met, but the biggest hope of all! Our Mother back again to take us home to Earth!

			The new people began to laugh, and to hug and kiss each other, and to join in the singing and the dancing. And presently yet more people would come in behind them.

			‘What?’ these even newer people would ask. ‘Is that a veekle? Is that really—?’

			‘Yes!’ one of the people who’d arrived before would answer. ‘Yes, it’s Mother Gela! And she’s—’

			‘Her skin is black black, just like the stories,’ one of the others would excitedly interrupt. ‘And there’s Tommy with her too, and another one they think is Mehmet.’

			‘Not Wise Mehmet, mind you, but Beautiful Mehmet. You know, the one Gela loved best out of the—’

			‘They’ve really come! Just like we’ve always been promised. All our troubles are over, my friends! They’ve come to take us home!’
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			It’s hard hard to remember the order of things now. Trueheart ran back to fetch the other Michael’s Place people. I felt torn because I wanted to be with my kids at this big big moment. But I was scared of losing my special place close to Gaia and then not being able to get back to her, so I stayed where I was, knowing that Trueheart would bring my children sooner or later. Gaia seemed to like me beside her. I guess with all those hundreds of new people pressing towards her and the two men, it was good to have a familiar face.

			‘Thankyou, Angie,’ she said once twice. ‘It’s nice of you to stay with me.’

			‘Keep back! Keep back!’ called out the guards. ‘Let the Earth people breathe!’

			‘Don’t make Angie move back,’ Gaia told them. ‘She and Trueheart were the first people we saw here in Eden.’
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			Later there was a feast. I can’t remember exactly how this happened, but I know all three of my kids were with me by then, along with Trueheart, who I guess must have carried Metty, and I remember introducing my kids to Starlight who told me she’d got seven kids herself, and that my kids were lucky because hers were back in Half Sky, missing all of this. I know a big fire was lit over in Brooklyn, because I remember seeing the flames through the trees. And I seem to remember hearing that four big smoothbucks, or maybe it was even five, were done for right there and then and put over the flames to roast. I can certainly remember the smell of the meat, and Starlight laughing – ‘Poor Angie, you’re hungry hungry, aren’t you!’ – and Strongheart’s helpers carrying wooden plates piled with meat and flowercakes through to Circle Clearing. And I can remember how we all watched closely closely as the Earth people chewed on it, and sipped at the badjuice that was brought to them in mugs.

			‘Delicious!’ they said and everyone cheered, but if you were near to them you could see they could hardly force the stuff down. Food was obviously different on Earth.

			The two men were called Marius and Deep. They were both tall tall, taller than any other man there, I reckon, and a whole head taller than most. Deep was the tallest of the two and he was smiley and friendly, reaching out all the time to shake people’s hands or pat them on the shoulder. He said hello to Fox and Candy and ruffled their hair. Fox just stood there, staring up at him, stuck to the spot, with the wind blowing in and out of his little nostrils, but Candy ran back to me and buried her face in my wrap. And when Deep tried to tickle Metty under his chin, Metty began to cry. I guess that tall Earth man must have looked pretty scary to my little boy. It wasn’t just that he was so big. His skin was pale pale too, like no one we’d ever seen. The story went round the clearing for a while that he was Tommy Schneider, our father, who the old stories tell us was white.

			Marius was shyer. He did his best to be friendly too, but he looked like he’d prefer to be alone, and he didn’t even try to talk to the kids. His face was less strange to look at than Deep’s, though, because it was yellowy-brown like ours. Everyone kept saying that Marius and Deep’s faces were as smooth as women’s, but they weren’t really, not when you saw them close. They did actually have beards, even in that first waking, but they were thin thin, with short short hairs that barely came above the skin. Like Gaia the two of them had white white teeth without a single gap. All three did their best to smile as the people round them cheered, and shouted, and sang ‘Come Tree Road’, and ‘Show Me the Way Home’, and ‘Swing Low Sweet Cheery Oh’. Gaia and Deep also tried to wave and show an interest when, from time to time, more new people arrived in the clearing, full of trouble and fear, only to find out what was happening and begin to shriek and sob. But all three of the Earth people, I could see, were tired tired tired. Sometimes Marius’s head would droop and his eyes would begin to close, and then he’d wake again with a jolt.

			Half a waking must have gone by like that at least. At some point, a kind of table was brought into the clearing, and David Strongheart was helped up onto it to welcome the people from Earth on behalf of all the Davidfolk. Then Headman Newjohn did the same for the Brown River Johnfolk. And then, when my friend Starlight had done it for the Tinafolk over in Half Sky, all three of them hugged and shook hands, up there on the table in front of all of us, I suppose so as to show that they were all friends now.

			I’m not sure if it was straight after that or later on, but I know Gaia climbed up onto the table too, along with the two Earth men. I remember how the shouting and screaming carried on for a long long time before they got a chance to speak, but eventually Gaia called out her name again and told us that her many-greats grandmother was Gela’s twin sister Candice, and the men said they were Deep and Marius, and Deep said his many-greats uncle was Dixon Thorleye. This news made people go suddenly rather quiet. ‘So this isn’t Gela herself, then?’ people were asking one another. ‘These weren’t Tommy or Mehmet?’ But later on, a story went round that the Earth people really were those three, but that they’d chosen not to tell their names, like in those old stories that are told about Great David’s son Harry Stonehand, and how, when he became Head Guard, he sometimes used to put on a skin waistwrap like a low person, so he could walk round among the low people and find out what they really thought. People were never quite sure who the two men were, but everyone went back to thinking that Gaia was really Gela.

			Gaia said some other things too, but she spoke so many words we didn’t know that no one understood much of what she was talking about. The starship Defiant had gone back to Earth all by itself, from what I gathered, not long after the Veekle crashed with the Three Companions in it. We’d always thought that it was still waiting up there somewhere in the sky! But apparently it could think for itself like a person – or that’s what I understood Gaia to say – and it managed to find its own way home. That was how Earth learned that Eden was here, and the way to reach it, though why this had all taken so long, I really couldn’t make out.

			I think it was some time after the Earth people and the high people had climbed down from the table again that folk started to go up close to the veekle, standing with their toes against the stones of the Circle, and peering up at its shiny metal skin. It was too high up to reach, but four five kids, on far side to where the Earth people were standing, ran right underneath it, even though that meant going inside the Circle, and one of them started to climb up the ladder. Guards shouted after them to come back, but didn’t dare follow after them.

			‘Leave it, please!’ called Marius sharply, and as the kid on the ladder jumped down again, and all of them ran off squealing, he pointed at the veekle with a little black thing in his hand and the ladder pulled up inside by itself with a funny whirring sound, and the piece of metal closed up over it until you could hardly make out the place it had come from in that smooth metal skin.

			More people were still coming into the clearing. They were given meat and cakes by Strongheart’s helpers.

			Then Clare came to find me where me and my kids were standing with the Earth people and the high people. With her were Tom and Flame and little Suzie. They were stopped by one guard after another, but they talked each guard round, and gradually made their way forwards. The poisonfever had taken the little girl so badly that she wasn’t even awake any more. She obviously didn’t have long to live, and the way she flopped in Flame’s arms you might have thought she was already dead if it wasn’t for the heat of her, which you could feel without even touching her, like the heat that comes off a spiketree.

			‘Ask them, Angie,’ said Tom. ‘Ask them if they can help her.’

			‘Gaia?’ I called out. ‘Marius? Deep?’

			The three Earth people were talking to the high people and they didn’t hear me, but Starlight did, and she drew their attention to us, and to the sick child in Flame’s arms.

			Straight away Gaia and Marius came over, along with Strongheart’s two young shelterwomen, Jane and Flowerlight. I can’t believe that those two tough young high women would normally have bothered about the baby of a low girl like Flame. It would be unusual for them ever to be this close to such a child, in any case, because all their helpers had to leave their babies behind when they came to work at the Great Shelter. But now, when they saw how seriously the Earth people were taking this, it was like the two of them were competing with each other to show how much they cared.

			‘Oh the poor little darling!’ cried pregnant Jane, pushing back her hair that helpers had tied for her into hundreds of plaits, each one decorated with coloured stones.

			‘She’s all burning up, the precious one!’ cried Flowerlight, reaching out to touch little Suzie with fingers heavy with rings.

			‘May I have a look?’ Gaia asked Flame.

			As Flame looked up into the face of this strange tall woman with her black black skin and her pure white teeth, her mouth was hanging open with amazement. But she handed her Suzie meekly over, and Gaia laid the baby girl gently on the ground. All round us people were craning to see what she’d do, but the guards pushed them back, so that we stood in a small half-circle next to the veekle and the Circle of Stones: the Earth people, the high people, me and my kids, Clare, Tom, Flame and Suzie, and Starlight.

			Starlight came to stand beside me. She slipped her arm through mine, and I leaned my head to rest it for a moment on her shoulder. We’d been friends since before we could walk. Hardly a waking went by back on the Grounds when me and Starlight didn’t cuddle up together, just the two of us.

			‘Why are you crying, Mum?’ Fox asked me, peering up into my face.

			‘I thought she was dead,’ I told him, wiping the tears from my cheeks and forcing myself not to start sobbing. ‘I was told they found her body in the Pool, with its lungs full of water and a stab wound right through it. But here she is, look! Here’s my Starlight, alive and well!’

			Starlight kissed my hair. ‘There’s a reason for that story, which I’ll tell you later. But you can see for yourself that I’m fine,’ she laughed, ‘and a lot more grownup than when you last saw me. It’s good to see you again, Angie. I heard stories about you as well. I heard you’d gone off with a shadowspeaker.’



	

			Twenty-eight

			That was me and Starlight, I thought. She’d gone off with the beautiful Headmanson of New Earth. I’d gone off with prickly old Mary with her square face and her small grey eyes.

			And just for two heartbeats, even with all these other things that were going on, I went right back in my mind to a time when me and Starlight were maybe six years old – eight wombtimes we’d have said back then – and the two of us were alone by that big rock that stuck up out of the beach at Knee Tree Grounds. We’d found a piece of string that someone had dropped there, and we’d hunted round for small things to tie onto it: a stone, a piece of wood, a fish claw, a black bone from a fatbuck. Now the necklace was finished. Starlight held it round her neck while I stood behind her to tie it on, then we ran off together to show it to her uncle Dixon.

			‘Look at my necklace, Uncle! Me and Angie made it by ourselves!’

			Dixon was rubbing buckfat into a new boat. He looked round and laughed. ‘That pair!’ he said to Starlight’s brother Johnny. ‘Starlight and Angie! You just can’t separate those two, can you?’

			I suppose there’s always a story about any friendship between two people. It doesn’t have to be mentioned out loud, but it’s still there every time they meet, tied up tight in a little bundle: a certain particular shape that neither one has to unwrap to know what’s inside it. The story about me and Starlight was well known on Knee Tree Grounds. Every one of the Kneefolk knew that the two of us had been best friends since we were babies, everyone knew we were always together. And though we loved each other, and I’m sure we would have been friends anyway, that story bound us even more tightly together. We’d started the story but now we were in it too.

			‘Here come the two of them again!’ people would say. ‘Jeff’s ride, did you ever see two kids who were so close?’

			Of course there were lots of other kids on Knee Tree Grounds who had a special friend, but we were the pair that people noticed the most. Would they have gone on about us so much if we’d been two pretty girls like Starlight? I don’t think so. Would they have gone on about us if we’d been two little batfaces like me? Certainly not. Stories catch on for a reason – we Kneefolk loved the story of Jeff’s Shining Ride, for instance, because it made our Jeff look good, and he was the many-greats granddad of pretty much all of us – and the reason people liked the story of me and Starlight was the huge difference between the two of us, which made our friendship seem sweet.

			Yes, and that wasn’t just what made the story work for the Kneefolk. It was one of the things that made it work for me and Starlight too. It helped me because people would have noticed me a lot less if I hadn’t come as a pair with her. And Starlight, well, her name was well chosen, she really was bright like a star, and stars look best against the darkness of the sky. Don’t get me wrong. The two of us really did love each other, really did have fun together, really did talk to each other about almost everything that happened. But still, when we made a necklace, it was Starlight that put it on and me that ran along behind her to show it to the grownups. She was the star and I was the grateful darkness.

			And look at us now! Here she was beside me, tall beautiful Starlight in her blue longwrap, with pretty coloured stones hanging from her ears and her wrists: one of the highest and most powerful people in all of Eden. And here was me in my rough skin waistwrap, a mum of three kids from a little cluster that no one had heard of, the shelterwoman of a clawfoot man I didn’t really love.

			All that stuff I’ve just said, I don’t mean I went over it all in my mind. Of course not! There was no time. Two heartbeats and it was done. But it was there all the same, that old bundle, and I didn’t need to unwrap it to know what it contained. I was happy happy to have Starlight beside me again, happy happy to know she was alive and doing well. But I wasn’t so pleased to find that old story still lying between us, that old familiar shape.

			And yet having it there close again made me notice something. There was no time to think about it right then, but in those two heartbeats, maybe because those tall and beautiful Earth people made even Starlight shine less brightly, I’d glimpsed something that I’d never quite noticed before. Seeing that old story up close, seeing it there between us in its wrap, made me realize that it hadn’t just shaped my life on Knee Tree Grounds, but my life ever since as well. With Mary as we travelled round the Davidfolk Ground, with Tom when I first met him in Davidstand, with the Michael’s Place people when I’d come to join them, over and over again I’d played the part of the grateful darkness.



	

			Twenty-nine

			Marius went up into the veekle to fetch something to help Suzie, while Gaia squatted down and looked at the huge dark swelling that had puffed up the little girl’s shoulder and arm to twice their proper thickness. I noticed as she gently touched it that Gaia was wearing a ring on her finger, made of two metals, one white and one yellow, like the one the Johnfolk stole in the old old story. I was about to point it out to Starlight when Marius came back again, carrying a big box made of some hard smooth red stuff, and he and Gaia began to search through the strange things that were packed inside it in neat neat rows.

			‘Here it is,’ said Marius. Whatever he’d found was wrapped up in some kind of thin covering that you could almost see through, a bit like people sometimes wrap up pieces of stumpcandy in the skin of a bat’s wing. 

			Gaia tore off the wrapping and a tiny metal thing flashed. It was white metal, like the white metal in her ring, not red like the metal from New Earth. All round us people pushed and shoved to see, but if anyone so much as whispered, the whole crowd round them hissed at them to be quiet. We wanted to hear every single thing the Earth people said.

			‘This is a knife,’ Gaia said. ‘It’s completely clean. Will you let me use it to let out the pus?’

			Flame nodded, and Gaia, carefully carefully, pushed it into the horrible swollen wound on the little girl’s shoulder. The pus came bursting out at once, splattering over Gaia’s face, so she had to wipe it off with the back of her hand. And more kept coming, its yellow colour streaked dirty brown and purple with stale blood. A kind of sigh went up from the people all round us, while Gaia carried on prodding and probing with the knife, all the while gently pressing the flesh round the wound to get all the poison out.

			‘Now I’ll clean it with this,’ she said, setting aside the knife and taking something else out of the red box: something soft, a bit like a piece of fakeskin, only completely white. She carefully wiped the gash in Suzie’s shoulder, pushed more soft white stuff inside it, and then wrapped even more soft white stuff round it and under her armpit, so that her shoulder was covered up.

			‘And now,’ she said, taking another thing out of her box, ‘I’ll give her . . .’ She said some words that she could see that neither Flame nor anyone else there could understand, so she tried again. ‘I’ll put something in her blood to make her better.’

			Everything in the red box came wrapped in the same strange shiny covering with tiny writing on it. Gaia tore the stuff off and threw it aside (later on, people would fight for a piece of it) and took out a long thin thing with a point on the end, a bit like the needles made from spiketree thorns that we use to sew our wraps. Then she pressed the thorn into the flesh of the little girl’s arm. I saw it catch the light as it slid in, and realized that it was made of white metal too. Everyone gasped. After a short time Gaia pulled it out again and wiped clean the tiny hole that it had made with some more white stuff out of yet another shiny wrap.

			‘Her fever will go down soon,’ she told Flame, standing up, and gently placing Suzie back into her arms. ‘But we’ll need to clean her wound again.’

			Flame and Tom and the others stared up at her.

			‘Are you saying she’ll live?’ Tom asked, his voice all wobbly and choked up.

			‘Oh yes,’ Gaia said. ‘You’ll see her looking a lot better quite soon, and she’ll be fine in a day or two.’

			She said ‘day’ instead of waking, that old Earth word, like a few old folk still did in Circle Valley.

			Tom and Flame were crying, and so was Clare and me and Trueheart. Even Gaia’s eyes were shiny, like people’s sometimes are when they’ve done something good. Big grey old Tom fell down onto his knees and pressed her hand against his tear-smeared beard.

			‘Thankyou, Mother, thankyou.’
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			Now there was a pause, while the people who had seen all this took it in, and those further back gradually received the news about what had happened. Whole of the clearing outside the Circle was packed with people now, and their excited voices came together in a constant restless clamour that drowned out the sound of the trees. Then people started to shout out.

			‘Hey, I’ve got a sore leg,’ called out a woman just beyond the guards. ‘Can you fix that for me too?’

			‘My eyes are going,’ shouted an old guy. ‘Can you make me see again?’

			‘My little girl has a sore rash on her skin that won’t go away!’ called a young woman.

			‘My teeth ache!’ a man said. ‘They hurt so much I can’t sleep.’

			‘I’ve got clawfeet.’

			‘My baby boy has a bad batface.’

			‘My granddad can’t breathe properly. Have you got something in your red box for that?’

			More and more voices called out. Who doesn’t have aches and illnesses, or at least know someone that does? As Gaia and the two Earth men looked round at these people and then glanced back at one another, I noticed something in their faces that maybe most people couldn’t see. I noticed they were scared. And I noticed once again how tired they were, tired tired, like they hadn’t slept for many wakings.

			I caught Trueheart’s eye. She was standing by her mother, Clare, looking at Gaia’s face, then down at the red box, then at the two Earth men, then at me, as she took everything in. She could see, just as I could, that there was only so much stuff in there, that there was no way the Earth people were going to be able to fix all the sores and rashes and wounds of everyone here in Circle Clearing, let alone in all of Eden.

			‘I guess you can’t help everyone,’ she said.

			Marius looked across at her, the shyer of the two men, the one with yellowy-brown skin like we had in Eden, and dark curly hair.

			‘No, we can’t,’ he said. ‘We just haven’t got enough stuff.’

			The people standing round us bent towards one another as those who’d understood what Marius had said repeated it to those who hadn’t.

			‘Never mind,’ said the woman with the sore leg. ‘There’ll be plenty for everyone, won’t there, when you take us all back to Earth.’

			Again, I saw the three of them glance at one another. How strange and scary this must be for them, I thought, to be three Earth people, tired tired by travelling across the stars, surrounded by hundreds of people from Eden.

			‘Do you need to sleep?’ I asked them.

			That made them all smile at once. ‘Do we need to sleep?’ asked Deep. ‘I’ll tell you what. I could happily sleep for a weak!’ No one really knew what he meant by that exactly, but we could tell he meant he could sleep a long time.

			‘Well, you must come to my shelters,’ said David Strongheart at once, ‘and I’ll have my helpers—’

			This was our Head Guard, remember, a man who only had to ask his guards to do it, and people would be speared, or beaten, or tied to spiketrees to die, a man with twenty-three shelterwomen and a hundred kids, a man whose Great Shelter in Davidstand was as tall as a tree and wide as whole of Circle Clearing. This was the great-great-grandson of Great David. This was one of the people who knew they’re already in a story, even while they’re still alive. But next thing I knew I’d interrupted him!

			‘Or I could look after you,’ I said to the Earth people, ‘me and Trueheart who saw you first, and all our family. If the Head Guard can give you a shelter, we could live next to it and cook for you, and fetch you the things you need.’

			‘That would be great, Angie,’ said Gaia.

			No one argued – how could you argue with someone who came from Earth? – and my old friend Starlight spoke out in my support.

			‘Good plan,’ she said. ‘Good good plan. I know Angie. She’ll look after you well.’
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			I’m not quite sure, but I think it was just after that when a weird thing happened. Strongheart stepped forward, and, fat and old as he was, high as he was among the Davidfolk, he knelt down in front of the Earth people. It was hard hard for him to do so, but with great difficulty he knelt down anyway, brushing aside his son and his helpers and shelterwomen when they stepped forward to support him.

			‘I know you must rest,’ he said to the Earth people. ‘I know you’ve travelled far far. And I know you can’t help everyone here who has a toothache or a bad back. But please please help your Family. The Johnfolk are attacking us right now, they’re doing for our people, just over far side of the Dark. They’ve already taken Veeklehouse from us, and Davidstand as well, and if we don’t do something to stop them, pretty soon they’ll be coming over here. Please help us to stop them. We’re your True Family. We’re the ones that stayed and waited for you. If it had been all up to the Johnfolk, there’d have been no one here to meet you at all.’

			Trueheart had moved over to stand near Marius – even that early on, there was something about him that interested her – and she heard Marius speak softly softly to Deep about what Strongheart had just said.

			‘That might have been easier for everyone, actually,’ that’s what Trueheart heard Marius say. But then, straight away, he stepped forward and spoke directly to David Strongheart, loudly enough for us all to hear. ‘You mean you’re at war?’ he asked. None of us knew the word, so he tried again: ‘You mean two whole groups of people are fighting and killing each other?’

			‘Yes, exactly!’ cried Strongheart. ‘We need your help to make them stop.’

			The Earth people looked at each other.

			‘We can’t take sides,’ I heard Deep say to Gaia. ‘We don’t know anything about the rights and wrongs of this.’

			‘How far away are these people who are attacking you?’ asked Marius.

			‘Four five wakings across the Dark,’ said Strongheart’s son, Leader Harry. He was a big man, with thick hair over the backs of his arms and hands, hair poking out of the top of his wrap, and a big thick beard, black but turning to grey.

			‘We could send them a message,’ suggested Gaia. ‘We could send the other side a message, telling them to come here and talk.’

			Leader Harry shook his head. ‘They’ll think it’s a trick.’

			‘Even if they can hear my voice?’ asked Gaia.

			She took a little black square from out of a pocket in her shiny wrap, and spoke softly to it as if it was alive.

			‘Now touch it here,’ she told Harry, handing it over to him.

			Harry took the thing from her, carefully carefully like he thought it might be hot, and touched it where she’d told him to. All at once her voice came out of it, as loud as if she was really speaking. The people crowded round gasped in amazement, and Harry almost dropped the thing. 

			‘Hello Johnfolk,’ said Gaia’s voice from the little black square, ‘this is Gaia from Earth. Three of us have come in a starship. Please stop fighting now and come to meet us.’

			Leader Harry turned to his father, and then to Headman Newjohn and Starlight. All three of them nodded.

			‘I’ll get a buck and some men and take it over there right now,’ he said. ‘I’ll bring their leaders back with me.’



	

			Thirty

			So Leader Harry and eight of his guards began their journey back towards the Dark and Wide Forest beyond, and the Earth people tried to rest. Strongheart gave them one of his big square shelters in Brooklyn. It had its own fence round it, with guards to watch over it, and inside the fence, us Michael’s Place people, all thirty of us, built little shelters of our own round the big shelter where the Earth people slept. So we kind of had our own little cluster again, except that where once we’d had our little stone circle in middle, now we had people: people who weren’t just reminders of Earth, but came from Earth themselves.

			All round the fence, people stood and stared. They knew to keep quiet, because the Earth people were sleeping, but even so they couldn’t help murmuring and whispering, and once in a while even singing, in soft low voices, some old Earth song like ‘Come Tree Row’.

			Once Marius came stumbling out and squatted down for some time in a drift of starflowers to take a crap. He took a long long time over it, and everyone watched in fascinated silence. Later on, Gaia came out and threw up two three times, and then Deep as well. It seemed our food didn’t agree with them. They did their best to smile at us in a friendly way before they hurried back inside the bark walls of their shelter.
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			Starlight came to see me. The other Michael’s Place people watched in amazement as this high high woman, in her blue wrap and her coloured stones, kissed me and hugged me, and then squatted down beside me to talk. They all moved back, bowing, to give us space, and when Trueheart came closer so she could listen, her mother hissed at her to leave us in peace. Glancing at Starlight to check she was okay with it, I told Clare that Trueheart could stay where she was.

			‘I won’t stop long,’ Starlight said. ‘I need to be there when Strongheart and Newjohn are talking, to make sure they don’t do anything that could harm us in Half Sky. But I had to come and say hello properly, and to catch up on your story.’

			‘Tell yours first,’ I said. ‘I’ve heard enough of it already to know it’s more exciting than mine.’

			Starlight told me New Earth had turned out to be a cruel harsh place. She’d made dangerous enemies over there when she and Greenstone had tried to make things a bit kinder and fairer. It was really true that Greenstone had been thrown into a fire – this would have been more than ten years ago, but Starlight still had to control her face carefully as she told me this – and the same thing would have happened to Starlight if she hadn’t managed to escape across the Pool. She and the Kneefolk had put out the story about her body being found with a spear hole through it, so that the New Earthers wouldn’t come looking for her. She’d gone to Half Sky so as to be as far away from them as she could.

			‘I’m so sorry that you had to hear that story, Angie, about me being dead. All I can say, that if we hadn’t told it, I think I might really have been dead by now.’ She laughed. ‘But never mind all that, eh? Your mum will be happy happy to know I’ve found you, Angie! So will everyone. You must come over and see us all!’

			‘My mum ?’

			‘Yes, dearest, your mum! She’s in Half Sky now.’ She saw the expression on my face – that news was just too much for me, on top of everything else, and my tears were already flowing – and reached out at once to hug me. ‘Oh Angie dear, she’s there, and so are your brothers and sisters. So are a whole lot of the people we knew at Knee Tree Grounds. Julie Deepwater persuaded a bunch of them to come, when they got tired of the guards from Nob Head bossing them round. Even my sister Glitterfish is there. And you know how she would never go anywhere !’

			Gela’s heart, if the dead really had come back to life and health from under the stones of the Burial Ground, it would hardly have been any stranger than what was actually happening. First, the Earth people, then Starlight, and now this! Our home on Earth, my dead friend, my lost family: all of them restored to me in a single waking! I sobbed and sobbed. Starlight hugged me and rocked me. Candy and Fox came running over.

			‘Why are you crying, Mum?’ Candy demanded. Kids do not like it, I’ve noticed, when their mothers are upset. If their mums need looking after, who’s going to look after them?

			‘Don’t worry, dear,’ said Starlight. As she gently touched Candy’s hand to reassure her, I remembered that, when she was younger, she’d never been easy with little kids. ‘I think she’s crying because she’s happy.’

			My old friend was still the star and I was still the grateful darkness. She was the high person who surprised and impressed my new friends. And she was the one who’d given the Kneefolk a new home, while I’d just run away from them to live among the Davidfolk. But right then I didn’t care. Candy and Fox squeezed in to hug me along with Starlight, and I felt happy happy happy.

			‘They left Knee Tree because it was becoming part of the Davidfolk Ground,’ Starlight said, ‘with guards and traders and shadowspeakers and all the rest. I don’t think there’s anyone left there now. The ones who didn’t come to join us went over to join the Davidfolk on Mainground instead. Like you did, I guess. You must tell me that story, Angie. I still can’t imagine you with a shadowspeaker.’

			‘Later,’ I sniffed, wiping my face and pulling myself out of that little huddle of people that loved me, so I could look at my old friend’s face. ‘I’ll tell you later. Shadowspeakers are different from what you might think. But now I want to hear more about Half Sky. And then I want to hear more about the Kneefolk.’

			‘Half Sky’s a bit like Knee Tree Grounds in some ways, I guess,’ said Starlight. ‘Like Knee Tree used to be, I mean, when the Davidfolk left us alone. We don’t bother too much with old old stories and we stay out of the argument between John and David. You might think I’m a high person there – a big person as people say in New Earth – but I’m not a high person in the way that Strongheart and his guard leaders are in the Davidfolk Ground. I can’t make people do whatever I want, I don’t get to choose the story that everyone else lives by, and if the Skyfolk decide they want another Head, well, they can have one. So that’s a bit like the old Grounds, as well. I guess we do more things in Half Sky, though, than we used to do back on the Grounds. It was John Redlantern’s friend Tina Spiketree who first brought people to our ground, and all the ­stories say she liked to keep busy, she liked to make things happen.’

			‘Just as you do, Starlight,’ I said, smiling. ‘I mean, look at everything you’ve done already! You’ve been right across Eden! You’ve become a high high person not just in one ground, but in two completely different grounds! You were never one, were you, for just sitting there and letting the Watcher look out of your eyes?’

			Starlight laughed. ‘Well, believe it or not, I actually think about the Watcher much more now than I used to. I think it’s important to remind myself that Starlight Brooking is just a mask the Watcher wears, so as to stop myself from getting to think that the story is all about me. But yeah, in a way I am like Tina. I want Half Sky to get on and do things. We’re always trying to figure out how to build better boats, for instance, rather than just making them the same way like we used to on the Grounds, and we’ve found greenstone and are figuring out how to make it into metal. In that way, we’re a little more like the Johnfolk in New Earth. We’re like those big grounds too, in that we have something a bit like guards or ringmen. But all our young people have to take part, whether they’re men or women, and everyone in Half Sky chooses who will lead them. That way they don’t end up bossing everyone else round, like guards and ringmen do.’

			‘Looks like you might not need guards any more,’ said Trueheart, who’d been squatting there listening all this time, her arms wrapped round her knees. ‘Or metal, or better boats.’

			Starlight smiled. ‘The Earth people have changed everything, you mean? Well, that’s certainly true. But as to what we’ll need in future and what we won’t need, I’m not sure that’s something we can tell yet.’

			I could see Trueheart wanted to talk more about that, but I needed news first about my mum and all the other Kneefolk who lived in Half Sky. Fox ran off to fetch the chess set that his dad had carved for him out of wood and bone, realizing that this was turning into typical boring grownup talk about people he’d never heard of or met, but wanting to stay in earshot in case it got more interesting again. He drew a board on the ground, and he and Trueheart began to play, Candy cuddling up against her brother and making suggestions for moves that he pretended to think about but hardly ever followed.
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			Most of Eden still had no idea what had happened, that was the strange thing. Most of Eden thought the world was the same as it always had been. Never mind further away, there were even parts of Circle Valley that hadn’t heard the story about the veekle from Earth. Hunters over by Exit Falls, for instance, might have seen a strange light in the sky in the distance but there was no way they could find out what had caused it until several wakings later.

			The story was gradually spreading peckway, as Leader Harry and his guards rode towards the Dark, shouting out to people as they rode past, but up on the Dark people were still heading our way in that long sad necklace across the snow, not knowing anything about it. Some people up there had decided not to head for Circle Valley but instead go to Tall Tree or one of the other High Valleys, like Steep Shelter or Buck Hole or Snowglass, which meant they wouldn’t hear the news for many wakings. On far side of the Dark, all the news that went back and forth through Wide Forest was about the fight with the Johnfolk. Down alpway in Brown River and way over blueway in Half Sky it would be fifteen twenty wakings before anyone knew about the Earth people, even though Headman Newjohn and Head Woman Starlight had already met them in Circle Valley. As to the people over in New Earth, well, if the news was going to get there, it would first have to cross Wide Forest to the Pool, then travel for three wakings across the bright water, and then across Deep Darkness, and then the bright water on the other side before it even reached the outer edge of their ground, let alone their high people who, so it was said, lived in holes in the ground as far back from their poolside as Davidstand was from ours.
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			The Earth people slept and slept.

			‘Those were fast bucks that Harry took,’ I said to Dave, after Starlight had gone back to join the high people. We all spoke softly softly so as not to disturb the sleepers. ‘Do you reckon they’ll have reached the path up onto the Dark yet?’

			‘I don’t reckon they can be much more than halfway to the Dark.’ Dave glanced up from a little knife that he’d started to whittle from a piece of bone. He scraped away for a bit then looked up again. ‘What I worry about is that the Johnfolk won’t believe ­Harry’s got a message from Gela, and will just do for him and his guys, without ever finding that . . . well, that talking thing, I don’t know what you call it . . . That little square thing Mother Gela gave Leader Harry with her voice inside it.’

			‘Oh they’ll find it, alright,’ said Tom. ‘Even if they do for Leader Harry, they’ll see he’s a high man and they’ll be all over him to find out what he’s got on him.’

			‘She’s not Gela,’ said Trueheart. ‘Her name is Gaia, and she’s the many-greats niece of Gela’s sister Candy.’

			Tom chuckled knowingly. ‘Or so she says. But look at that dark dark skin of hers. How many people can there be who look like that?’

			Marius came staggering out of the shelter, looked at us for a moment, and then hurried off into the starflowers again.

			‘I’ll check they have enough water in there,’ I said. ‘You need water when your guts are playing up.’

			‘I never thought, somehow,’ said Clare, ‘it just never really struck me before that people from Earth would crap and piss and throw up just as we do. It seems odd, somehow, don’t you think? And yet, if we need to do those things, I guess it shouldn’t be so surprising that they do too.’



	

			Thirty-one

			About now, give or take a few wakings, a buck came to the top of the high ridge surrounding Tall Tree Valley, and looked down from the Dark into that little shining forest down there with the darkness wrapped all round it. It was a big old smoothbuck, with a skin draped over it to keep it warm, and on the skin sat a woman, though she was so wrapped in buckskin just then that you wouldn’t have been able to tell whether she was a man or a woman, only that she wasn’t that tall. With her there were two guards on woollybucks, each one holding a spear whose tip glinted in the light of the animals’ headlanterns, and two younger women sharing another smoothbuck. She didn’t have a darkguide. It was tricky to find one just then, and she and the guards knew the paths pretty well.

			The woman pulled off her headwrap. Her face was big and square. Her hair was turning to grey, and there was a stoop in her shoulders that hadn’t been there last time I’d seen her, but she looked as firm and determined as ever. She sat there on the back of her buck, looking down into Tall Tree Valley, and then she gave a little nod, pulled the wrap back onto her head, and began to ride forwards again down the steep snow-covered slope.

			There are many things I found out later, and had to piece together as best I could with what I already knew, and this was one of them. Mary Shadowspeaker had been over near Nob Head when the Johnfolk came from New Earth, and she’d chosen to head up to Tall Tree Valley to get away from them, going not by the main path – David’s Path – that went up from Davidstand, but by another smaller steeper path that climbed up someway rockway from that, called High Valley Shortcut.
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			Mary liked Tall Tree Valley and had taken me there on our way over to Circle Valley. Her father had come from there, and she often told people about how one of her own many-greats grandfathers had been Mehmet Batwing, Wise Mehmet, who’d built the first stone shelters there, and been guard leader there when he died.

			‘And of course, it was Mehmet Batwing who first found Tall Tree Valley all those years ago when he was with John Redlantern and the others,’ she’d also told me. ‘He saved all their lives when they were lost in the darkness and the cold.’

			On Knee Tree Grounds I’d heard that it was Jeff Redlantern who found Tall Tree, that time he rode off bravely all by himself on the back of a woollybuck in search of warmth and light when the others were all stuck on a snowslug and didn’t know which way to go. We called the story Jeff’s Shining Ride and, as I said before, it was a particular favourite of ours, but I let Mary have her version as I usually did. After all, it was Jeff himself who said that the past keeps changing, and it’s the present that always stays the same, so he couldn’t really complain that I didn’t stand up for him.

			We’d had a warm welcome down there in that strange little valley back then. I guess they didn’t get so many visitors, and the Tall Tree folk liked it that Mary treated them like they were special. Just about everyone in whole valley came to see her show and, at the end of it, Mary told the people there they were lucky lucky to live in the place that was special to Wise Mehmet, the one who’d turned away from the True Story and then had the courage to come back. Of all the people from the old stories, he was one of the best. Everyone cheered loudly at that.

			After the show, I remember, we went for a walk, just Mary and me, along a stream. One of the weird things about Tall Tree Valley is that all the streams there flow not out of the valley, but towards its middle where their water all pours into an enormous hole. We walked right up to the edge of that hole and looked down, with the roar of waterfalls all round us, peering through the spray and steam for glimpses of the warm shining forest of Underworld.

			Mary slipped her arm round my waist and kissed me on the cheek. ‘Oh Angie, I’m so glad to have you, and I’m so excited we’re on the way to Circle Valley. I know you’re going to be great.’

			She pointed out a kind of ladder made out of rope, which dangled down down down into the hole. It disappeared into the mist so I couldn’t see where it led, but apparently it carried right on down to the bottom. Mary told me the Tall Tree people climbed down it to hunt and gather fruit and flowers. Her own dad had often been down in the caves. They stretched away for miles, she said. There were giant slinkers down there, twenty feet long and fat as bucks, that crept along the ground, and there was a kind of tree that didn’t stand up by itself but climbed over the walls and roofs of the caves, so the brightness of forest was above you as well as round you. And, if you knew where to go, you could find holes and cracks that dropped down still deeper, with hot air blasting up from yet more layers of Underworld all the way down to the great fire.

			I eyed the ladder uneasily, desperately hoping that Mary wouldn’t suggest we climbed down it. I wasn’t used to heights. Knee Tree Grounds hardly rises above the level of the water, and the cliff near Michael’s Place was no more than twenty feet high at most. I found it scary enough just standing on the top there and looking down.

			But then Mary laughed. ‘The Underworld’s for Johnfolk, though, I reckon.’ We’d been hearing stories lately in the Davidfolk Ground about how the Johnfolk in New Earth didn’t live under the black sky as we did, but under the ground: the high people in big shining caves, the low people in narrow dark holes that the ringmen forced them at spearpoint to dig out for themselves. ‘Gela’s True Family should be out under the sky, don’t you think, Angie, so that Earth can find us when they finally return?’

			She stood looking down for a moment, then she turned to wink at me and laugh, pulling me against her again.

			‘Who am I kidding, Angie? Just the thought of going down that thing makes my hands sweat with fear.’

			She could be sweet sometimes. She didn’t often make fun of herself, but when she did, it was lovely. And Tall Tree Valley seemed to be a place where she found it easier to be like that. I guess that might have been part of the reason why, when the Johnfolk came across the Pool, Mary headed to Tall Tree: it was a place she felt at home. But maybe she also figured that the High Valleys, which have no Circle of Stones, no Veekle, no mementoes of Earth of any kind, would be too small and unimportant for the Johnfolk to bother about.

			And she was certainly right to keep out of the Johnfolk’s way. They were especially cruel to the shadowspeakers when they caught them. They showed them no pity at all. All across Eden, people loved Mother Gela, but one thing that Johnfollk and Davidfolk both especially hated were those who claimed to hear Gela telling a different story to their own.



	

			Thirty-two

			A long way past the length of a normal sleep, the Earth people were still in their shelter. I think maybe they pretended to still be sleeping, even after they were really awake, just so they could get some peace and quiet for a bit. It must have been hard hard for them, tired and sick in their stomachs, to think of facing all us Eden people.

			I sat outside, mending our bodywraps and footwraps in case we needed them again. Helpers came regularly from Strongheart to see if the Earth people were awake yet. The crowd watched and waited, sometimes softly singing ‘Come Tree Road’ or one of the other old songs about going home to Earth. Over in Circle Clearing, another crowd stared up at the veekle. From time to time that huge metal thing would make a little sound and a light would flash, like it was a living thing that was stirring in its sleep. 

			Away across the Valley, Leader Harry and his eight guards were climbing up towards the Dark. We didn’t know what was going to happen, and everything felt strange, like we were dreaming and awake both at the same time. But this was a happy time, full full of hope.

			And good news seemed to keep coming. Little Suzie wasn’t so ill now: she cried and squirmed about again, when a waking ago she’d been limp and unconscious on the edge of death.
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			At last Marius came out. We all knelt and bowed, like people do when a high person appears, and an excited murmur went round the watching crowd outside the fence. He looked embarrassed, waving to us to sit up again and squatting down with us, without even seeming to notice the crowd. He had a stale weary smell to him, and he looked just as tired as he did when he went to rest.

			‘How long ago was it that you were on Earth?’ Trueheart asked him.

			‘About twenty days,’ he said, using that old Earth word again. ‘It seems much longer when you’re living through it, but I think that’s about right.’

			We were all amazed. These people were still on Earth, standing under its blue sky, when the Johnfolk set out across the Pool!

			‘That seems hardly any time,’ I said. ‘We thought Earth was far far away.’

			‘It is far away,’ Marius said. He pointed up at the great wheel of Starry Swirl above us. ‘That’s far away. All of it. Further away from here than any human being can really imagine. And it’s bigger than anyone can imagine too. Earth is deep inside it. We only got here so quickly because we kind of cheat and don’t go through space at all, or only a bit of it, anyway, and then take a kind of shortcut. You see, we . . .’ I was still fixing torn bodywraps, and Marius picked up a scrap of buckskin lying in front me. ‘Imagine this is space,’ he said, and then folded it over, so that the two opposite ends of it lay side by side. ‘We jump across from one side to the other, instead of going through what lies in between.’

			That made no sense at all to me, or to Tom or Clare, or to any of the other Michael’s Place grownups that were listening. But I noticed Trueheart watching Marius with bright eyes. It was like he was talking about things that she’d never heard named before but had somehow known were there.

			‘This is . . . what? The skin of an animal?’ asked Marius, looking at the scrap in his hands. ‘What an interesting texture. I’d like to see some animals soon. That’s what I study, you see, animals and plants, and—’

			‘I don’t get that thing about cheating and space,’ I said, ‘but if it only takes you twenty wakings to get here, and if you knew how to find us, how come you’ve taken four hundred years?’

			Behind me, Gaia had just come out of the shelter and it was her that answered me.

			‘You need to understand, Angie, that for the first three hundred years, hardly anyone on Earth knew that Eden existed, or even that the Defiant had come back. It was all kept a secret. My great-grandmother found out about it and, after a lot of work and a lot of arguing, she managed to find the . . .’ She broke off, and looked at Marius for help. This was going to happen often: one or other of them would be speaking and then suddenly they’d stop and look at one of the other two, realizing that they’d been about to say a word we wouldn’t understand and hoping for suggestions for another word to put in its place. ‘My great-grandmother found the Defiant ’s memory,’ Gaia said. ‘I think that’s the best way to put it. She found the memory of where it had been, and the . . . well, you saw the linkup, didn’t you, that black square thing I gave to Leader Harry? So you know we’ve got a way of saving pictures and sounds and words? Well, my great-grandmother found pictures of these trees you have here, and she found . . . well . . . the voices of the five people who found this place. And they were . . . well, I guess you won’t know this word, but . . .’

			Marius took over from her. It made me think of kids playing football, and how they pass on the ball to someone else when they’re about to be dragged down. ‘It’s a bit hard to explain,’ he said, ‘but we can send pictures and voices from one place to another—’

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Trueheart. She and Fox were still sitting over their game of chess, but they’d been listening to everything. ‘We know about lecky-trickity and telly vijun.’

			Marius and Gaia glanced at one another and smiled.

			‘Well, yes,’ said Gaia. ‘It is like telly vijun. The original landing veekle was sending those voices and pictures up to the starship right up to the moment it crashed. The starship . . . well . . . it kind of stored them, and when it saw there was no chance of anyone being able to get back up to it from the surface of Eden, it brought them back to Earth. My great-grandmother found out about those pictures and voices and tracked them down. She was a . . . well, you might not know the word, but she was a historian, which means her whole job was to figure out things from the past. She found out about Eden and what happened here, and then she gave all the rest of her life to trying to find a way of getting a starship back here again. Her son, my grandfather, did likewise, and so did my mum and dad. But it’s hard to build a starship. It . . .’ Again, like a football player who’s been cornered, she passed the ball back to Marius.

			Marius rubbed his hands over his tired face. ‘Okay,’ he finally said. ‘Imagine some guy here in Eden wanted to build something that would take a thousand people ten years to make: a thousand people working solidly, let’s say, with no time for anything else, with another ten thousand people needed to work alongside them for all those ten years to gather together the things needed to build it with. It wouldn’t be easy, would it, for that guy to actually make it happen? How would he persuade all those people to help him? And even if he did persuade them, how would he find enough for them to eat and drink and . . .’ He said some words that we didn’t know, but by his actions we could sort of see he was asking how people could wrap themselves or make themselves shelters, if all their time was spent building this thing. ‘Do you see what I mean? It would require, well, I don’t know, but let’s say ten thousand more people, just to get food and all of that for those one thousand who were doing the building and for those ten thousand who were getting the stuff together.’

			We nodded. It was hard for us to imagine anything that would take all that time and effort, but it wasn’t difficult to understand that people wouldn’t easily be persuaded to do it. And anyway, that was twenty-one thousand people he’d spoken about! Were there that many in all of Eden? I had no idea, but it didn’t seem likely to me.

			‘It’s a bit like metal, I guess,’ said Davidson after a moment. ‘They say it takes hundreds of people to get that special metal stone out of the ground, and heat it up in fires, and gather the wood for the fires. The only way the big people over there can get the small people to do all that is to force them at the point of a spear.’

			This interested Marius, tired and ill as he was.

			‘You’re making metal? Already? ’ He seemed quite impressed. ‘Where is this?’

			‘Oh it’s far away from here,’ Davidson said. ‘It’s another ground across the water called New Earth, and—’

			‘But what I still don’t get,’ I interrupted, ‘is why was it kept a secret that the Defiant had come back?’

			‘Well,’ Gaia said. ‘That’s kind of complicated too, but it was to do with the fact that it wasn’t supposed to come here in the first place.’

			Deep had come out as well now, that tall tall man with his strange pale skin that had so little colour in it that you could see the pink blood beneath it. He smiled at us when we noticed him, a bright warm smile, and raised one big hand in friendly greeting. Their hands fascinated me, I remember. I kept looking at the little marks on their skin, the tiny wrinkles, the uneven edges of their nails. I guess they sort of proved to me that these people weren’t shadows or dreams or characters in stories. Only real people, surely, could have wrinkles on their skins you could count?

			‘The thing is that the Defiant wasn’t supposed to come here in the first place,’ Deep said, squatting down. ‘Things were really bad on Earth back then. There were floods and storms in some places and no water at all in others. There wasn’t enough to eat. Folk were starving in many different places. Folk were running from their homes in search of new places to live. All over the world, people were fighting for . . .’ He said another word we didn’t know but which seemed to mean ground. ‘And there were fights for water too. I know you have a war going on here at the moment,’ at least we knew that word now, ‘but back then there were lots of wars on Earth, all going on at the same time.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Gaia. ‘That’s how it was then. And a lot of people thought it wasn’t right that this huge effort should be going into trying to find another world, when they already had all these problems at home, particularly since finding a new world really wouldn’t solve any of them. I guess if I’d been alive then, I would probably have agreed with them.’

			‘I would have done too,’ said Deep. ‘But anyway, just before the Defiant set out – in fact it was when the three astronauts were already inside it – lots of angry people, right across the Earth, started to demand that it shouldn’t go, that it should be broken up and brought back down to Earth so its parts could be used for things that would actually help people. It’s gen rater, for instance, was more powerful than any—’ He broke off, realizing that he’d lost us all.

			‘Anyway,’ said Marius, ‘it was decided that the starship shouldn’t set out, and that the three astronauts should come back down to Earth. But—’

			‘But they refused to stop,’ said Gaia. ‘And that’s why five people ended up coming here. Only three had set out, but when they refused to come back, two more were sent after them to—’

			By now all the Eden folk round them were smiling and nodding.

			Gaia laughed. ‘Oh I see you know that part already!’

			Know about it? Tom’s dick, of course we did! Every single Virsry that old story was acted out in every single cluster in the Davidfolk Ground, beside every little circle of stones. Three men were carried about in the Big Sky-Boat, pretending to be Dixon, Mehmet and Tommy, the Three Disobedient Men, and a man and a woman were carried after them in the Small Sky-Boat, pretending to be Gela and Michael Namegiver in the Police Veekle. In the smallest clusters, people might not get round to building those boats, but even they would act it out with little toy ones.

			‘And when the starship finally came back,’ said Deep, ‘new people were in charge in the biggest . . .’ He said another word that sounded like ‘come trees’ but also seemed to mean grounds. ‘They didn’t want people getting all excited about other homes across the stars, because obviously it wasn’t going to be possible to move large numbers of folk from Earth to here, and they thought the news would just distract people from what needed doing right there. So they kept it completely secret, so secret that it could have been forgotten if Gaia’s great-granny hadn’t—’

			‘How is Suzie?’ interrupted Gaia. She’d noticed Flame nearby nursing her baby against her breast. ‘I must clean that cut again soon.’

			‘She’s much better,’ Flame told her, and then she suddenly thrust the child into Clare’s arms and ran over to kiss Gaia’s hand. ‘Oh thankyou, Mother Gela! Thankyou! Thankyou! Thankyou!’

			All this time the people crowded outside the fence had been silently watching us, keeping quiet quiet as they tried their best to make out at least a little bit what was being said. But now, at last, something had happened that they could all understand, for everyone knew by then about the baby and the red box and the metal thorn. They cheered and clapped and began to sing.

			They were still singing when helpers arrived from Strongheart’s shelter to invite the Earth people to come and talk to the high people. The rest of us settled down to wait for their return, happy happy still, but full of questions, and some of us beginning to sense that, however wonderful this all felt, the ground we stood on was falling away beneath our feet.
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			I thought about Leader Harry on the back of his buck. He was getting near to the edge of the Dark. The headlantern of his buck was starting to light up the ground round him, and monkeys were jumping and wheeling away from him, and up into those last few trees before the snow.



	

			Thirty-three

			Mary probably saw monkeys too as she rode down into Tall Tree Valley with her guards and helpers, but if so they’d have been the special flying kind that you get in the High Valleys, the ones with the flaps of skin that stretch out between their six arms, and let them glide between those big trees as if they had wings. Tall Tree Valley is a little steep bowl in middle of darkness and you can easily see from one side to the other. As her buck climbed down the path, there was a row of little white patches of light moving slowly down far side of the valley. It was more frightened people climbing down from David’s Path.
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			Of course I didn’t know until later that Mary was at Tall Tree at that time, but she was in my thoughts all the same. The truth was that, even after eight years, and even though I hadn’t seen her once since the time she turned her head away from me in Circle Valley and told her guards to keep me away from her, I still thought about her every waking. And she was particularly in my thoughts when something new happened, something unexpected, because, even after all this time, I would still ask myself, What would Mary say? What would Mary’s opinion be? How would Mary sort this out? However unkind she’d been to me, the fact was that her views were much more interesting than the views of anyone I’d met since. I guess that was because she didn’t just think about the world we can see with our eyes, like most people did in Michael’s Place, but about the greater world that hid behind it, the wider story, in which each person’s own little life is only just one thread.

			Although I hadn’t seen Mary since that time, I certainly could have done. In fact I could have seen her at least five times, because that’s how often she’d come to put on shows in Veeklehouse while I’d been living at Michael’s Place. Each time she came I heard people talking about her a little more excitedly than the last, as Mary became one of the best-loved and best-known shadowspeakers in all of the Davidfolk Ground. ‘Some of them just keep on about their presents,’ people would say about her, ‘so you end up wondering if presents are all that really interests them. But that Mary never even mentions them. Not once. She takes whatever we have to give, of course – well, she’s got to live – but you get the feeling she’d put on her shows anyway if we gave her nothing at all.’ I felt kind of proud of Mary when I heard people speak of her like that, but I still kept away, afraid of what it might stir up inside me if I saw her again.

			I was still angry angry with her for the way she treated me in Circle Valley, turning her back on me after all that time, not even giving me a chance to speak, not even thinking about how lonely and desperate I might feel to be left there alone, so far away from anyone I knew. ‘Listen to me, Mary!’ I wanted to yell at her whenever I thought about it. ‘Just bloody listen to me for ten heartbeats! You got it wrong. You got it all wrong. I don’t think I’m better than you. Of course not. How could you be so dumb? I look up to you! Surely that’s obvious! I wasn’t trying to say I knew better than you, I was just asking for a bit of the help you happily gave, waking after waking, to everyone who came to your shows.’

			But at the same time I could understand quite well why she’d been angry with me. Mary was much braver than me. She dared to believe in something – really believe in it, like it was as solid and certain as a rock or a tree trunk – even if she couldn’t prove it for certain. And, what’s more, she didn’t just say she believed in it, like a lot of people do, but had given up pretty much everything else for that one thing that she believed in, which is something hardly anybody does at all. It was as if she was playing a game of toss-up, like the one I once watched guards and traders playing at Veeklehouse, and had bet everything she had on one single throw of the dice, so certain was she that she knew which side would come up on top. I’ve not met anyone else who did that, except maybe Starlight, who bet everything on a man she hardly knew from far side of the Pool.

			So, even though I was angry with her for the way she’d treated me, I still looked up to Mary. I still loved her in a way. And the truth was that, however angry I might be with her, I was much angrier with myself for what had happened.

			I mean, Tom’s fat dick, it wasn’t as if she hadn’t warned me! ‘Our Mother’s voice is quiet quiet,’ those were her words. ‘She doesn’t shout at us. She speaks so softly you might think it was just your own thoughts.’ You couldn’t get much clearer than that. And yet, not once but twice, the first time and the final time I went into the Circle, a firm clear voice had spoken to me in my mind and told me exactly what I needed to do, and I’d just ignored it.

			Again and again and again, in the eight years since I’d last seen her, I’d gone over that in my mind. How could I have failed to listen to the voice inside my head that told me to go over to Mary and tell her about the things I’d been holding back from her? Could there really have been any doubt at all that telling her was the right thing to do?

			And of course the answer to that was no. I should have been honest with Mary. Once I’d done that, once I’d got those secrets out of the way – who knows? – perhaps I would have begun to hear Gela herself more clearly, and learned to tell the difference between her voice and my own thoughts. But how could I ever have expected to hear her if I refused to listen even to myself ? How could I expect to open my mind to Gela if I closed it up to my best friend and teacher? Over and over, I asked myself these things. Of course, I knew perfectly well that the reason I hadn’t spoken to Mary about my secrets was that I was afraid of making her angry, afraid of her asking things of me that I’d find difficult to do. But as it turned out, she couldn’t possibly have been angrier if I had told her than she was when I didn’t, and she couldn’t possibly have made things harder for me either.

			Sometimes I wondered if she’d known all along that I was keeping secrets. She was so smart about things like that, she had such sharp sharp eyes, and – who knows? – perhaps Gela herself had even told her. It was quite possible that Mary knew everything already and was just waiting for me to figure out what I had to do. It was a test, that was all, and not that hard a test either. If that was really so, no wonder Mary had been disappointed. It wasn’t because I didn’t hear Gela – she knew that was hard; she knew that took time – it was because I’d let her down.

			And look where letting her down had taken me! Look what I’d become as a result. A low low woman who foraged and hunted for her living like a thousand other low people across the Davidfolk Ground, and lived among other low people who knew next to nothing, and didn’t matter to anyone except themselves.

			And yet I could have been with Mary. I could have been with someone who was known and loved right across the Davidfolk Ground, from Rockway Edge to the White Streams. I could even have become known and loved in the way that she was. (Yes, and how else could a woman be so known and respected among the Davidfolk except as a shadowspeaker? Even the highest of high women had to live in the shadows of their men.) I could have been part of something important, something big, looking after all the people of True Family, helping them understand things, helping them grow, helping them find their way home. I might have come to know Gela, not in the way that everyone can, but as one of her special special helpers, the ones she trusts most, the ones she calls on. And I could have shared all this with Mary, one of the smartest and strongest people I’d ever known, who could have chosen so many people to be her helper but had chosen me.

			No one was smart like Mary in Michael’s Place. Except perhaps for Trueheart, no one was curious about the world in the way she was, no one was quick like she was at figuring things out. The rest of them could talk quite happily all waking about nothing more interesting than the next meal, or their kids, or the trades they managed to get in Veeklehouse, or the scraps of stories they picked up about the high people: ‘They say Leader Hunter’s oldest boy is in big big trouble with his dad.’ ‘I heard Strongheart gave his new woman a whole wrap covered in colour-stones, the lucky girl.’ ‘If we go to Veeklehouse next waking, apparently, we might see Leader Mehmet’s daughters. Everyone says they’re pretty pretty pretty.’

			So I think the main reason I never went to Mary’s shows was that I couldn’t bear to be reminded of how much I’d thrown away, and dreaded the thought of her seeing me, and having her turn her back on me once more. But a little part of me also dreaded the idea that she might forgive me, as she forgave so many people the stupid things they did, and offer me the chance to go with her once again. Because how could I go with her, now that I had kids to care for?
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			Mary rode down into Tall Tree Valley, rode in under those huge trees with those long trunks they need to keep their lanterns above the snow when it falls, as it quite often does, right down into the bottom of the valley. She made her way to the Tall Tree cluster – it’s not far from the place where the path comes down – and rode in among those strange shelters, different from any other shelters I’ve seen, with their thick stone walls and their thick strong wooden roofs built to bear the weight of heavy snow. She found the cluster all swollen up, like Davidstand had been, and like Old Family cluster in Circle Valley was now, with scared people from different parts of the Davidfolk Ground who’d come there to escape the Johnfolk. No one knew how such a small place would be able to feed everyone. No one had a plan as to what to do next. But Mary went to the circle of stones in middle of the cluster – Wise Mehmet had laid it out with his own hands after he took Tall Tree Valley back into True Family – and she put on a show.

			She told the people that of course they were frightened, of course they were worried about the Johnfolk. We all knew how cruel they were, we all knew how they forced people to work in holes in the ground, we all knew how they made their low people listen to a false Gela, who told them wicked lies with Gela’s stolen ring on her finger.

			‘But you must remember that Mother Gela’s on our side,’ Mary told them. And she reminded them that, no matter how hard things became for them, if they only remembered that, everything would work out for them in the end. Because Gela was watching them from far off Earth with all the love that a mother has for her children. She was watching them, and she was keeping their home ready for them. And one waking they would all find their way there, just so long as they kept their hearts open to the Mother of us all.

			‘That’s all she asks of you,’ Mary told them. ‘That you keep your heart open, so she’ll be able to reach out to you and guide you home.’

			It was one of her best best shows, so people would say later. There was so much grief in that cold cluster, so much fear, so much longing. And Mary had always understood those things. Better than any of the other shadowspeakers, she’d always understood how close those feelings were to the surface of people’s minds, even in good times, even in times when there weren’t enemies burning down our shelters, and riding through our ground with metal spears. And right then in Tall Tree Valley, those feelings weren’t even hidden. Never mind below the surface, they were right on top. Everyone had lost their homes, or was afraid of losing their home soon. Everyone was scared. Everyone longed and longed for something that couldn’t ever be found in Eden: a place where things weren’t just safe for a waking or two, but were always safe, safe forever and ever.

			‘It’s really there,’ said Mary, with tears and sweat running down her face. ‘It’s really there, waiting for you on Earth, with the lovely light of the sun shining down on it from the blue blue sky. Our home ! Our real true home, where our Mother waits for us, to take us in her arms, and hold us tightly, and dry away our tears.’

			They all cheered and wept and cheered some more. As she often did, Mary went round them, kissing and hugging one person after another, murmuring words of advice. And when people offered her presents, she just pushed them away: ‘No, my dear, you need to keep that for yourself and these little ones of yours. Don’t you worry about me. I can look after myself.’

			Presently she had them all sing ‘Come Tree Row’ and they went round and round that old song, again and again and again, not wanting to stop, not wanting to bring it to an end. For when they stopped singing it, they knew, the feeling of going home would fade away, and they’d be back in Eden again, crammed into that little bowl of light surrounded by the Dark, with all their fear and grief crowding in on them the same as ever.

			And of course none of them – not Mary or any of them – had the slightest idea that only four five wakings away, there was a new landing veekle already standing in middle of the Circle of Stones.



	

			Thirty-four

			Two three hours after going to see Strongheart, the Earth people came back to their shelter again. It had been a strange meeting, Starlight told me later. In one way, Strongheart and Newjohn were just as excited as anyone else to have the Earth people among them, and they were proud proud too that it should happen when they were the bosses of their two grounds, because that would help to make sure that they were remembered in the stories of the future. But at the same time both of them were full of worries and doubts.

			The Earth people were kind and polite.

			‘Eden is beautiful,’ Deep said to Strongheart, ‘and the people are wonderfully welcoming.’

			‘Thankyou, thankyou!’ Strongheart bowed low and gestured to them to sit down on the piles of skins that were arranged under the tall whitelantern tree in middle of his big big shelter. ‘We were raised well by our first mother, Gela, who came from Earth just like you.’

			‘I notice you always talk about Gela here, Head Guard,’ Gaia said, when they were all squatting on the skins, by the big warm tree trunk, ‘and not so much about Tommy.’

			‘Well, he was a bad man, wasn’t he?’ Strongheart said. ‘He disobeyed President and brought Gela here against her wishes, when she was only doing what President asked.’

			Helpers came with mugs of badjuice and barks piled high. There were different kinds of flowercakes. There were little sweetbat hearts, smoked over a fire and stuffed with stumpcandy. There were small strips of dried spearfish.

			‘Those red cakes are from Brown River where Newjohn comes from, across the Dark and way way down alpway,’ Strongheart told the Earth people. ‘The white ones are from Rockway Edge. The spearfish comes from way out on the bright water near—’

			He broke off. High people always had food that came from far away – it was one of their ways of showing their reach and their power – but it had just occurred to him that, if you came from Earth, the distance these cakes and fish had travelled wouldn’t seem far at all, and he didn’t want to seem like some silly boasting kid.

			The Earth people nibbled at the food and sipped at their badjuice. It was obvious they didn’t like it – last time they’d tried our food it had made them ill – but they pretended they did. Strongheart only picked at the food himself, and Newjohn selected a bit of dried spearfish and chewed at the edge of it, watching the Earth people with his clever pointy face.

			‘What we wanted to ask you, Head Guard,’ Deep bowed as he wiped his hands and mouth with the strip of fakeskin Strongheart’s helpers had given him, ‘is if you would mind us spending a couple or three wakings exploring the forest here. We’re interested to learn more about the animals and trees. It will help us understand Eden better.’

			Strongheart and Newjohn looked at each other. They hadn’t expected this at all.

			‘Animals and trees?’ said Strongheart after a moment. ‘Of course. But don’t you—?’

			‘If we can learn more about the life on Eden,’ Gaia explained, ‘we may one day be able to help you with useful things like new . . .’ She stopped, realizing she’d been about to say a word they wouldn’t know. ‘We might be able to help you find new ways of helping people when they’re poorly, like I helped that baby girl with the infected shoulder.’

			‘Or things that will make you all grow bigger and stronger,’ said Deep.

			Since neither of the two old men seemed to know what to say about this, Starlight stepped in.

			‘It sounds a good plan in that case, doesn’t it, Head Guard? You can explain to your people that our friends from Earth aren’t leaving us when they go out into forest, just trying to understand more about the world we live in. It might seem strange to us that they want to look at animals and trees, but we know, don’t we, that on Earth people know much much more than we do? I guess we’re learning something now about how they actually find out all that stuff !’

			‘That’s right,’ said Marius. ‘We call it science.’

			None of the Eden people knew the word, but he repeated it for them, and told them how it was written, and later on Starlight came back and told it to me.

			‘Science,’ she said. (How quickly I’d grown used to the idea that it was Starlight here talking to me, really Starlight, really my old friend!) ‘From what I gathered, it’s not a thing, exactly, but more a way of figuring stuff out. It’s like the world itself has a story – this thing happened because of that, that happened because of the other, and so on – and science is a way of figuring out what that story is, without getting it all mixed up with our own stories.’

			Trueheart was listening carefully carefully while Starlight was explaining this. ‘That sounds good good,’ she said. ‘Us humans are such babies. Us Eden people are, anyway. We always try and make our stories come out the way we want them to.’
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			‘Sci-ence,’ Strongheart slowly repeated, as he sat on his pile of skins in his big shelter, turning the word over, as you might turn over some creature from forest that a hunter had brought in, figuring out what kind of thing it was, what kind of teeth it had, what kind of legs and hands. ‘Sci Ence.’

			‘It means looking at things like animals and trees and rocks,’ Deep said. Even sitting down, Deep was big big, but his face was friendly and kind. ‘Looking at them in a special way, inside and out, not only with our eyes but with . . .’ He glanced at the other Earth people as he struggled to find words that we’d understand. ‘ . . . but with different kinds of tools we have for seeing things that are too small for eyes to see, or for figuring out what they’re made of.’

			Newjohn laughed. ‘But we know what animals are made of ! Meat and bone and blood.’

			‘Ah, but what are meat and bone made of ?’ asked Deep with a friendly smile. ‘And is the meat and bone of Eden animals made of different things from our own? Why is their blood green, for instance, while ours is red? How come most of them have six limbs while most large Earth creatures only have four? How do their eyes see, when they’re so different from ours? And what can they see? Do they see the same colours as us, or different ones? Who knows? Perhaps they see heat as much as they see light. That would make some sense, seeing as there’d have been almost no light at all in Eden until life first appeared.’

			Again Newjohn laughed uneasily. ‘Michael’s names, you people say some strange things! How could we possibly know what animals see?’

			‘Well,’ began Marius, ‘it’s not easy, but we could begin by testing whether they can tell the difference between two colours. It would be a matter of—’

			‘But that would be for later, Marius, wouldn’t it?’ Gaia interrupted him with a smile. ‘For the moment, if it’s okay with Head Guard Strongheart here, we just want to wander out into the forest and see what’s there.’

			Strongheart looked at Newjohn, who gave a tiny shrug and a nod. When Leader Harry had still been in Circle Valley, Strongheart had turned to him for advice, but of course Harry was crossing the Dark now, and the only other man there who was anything like as high as Strongheart was Headman Newjohn. Starlight found it funny how these two old guys, one fat and round-faced, one thin and pointy-faced, had begun to rely on each other, even though Strongheart was head of all the Davidfolk, and a many-greats grandson of Great David, and Newjohn was head of the Brown River folk, and the many-greats grandson of Juicy John himself.

			‘Well, if you need to look at the plants and animals,’ the old man said, ‘then of course you must. I only ask that you come back before the New Earthers get here.’

			‘We’ll be back long before that,’ said Deep. ‘And when we come back, we thought maybe you’d like us to show you all some pictures from Earth.’

			The two old men looked at each other, unsure what was being offered to them.

			‘If I may, Head Guard, I’ll show you an example,’ Deep said, and he took out another flat square thing from a kind of bag he was carrying. It was what they called a linkup, much like the one that Leader Harry was carrying to the Johnfolk right at that moment up there on Snowy Dark, with Gaia’s voice inside it. It looked like it was made of blackglass, though it was smoother than any blackglass on Eden. ‘Here is my little daughter, Avi,’ he said, and handed it across to David Strongheart.

			Strongheart took the glass from him and looked into it. His eyes weren’t so good – many people his age, after all, couldn’t see at all – so he held it out at arm’s length. Then he, Newjohn and Starlight all peered at it.

			‘I can see something moving,’ Strongheart said.

			‘It’s a little girl!’ cried Starlight, whose eyes were still sharp as ever. ‘Listen! You can hear her voice!’

			‘Oh yes, I can see her!’ shouted out Newjohn, forgetting for a moment that he was Headman of all the Riverfolk, and acting like an excited child.

			Strongheart could hear the little girl, but he still couldn’t make her out. ‘Maybe you need these?’ Marius said, taking out from his wrap another strange new object: two circles of a special kind of glass that wasn’t black like most glass, but could be seen through as if it was water, like the glass on top of the veekle. Marius showed Strongheart how to fix them over his eyes and now, when the old guy looked at the picture again, it had suddenly become perfectly clear to him.

			‘It is!’ he cried out, and burst out laughing. ‘It is a little girl. I can see her wave and smile.’

			Tears came to his eyes. Tears came to Newjohn’s eyes too, and to Starlight’s as well. It was so wonderful and so strange, she said, to think that this little human child was alive right now, far far away through all that cold black empty sky, under the sky of Earth. 

			‘And yet there was something sad about it,’ she told me. ‘The distance made it sad. Like a happy thing feels sad when you’re looking back on it, and it’s long long ago.’

			‘We thought you and your people might like to see more pictures like this,’ said Deep, ‘pictures of Earth, and maybe pictures of people from your own past, like Gela.’

			David Strongheart stared at him. ‘Pictures of Gela? Pictures that can move and talk?’

			‘Yes, I’m pretty sure we can find some,’ Deep told him. ‘And we have some other screens in our veekle, bigger than this one, which we can take out and—’

			‘Screens?’ interrupted Strongheart. ‘Did you say screens? We have a screen here! It’s one of the Mementoes from Tommy and Gela.’

			‘Really? ’

			All three Earth people had spoken at once. It was obvious that they were interested interested. Pleased to have impressed them, Strongheart called out to one of his helpers: ‘Go to my store and fetch the Screen.’

			‘It doesn’t show pictures, though,’ he warned the Earth people. ‘It doesn’t do anything at all.’

			‘Well, it wouldn’t,’ said Marius. ‘It’s four hundred years old and its bat-tree would have died long ago.’ He looked at Gaia. ‘But if the . . .’ he began and then said a whole string of words – dayter, files, kruptid, coad – that meant nothing to any of the Eden people. Deep and Gaia nodded, and each of them commented on what he’d said. Starlight recognized many of the words these two spoke, but she still couldn’t figure out what they were talking about. But after thirty forty heartbeats of this, Gaia turned back to Strongheart, Newjohn and Starlight, and tried to explain.

			‘Screens have memories, you see. They have memories inside them: that’s how they can show us pictures and sounds. We might still be able to find things in there that Gela and Tommy said after the Defiant came back to Earth. Wouldn’t that be great? To hear what they were thinking in that time at the beginning when the two of them were on their own!’
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			When the Earth people finally came back to where we were waiting round their shelter, they had the Screen with them, a grey square, with some crumbling dirty-looking brown stuff round it, which, so the story went, had once been smooth and white. Marius handed it to me to look at, and I passed it on to the others. Only a few wakings ago, the Michael’s Place people would have been amazed to see such a thing, and even more amazed to be allowed anywhere near it, let alone touch it with our own hands, but now, as we handed it about, it seemed a rough, broken, tired old thing compared with the new and shiny things from Earth that we knew were in the shelter right behind us.

			‘When we get back from our trip in the forest,’ Marius explained, ‘we’ll open it up. We’re not sure, because it’s very old, but we think there’s a good chance that we may be able to find words or pictures inside it, or even voices, that were put in here by Tommy or Angela when they were here on their own.’

			Trueheart reached out and touched it. ‘But how does it work? How can a thing like this hold pictures and voices at all, never mind hold them for four hundred years?’

			Marius smiled at her. He liked Trueheart, and she liked him. Not in a man–woman way, I don’t mean. They just noticed and liked each other’s smartness. ‘I’ll try and explain it to you, Trueheart, but it’ll have to wait. Right now we’re going to get ready to go out in the forest for a few days. When we get back we’re going to show everyone some pictures from Earth, over there in the big clearing with the stones, and then we’ll get to work on this thing.’

			‘What do you mean pictures ?’ I asked.

			Gaia laughed. ‘I’ll show you.’ She took out a linkup from a pocket in her wrap, and held it up in front of Trueheart and me and Fox and Clare. ‘Speak!’ she told us. ‘Move about! It’ll remember.’

			‘Boo!’ shouted Fox, but I looked at the black square and couldn’t think of anything to say. It seemed dumb, somehow, to talk to a thing like that, and I felt myself blush. ‘Hello!’ I said awkwardly.

			Smiling at how nervous we were, Gaia showed us the picture she’d made. Here was my beautiful little Fox, and here was his voice saying boo. Here was Clare – it looked exactly like her – and here was Trueheart with her batface and her smart curious eyes. But next to her was another horribly ugly batface I didn’t recognize at all.

			‘Oh Angie, darling,’ said Clare. ‘It looks just like you.’

			The ugly old batface’s mouth moved. ‘Hello!’ it said shyly from inside the glass, speaking in a strange voice I didn’t know.

			Everyone else laughed and shouted. ‘That’s her! That’s Angie! That’s exactly how she speaks!’

[image: ]

			After the Earth people had left Strongheart’s shelter, Starlight told me that she, Newjohn and Strongheart had sat for a moment in silence.

			‘Do you think they’re really going to take anyone back to Earth?’ Newjohn asked after a while.

			‘Don’t see how they can,’ Starlight said. ‘There isn’t room inside the veekle.’

			Newjohn nodded. ‘That’s what I’ve been thinking too.’

			‘Perhaps this veekle is just the beginning,’ said Strongheart. ‘Maybe they’ll bring down a bigger one later.’

			Newjohn shrugged. ‘But would you go? If you could leave Eden forever and live on Earth, would you really want to do it?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ said Starlight. ‘They haven’t told us enough about Earth for me to say.’

			Strongheart thought for several heartbeats. ‘We wouldn’t be high people on Earth, would we?’ he said. ‘We’d just be low people like everyone else. Or maybe even lower.’

			‘I don’t reckon it will happen anyway,’ said Newjohn. ‘I think we’ll stay here on Eden.’

			Strongheart shook his head. ‘Well, let’s make sure they don’t turn us into low people here as well.’



	

			Thirty-five

			Leader Harry and his guards were up on Snowy Dark, their bucks’ clawed feet carrying them steadily forwards, their bucks’ headlanterns casting just enough grey light for them to see the bottoms of the steep slopes that rose up round them into unseen blackness far above and the tops of the slopes that dropped down into unseen blackness below. The creatures twitched their mouth feelers this way and that as they sucked in the cold cold air and tested it for the scent of leopards and the whiff of trees and warmth. Sometimes one buck or other would give out a cry, and one or two of the others would answer it – Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek! Eeeeeek! – and occasionally the whole herd of them would join in together for a hundred heartbeats or so before they all lapsed back into silence. And then all that could be heard was the sound of their breathing, and the crunching of their feet in the snow.

			It wasn’t really people who first found the way across the Dark, it was woollybucks. Woollybucks live by moving back and forth between the valleys up in the Dark, as the snow comes and goes. Jeff Redlantern was the one who first understood that, our Jeff, who was also the first to figure out how to get bucks to let people ride them. When John and the others got themselves lost in the Dark, Jeff thought to himself that his buck must know the way to someplace where there was food and warmth, because even woollybucks can’t live on ice and snow. So he rode off by himself and let his buck go where it wanted, and in that way he found Tall Tree Valley. Him figuring that was what saved John and his people, and it was what made it possible later on for the other High Valleys to be found, and the other ways across the Dark.

			Or that was what we were told on Knee Tree Grounds, in any case. But of course the Davidfolk like to give the credit to Wise Mehmet. Who can say which version is really true? It might even be that several different people figured the same thing out. It was just a case of noticing which ways the bucks were willing to go, after all, and which ways they weren’t. And a matter of remembering that bucks had been on Eden long long before people.

			Anyway, whoever found it, David’s Path is only one of many ways across the Dark. And David’s Path itself joins up with dozens of other paths that head off in different directions along the sides of dark valleys, past rock and ice, and above the huge snowslugs. These paths themselves branch, join onto new paths, branch out again, join up again with more paths yet. So it’s all one path, really, a path that isn’t just a single line but a kind of net. You put your foot on any part of it and you know for sure that all over the Dark there are other feet walking that same path with you: human feet and buck feet, and here and there leopard feet too. Some of those feet are coming towards you, some moving away, others again crossing between two places that you’ll never see and have never even heard of. Where human beings have trod is only a small small part of the Dark, and the paths we know of are only a small part of the path.

			As Harry and his men rode across the snow, they passed many little groups of people coming the other way. That necklace of shining beads of light was still moving slowly across the snow towards Circle Valley, as the terrified people of Wide Forest tried to get their kids and their bucks out of the way of the Johnfolk. And from time to time Harry came across those little groups of guards who waited at the crossing places by their little red fires. The guards were scared scared too. There were only a handful of them beside each fire. What were they going to do if the Johnfolk came?

			When a group of guards saw Harry coming, or a bunch of Wide Forest folk met him in the snow, they saw he was a high man and called out the latest bad news to him in the desperate hope he’d be able to do something about it. The ringmen and their metal spears were winning every fight, they cried. They were taking children from their mums and dads. They were doing for young boys so they couldn’t grow up to be guards. They were making people destroy their own circles of stones. The stories were often true, but they’d begun to have a kind of life of their own like stories always seem to, and, just as some stories grow by feeding on hope and longing, these ones grew bigger and more horrible as they spread by gorging themselves on fear.

			But Harry’s guards put an end to all of that. ‘Earth has come!’ they shouted back down. ‘A veekle’s come back to the Circle! Mother Gela herself is there! She’s taller than a man and her skin is black black, just like in the stories!’

			Fear changed to hope. In middle of the cold and dark, people suddenly felt light and warmth inside them, like they were trees whose roots had found some new warm place deep down in Underworld, just at the moment their lanterns were starting to fade, and their trunks beginning to grow cold.

			‘It’s quite true,’ Leader Harry called down to the waiting guards as he hurried by. ‘Earth really is here! Tell everyone that passes, but stay on watch here until I come back through.’ And to one group of guards at a place where five different strands of the great path all came together, he called out: ‘One of you, ride to the High Valleys and give them the news,’ and he pulled off his headwrap so they could see his face and know for certain who it was that was speaking to them.

			Of course, the guards would have liked to leave their fires at once and head straight to Circle Valley, but they knew better than to go against what David Strongheart’s son had told them. One guard from that group by the five paths climbed onto a buck and rode off towards Tall Tree Valley. The rest threw more wood on their fire and waited for Leader Harry’s return.

			But they were smiling and laughing now. They hugged each other, they squeezed each others’ hands, they told each other they couldn’t believe that in the generations that had passed on Eden, theirs was the one that had finally heard from Earth. One of them got out a jug of badjuice and shared it round, and presently they began to bellow out ‘Come Tree Row’ as loud as they could. It echoed off the cold black cliffs that were hidden away in the darkness above them, and a stone broke free, clattering noisily against the rock until at last it hit the snow and fell silent once again.

			The path was busy busy. Those guards’ friend was riding towards Tall Tree Valley. Harry and his men were pressing on towards Wide Forest. All those little pale beads of grey light were still making their way along that long long necklace that had David’s Path as its string. Far off rockway, more beads of light were climbing up onto the Dark on the Shortcut, and over the top, and down again into those little bowls of life we call the High Valleys.

			And over above Davidstand, where David’s Path came down to meet the many paths that criss-crossed through the shining trees of Wide Forest, a new group of people was starting the climb up to the ice and snow.
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			Davidstand belonged to the Johnfolk by then. They called it Ellpool, which was the name first given it by John Redlantern. Most of the people there had run away, and those that stayed behind were doing whatever the Johnfolk asked of them. Ringmen lived in whatever shelters they hadn’t burnt, wearing the fancy wraps and feather hats that the Davidstand people had left behind. In the Great Shelter, Headmanson Luke and his friend Teacher Gerry drank Strongheart’s badjuice and slept on his beds.

			It wasn’t that Mehmet and Hunter had given up, but they’d learned that Johnfolk would always win a face-to-face fight because of their metal spears. So instead Strongheart’s first and third sons had their men hide in forest and set traps. Sometimes the guards would dig a hole in the ground and fill it with spikes, like buck­hunters do, and then lead the Johnfolk towards it. Sometimes they’d tie thin strings over a path at just the height that would catch a man on buckback and pull him to the ground. Sometimes a bunch of them would scrape away the bark from hot spiketrees, cutting almost right through to the sap. A few of their mates would ride up close to the ringmen and shoot arrows at them. When the ringmen chased after them, they’d lead them to the spiketrees where their friends were hiding, and their friends would take axes and open up the trees, so that as the Johnfolk came by, scalding sticky sap would spray out at them, burning their skin, and making their bucks panic and scream. The guards would pick off the ringmen as they twisted and turned, trying to figure out which way to go.
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			One waking, about the time that Leader Harry was climbing up onto the Dark from Circle Valley, Headmanson Luke Johnson had gone riding out in forest near Davidstand with his friend Teacher Gerry.

			They thought they were pretty safe with their ringmen all round them in their metal masks, and they were chatting away to one another cheerfully, without even wearing masks of their own.

			‘I’m so looking forward to the waking I can bring my mum over here with the ring on her finger, and bring these people here back to their true Mother,’ I imagine Luke saying.

			‘So am I, Luke,’ I imagine Teacher Gerry answering. ‘And especially I’m looking forward to—’

			Then Gerry stopped, as if a new and interesting idea had suddenly come to him and he was figuring out how best to put it into words. He leaned slowly towards the Headmanson like he was bowing. Then he half sat up again for a moment. He had a strange half-smile on his face. There was blood on his nostrils and on his lips.

			‘Gerry? Are you okay? What’s the—’

			Gerry’s smile didn’t change. It was like it was fixed on his face. And once again he bowed. But this time, he didn’t stop. He just bowed and bowed until finally his whole body toppled, slowly and calmly, from the back of his buck. And now Luke saw, for the first time, an arrow sticking out of his back. Our guards had been hiding in the white- and redlantern trees above them. They’d set up ropes from the treetops, so they could shoot off their arrows and then slide quickly down to the ground and run away. Among them, as it happened, were two of Clare’s sons, Mehmet and Mike, Trueheart’s older brothers.

			‘Father!’ the Headmanson’s men were calling out to him, for that’s how the New Earthers speak to their high people. ‘Father! You’re in big big danger! Climb down now!’

			Several of them had their bows out and were searching the treetops round them for targets, as Headmanson Luke jumped down to kneel by his friend. Teacher Gerry’s face was empty and white, except for the blood that streamed down from his nostrils and mouth, through his beard and onto his neck. His limbs were trembling, like a sweetbat trembles when you cut off its head.

			Luke shook him. ‘Gerry! Come on, Gerry! Don’t go away from me!’ But it was obvious, even to Luke, that his friend had no life left inside him. The arrow had pierced Gerry’s lungs and heart, and his wrap was soaked with blood.

			Luke had looked up at the ringmen round him. How could anyone have hurt his sweet gentle Gerry? How could anyone harm this man who wished everyone well whether they were high or low, men or women, Johnfolk or Davidfolk? How could anyone shoot dead a man who’d given his whole life to finding out more about the True Story and bringing it to all the people of Eden?

			‘From now on,’ he’d told the ringmen, ‘do for every one of them you find. Do you understand? I don’t care if they’re old or if they’re kids. I don’t care if they’re guards or flowergatherers. Whenever you find them, cut their throats, string them up like Tommy, tie them to spiketrees and let them burn!’

			And then he’d had another idea. ‘Yeah. I know what we’ll do. They’re all running across the mountains to Circle Valley, aren’t they? We’ll follow them. We’ll go after them. We’ll destroy that Circle of theirs a second time, and soak the ground beneath it with their blood.’



	

			Thirty-six

			Gaia suggested I go with her and the other Earth people when they went out into forest, but Dave objected at once.

			‘What about your own kids, Angie? You seem to have forgotten you’re a mother.’

			Straight away Tom backed up his clawfoot brother. ‘Dave’s right. You should stay here, Angie, and look after your own.’

			I felt Gaia and the two Earth men looking at me to see how I’d respond. You never saw Marius or Deep bossing Gaia about: they treated each other like they were all the same. The rest of the Michael’s Place folk watched as well: Clare, Davidson, Little Harry, Flame with baby Suzie sleeping peacefully in her arms. Dave and Tom couldn’t stop me, after all, and Dave and the others could easily easily look after our kids. But I shrugged and accepted what Tom had said. He was cluster head after all, and I had to live with these people.

			The Earth people frowned and glanced at one another, but they accepted my decision. They fetched some boxes made of metal from their veekle, and also a strange big metal thing with wheels, like a child’s toy car, though it only had two wheels, big fat ones, one in front and one behind. The bike, they called it. They put it together quickly quickly out of several pieces, and it came alive just like the veekle, giving out a little high whining sound, shining out light, and moving by itself through forest, somehow finding its way round tree trunks and rocks and pools. All three Earth people climbed onto its back with those metal boxes and they rode it like it was a buck.

			Strongheart sent some guards to keep them safe. There were no forest leopards any more in Circle Valley, but there were still slinkers, which could take off your finger or bite a hole in your face, and lately snowleopards had started to come down sometimes from the Dark.

			‘I’m sure we’ll be alright,’ Gaia said, and Deep showed us another new thing that they each of them carried, called a gun. He said it could do for an animal, even if it was a long distance away. He pointed it at a dead tree. ‘Prepare yourselves,’ he said, ‘it will make a loud noise.’ We thought he was going to throw it like a spear, or maybe put something into it like you put an arrow onto a bow, but he just pointed it and it suddenly went Bang! We all jumped, and the tree had a hole going right through it. No arrow could do that. Not even a metal one. Not even a metal arrow shot from a yard’s distance. Yet Deep was at least a hundred feet from the tree.

			The Earth people were moving off on their bike, and the guards on their woollybucks were getting ready to follow them, when Trueheart suddenly spoke.

			‘I’m going to go with them.’

			‘You certainly are not !’ Tom told her, but she ran after them anyway, calling out to them to wait. They stopped their bike and helped her onto the back of it with them, and then the bike rolled off along the path beside Longpool that led out into forest.

			Tom watched them disappear through the shining trees, his face dark with anger and shame. It seemed pretty certain that the Earth people would have heard what he said to Trueheart and had chosen to ignore him, taking the side of a newhair daughter against a grey-haired dad. And they’d done so not only in front of all the Michael’s Place people, but in front of the crowd that was always waiting round their shelter. Tom was a strong strong man, or at any rate that was how he liked to see himself, he was a guard who’d lost his hand standing up for the laws of the Davidfolk, and he was proud of being cluster head of Michael’s Place, but now all these people had seen him failing to control his own newhair daughter. Gela’s heart, a batfaced girl was already hard enough to find a man for. Who would want one who hadn’t learned to do as she was told?

			‘What am I supposed to do with that girl?’ he bellowed, pretending to be speaking to Trueheart’s mother, Clare, though really it was for the benefit of everyone watching. ‘It’s not like I’ve spared her the stick when she steps out of line – you know that! – but she still just does what she likes. Anyone would think she was Head Guard of Eden.’

			Some people shook their heads and clicked their tongues sympathetically. But no one – not Tom, not anyone else – said a word against the people from Earth.
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			‘I would have gone with them myself,’ Starlight said when we met later on beside Longpool. ‘But I don’t like to leave Strongheart and Newjohn alone too long. They’re getting on so well now, you wouldn’t believe! If I’m not there to keep an eye on them, I’m afraid they’ll start sharing out Half Sky between the two of them. It could double the size of both their grounds.’

			‘Is it really true that men and women decide things equally in Half Sky?’

			‘Yes, I’d say it is.’

			‘How do you stop the men from taking over?’

			‘Well, they didn’t take over in Knee Tree Grounds, did they?’

			‘No, but . . .’ I laughed. ‘But then nothing happened there, did it? Nothing happened at all.’

			‘Half Sky was started by Tina Spiketree, remember. She was with John Redlantern at the beginning, along with Jeff and Gerry, but then she broke away from him, like Jeff did. You don’t hear many stories about her in the Davidfolk Ground, or in New Earth either, but of course there are lots of stories about her in Half Sky. The thing she particularly wanted people there to remember was that before John and David came along, men and women decided things equally in Old Family. These Davidfolk like to think they’re keeping Old Family as it always was, but really that’s nonsense. Actually, Great David turned Old Family upside down when he started the guards and began the fight against the Johnfolk. That was when the men took over. It was the guards and the fighting that did it. It was when power started to come from the point of a spear.’

			I thought about this for a bit, looking out over the softly glowing water of the pool. A couple of guys were out there fishing from log boats and, from time to time, there’d be a gentle splash splash, as one of them paddled his boat onto another spot to try his luck there. Splash splash from the water, and of course the hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph of trees round us that never stopped: if I closed my eyes, me and Starlight could have been back on Knee Tree Grounds, paddling through the water forest and gathering nuts.

			‘If it came to a spear fight between men and women,’ I said, ‘I guess men would win. Most men are bigger and stronger than most women.’

			‘Of course. So in Half Sky we make sure that men and woman don’t ever think of themselves as two sides of a . . . what’s that word the Earth folk use? . . . two sides of a war. Something I figured out when I was in New Earth is that women might not have so much power as men when it comes to things like spear fights, but they have lots of other kinds of power, and one of them is power over little kids and how they’re raised. It seems Tina figured that out as well.’ Starlight took my hand and smiled. ‘But you should come and see how it all works for yourself, Angie. You can’t go back to Wide Forest now, can you, and here in Circle Valley is not a good place to stay. Food is running out. If it wasn’t for all the flowercakes and dried meat that Strongheart is trading out from those big big stores of his, everyone would already be hungry. And I can tell you for a fact that there’s not much food left in those stores.’

			‘Well, we’ll have to go somewhere, it’s true. And somehow I don’t think we’re going to go to Earth.’

			‘No, I don’t think so either. Not more than one two of us at most, anyway, and maybe not even that. The Earth people told me and Strongheart and Newjohn that one of the reasons Gela and Tommy stayed on Eden was that if all five had headed back to Earth together, there probably wouldn’t have been enough air and water in the starship to keep them going.’

			‘So what’s going to happen now?’

			‘I don’t know. None of us do, do we? Not even the Earth people.’

			Starlight took a stone and chucked it out into the water. There are strange birds called ducks that live on the pools of Circle Valley. You never see them in Wide Forest. They sit on the water and coo, and make a strange rattling sound with their wings. They have a little green light on top of their heads that sometimes flashes, and their hands and feet have flat skin between their toes like some fishes do, so as to help them paddle through the water. The splash of Starlight’s stone set off a whole flock of them. Giving low sad cries, they flapped their wings and started to run across the surface with their hands and feet together until they were in the air, then glided off to far side of the pool. We watched the water near us as it became still again.

			‘Earth didn’t come here for us,’ Starlight said.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I heard something when we were going over for that meeting in Strongheart’s shelter. I was walking in front with Gaia, and the two of us were talking: you know, comparing how things were on Earth and Eden, stuff like that. Deep and Marius were walking a little way behind us, chatting between themselves. I asked Gaia a question and she answered it. But you know how it is with the Earth people: when they answer a question it just raises more questions. So I was thinking about what she’d said and what I wanted to ask her next, when I heard Marius speaking behind her. He wasn’t talking to me and he didn’t know I was listening, but I clearly heard him say, “It’s a shame there are people here.”’

			‘What did he mean by that?’

			‘Deep was cross with Marius for saying it. “How can you think that?” he said. “These people are lovely and they’re absolutely fascinating.” “Lovely, certainly,” Marius answered. “Really lovely. But fascinating? I’m not sure. What are we really going to learn from them that hasn’t already been learned from . . .” He said some of those funny words they say that you just can’t figure out, and then he said: “Okay, I admit it is pretty amazing that they’re here at all. It goes against what we thought we knew about . . .” He said one or two of those weird words – jenny ticks it sounded like, but I’m not sure – and then he went on. “And, yeah, it’s true, that’s going to make a bunch of people scratch their heads. But that’s not why we came, is it? This trip took a hundred years to make happen, remember, and we can only stay here so long. I’m just worried that all the stuff we’re having to do here to keep these people happy is taking our time away from what we’re really here for.”’

			‘So what are they here for?’

			‘Well, Marius more or less answered that question. “I mean, look, Deep!” he said. “Look at this incredible life all round us. It shouldn’t be here at all! It shouldn’t be able to keep this air warm enough to live in! Everything we know tells us that the heat should go straight out into space and the surface of Eden ought to be covered with a mile-deep layer of ice. Yet here it is! Humming away all round us! There is so much here to find out and learn, so much amazing science to do. But the way things are going – all these meetings and conversations we’re having to have, and this war we’re supposed to be helping them stop – we may not have the time left to even begin to answer the questions that Eden raises.”’

			‘What did Deep say?’

			‘I didn’t hear. Gaia asked me something about New Earth, and how far away it was, and why the Johnfolk and Davidfolk were fighting, and I had to pay attention to her.’

			‘It’s forest they came to see, not us? Is that what you’re saying? That’s why they’ve gone off on that bike of theirs, to get on with what they intended to do without us getting in the way?’

			‘That’s right. I don’t know why anyone would come all this way just to look at bucks and trees, but it seems that’s the reason they came.’

			‘But all the stories—’

			‘Yes, I know. A lot of stories will have to change.’ She sighed. ‘Those bloody stories. So many people depend on them in so many different ways.’



	

			Thirty-seven

			Every waking of her stay in Tall Tree Valley, Mary did a new show. That was unusual for her. She normally did one show in a place – two at most – and then moved on, but there were new people coming into the valley all the time, desperate people, cold and hungry people, who needed to hear from Mother Gela. And the people who were already there were starting to get scared and angry about their valley being taken over by strangers, so they needed to hear from Mother Gela too. Everyone needed to be reminded that they were all one Family with one Father and one Mother, whether they were the people coming in or the people who’d always lived there.

			‘Life is hard hard for us at the moment,’ she said to a big crowd of people who had squeezed themselves into the space round between Wise Mehmet’s circle of stones and those strange stone shelters he’d had built. Like people do in the High Valleys, everyone was wearing bodywraps against the cold. Even down there on the valley bottom, the trees don’t give enough warmth to be comfortable with bare skin. ‘It’s hard hard to have the Johnfolk trampling over our clusters and our forests, and taking away everything we love. It’s hard having to cross the Dark. It’s hard even to feed ourselves. Your Mother knows that. She knows how hard it is. Gela lost her own home once, remember? She lost her own family. She lost everything. Now she’s back on Earth again of course, far far away, but she still watches you all as closely as any mother watches her children. I hear her right now. “Don’t let them fight each other, Mary,” she begs me. “Tell them not to fight and quarrel. Remind them that’s exactly what caused all this trouble in first place: Family fighting against itself. Please don’t let it happen again!”’

			She looked at all the tired suspicious faces. The trees pulsed – those strange tall trees whose lowest branches are far above the ground – and the black shadow of the Dark rose up all behind her.

			‘Remember,’ said Mary, ‘that it’ll only be when Family is together and at peace that Earth will come back from the sky and take us home. Only when Family is one. So please—’

			And then a man’s voice broke in. ‘Oh yeah?’ it called out. ‘So how come a veekle has just come down from the sky into Circle Valley, eh? How come Gela herself is over there, walking around right now?’
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			Mary had been the centre of attention up to that moment. Those terrified and grief-striken people had been listening raptly to every word she spoke, hungry hungry for any little comfort the shadow­speaker could give them, however tiny it might be, desperate for any story she could tell that would bind their broken world together again, at least a little bit, and make them feel like there was still a home for them somewhere, and a path that led to it. But in the space of one heartbeat, all that changed. Mary was forgotten and every head turned towards the man who’d called out. They saw straight away he wasn’t some crazy guy, but a guard who’d just come down from the Dark. They all began shouting at once.

			‘What do you mean a veekle’s come down ? What do you mean Gela ?’

			The guard laughed and raised his hands. He’d never had this much attention in his life.

			‘Whoa, people! Whoa! Listen to me and I’ll tell what I know.’

			Everyone fell silent, everyone craned towards him. Mary was forgotten.

			The man pointed to the circle of white dots painted on his forehead. ‘As you can see I’m a guard. Me and my mates were sitting by our fire at Five Ways crossing when Leader Harry came through with eight men, riding full speed from Circle Valley towards Wide Forest. They were in a big big hurry, I can tell you. Their bucks were spitting out green froth. If they kept going at that pace much longer, they’d have a bunch of dead bucks on their hands. They didn’t stop to talk, but the men shouted down to us that a new veekle had come down back in the Circle, and that Gela herself was walking round. Her skin was black black, they said, just like in the story.’

			The guard rubbed his hand over his beard as he paused for breath, looking round all the while at the watching faces to see if he’d been understood. Everyone was silent. The only sound was the pulsing of trees and the tinkling of streams running down from the snow.

			‘If it had just been the men that told us that,’ he said, ‘we might have taken it for a stupid joke. You know how blokes like to wind each other up! But then Leader Harry called down to us too. Leader Harry, mind you! Strongheart’s second son. Guard Leader of Circle Valley. The third highest man among the Davidfolk, with only Strongheart himself and Leader Mehmet above him. He took off his headwrap so we could see who he was, and he called out to us that what his men said was true, and that one of us should come down here and spread the story among the High Valleys.’

			Again, the guard paused and looked round at all the faces watching him. ‘So there it is,’ he said. ‘That’s all I can tell you. I know it sounds weird – Tom’s dick, it sounds weird to me as well! – but don’t tell me Leader Harry would joke about a thing like that, least of all when we’re in middle of fight with the Johnfolk. A veekle has come down, people, and Mother Gela is alive on Eden.’

			I heard about all this later from four five people who were there. Apparently, when that guard had finished speaking, there were two whole heartbeats of complete silence, and then, all at once, the people began to sob and scream, until it seemed that whole of that lonely bowl of rock called Tall Tree Valley was full up to the brim with the sound.
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			Poor Mary. No one took any notice of her. What news did she have to offer compared with the news that the guard had brought down from the Dark? And anyway, who would believe anything she said? Only just before the guard spoke she’d been claiming to hear the voice of Mother Gela speaking to her, yet she’d obviously had no idea that Gela was actually here on Eden. If our Mother really did speak to her, as Mary claimed, why wouldn’t she have told her that?

			And Mary was smart smart. If other people could figure that out, then she could figure it out for herself. She’d built her whole life on a story about her being able to hear the voice of Gela, and she’d travelled back and forth, back and forth for more than twenty years, telling people to get ready for Earth to return. She believed in that story more than pretty much anyone, and she’d proved her belief in it by giving her life up to it. But now the thing that she’d looked forward to for so long had happened, the thing that she’d worked and worked so hard for. Earth had returned, Gela had returned, the Circle of Stones had finally done the job that it was laid out to do, four hundred years ago. You’d think she’d have been happy happy, happier even than all the other people who right now were singing ‘Come Tree Row’ with tears running down their faces. And Mary knew that too. She knew she ought to be happy. Of course she did. The thing she’d been telling people about for twenty years had finally happened! And yet how could she be happy when the news had made her look, not just to others but to herself, like she was either a liar or a fool?

			So many times she’d wept and cried in her shows, as she talked about Earth and Gela and home, but now, when everyone else was crying and laughing, dancing and singing ‘Come Tree Row’, Mary’s eyes were dry. She looked round for her helpers and guards.

			‘Come on,’ she told them. ‘I’m sure you want to see for yourselves. Let’s get the bucks ready and start out for Circle Valley before the paths are so full of people we won’t be able to move.’

			How can I be so ungrateful? she must have asked herself in her head, as she and the others began to climb the steep path out of Tall Tree Valley. It doesn’t matter about me. Why can’t I get that through my head? Of course it doesn’t matter about me. All that matters now is that Earth has come.

			But however hard she tried, Mary just couldn’t feel this. She was good good at teaching herself to feel things she knew she ought to feel, and not feeling things that she knew she shouldn’t. She was much much better at it than most people. That was where her certainty came from, and her courage. It was how she stopped herself from giving way to doubt. But right now that task, that struggle to make herself feel the things she knew she ought to feel, was too hard even for her.



	

			GAIA YOUNG. SUBJECTIVE IMPRESSIONS. 
MISSION DAY 22. 20:05 MT.

			There are creatures called ants but, apart from being small and living in nests, they’re nothing like ants at home. They’re like tiny transparent worms with legs and, when they’re provoked, they glow a vivid red. There are things called birds but you couldn’t mistake them, even for a moment, for the birds we have on Earth. They have arms as well as wings, for one thing, and their so-called feathers are more like scales: long flexible scales that clatter and rattle as the creatures blunder through the branches. There are animals called bats, but they stand on two legs and stroke their wings with strangely human hands. And of course the things called trees have no leaves, and the so-called wood that forms the outer shell of their trunks is smooth and bluish and looks kind of mushroomy, though actually, to the touch, it’s chitinous and hard.

			The trees are the core round which all of Eden’s life revolves, or at least all of the life that isn’t under water. The warm moist air round us – I wish I could convey its sweet, damp, very slightly ammoniacal smell – is their creation. The sombre glow of their flowers is what illuminates the stage for everything that happens in Eden. But they don’t just provide the light and warmth that on Earth would come from the sun. They’re also the food source on which the entire ecosystem depends, from the glittery starflowers that parasitize their roots, to the strange ribbon-like flutterbyes that drink from their flowers and nibble at the sugar that crystallizes round openings in their trunks. Their pulsing sound is everywhere. Whenever we turn off the whiny motor of our bike, there it is: countless iterations of that steady remorseless beat, merging into a hum. It’s the heartbeat of the planet itself.

			Marius is excited. We’ve discovered that, in spite of the enormous differences between Eden and Earth, the basic biochemistry is very similar indeed. We’ve found the same amino acids. We’ve found something very similar to DNA, and in the animals’ blood, a kind of haemocyanin, such as is found in the blood of many inverte­brates on Earth, performing a similar function to haemoglobin. All this helps to explain, of course, how the humans here have managed to feed themselves, but what excites Marius most is the contribution it will make to our understanding of the origins of life in the universe. Given that this life has arisen entirely separately from life on Earth, and in an entirely different environment, the biochemical similarities suggest that there may be only one basic template for life, and that any planet that can support life at all is likely to support humans as well.

			Speaking just for myself, though, I don’t think that’s the most exciting thing right now. We have to do this work of course, and it really is interesting, but a big part of me regrets the need to turn so quickly away from the mystery in front of us to readings and measurements on our machines. I’m a scientist by training, and I love science, but I still can’t help thinking that there is something slightly neurotic about this need to reduce things so quickly to numbers and explanations. I mean, let’s face it, we ought to know by now that no matter how far the chain of explanations extends – however far back in time, however deep down into the structure of things – and no matter how many new mechanisms and causal relationships we learn to understand, the essential mystery will always remain untouched. Because it is infinite, like those fractal patterns that re-emerge again and again, at every level of magnification.

			Once, some centuries ago, people might still have believed they could get to the bottom of things, solve the riddle of existence, but I feel we’re past that now. Whatever the faults of the Salvationists, they imbued our culture with a healthy scepticism about scientistic hubris. There is no bottom, there are no final answers. Science will take us all kinds of places, but it will never take us home.

			That’s not how it seems to Trueheart, though. I watch her over there with Marius, the two of them stooped together over one of his experiments, and she’s absolutely rapt. She is a truly exceptional girl. We all spotted that very quickly. She’s had no schooling, her writing skills are miminal, and she believes, like all the Eden folk, that her ancestor Angela has somehow come alive again on Earth and is preparing a home there. But she’s incredibly smart, and her desire to learn is immense. I’m still not sure whether we did right or wrong by pretending we didn’t hear her dad ordering her back – there’s no way we can tell what the ramifications of that might be – but it just seemed criminal to deny her this chance when we know it can never come for her again.

			I look at her there now with her strong bare back, her long hair, her athletic shoulders, watching everything that Marius does, listening to everything he says. She’s back at the beginning of science, like – oh I don’t know – like maybe people were in the eighteenth century on Earth. She’s back at the stage when it was possible to believe that this wonderfully powerful tool might one day dispel darkness altogether.

			A bat swoops down after a flutterbye not far above their heads, Marius turns his head to watch it, and she looks round with him, so that for a moment she’s looking in my direction. It still shocks me when that happens. It’s like someone has taken a sledgehammer and smashed it into middle of her face. It’s the same with Angie, but poor Angie is so shrivelled and old-looking all over (though from what I can work out she can’t be older than her mid-thirties) that the sheer incongruity is a little less jarring than it is with this tough, strong girl with her beautifully made body.

			On Earth her face wouldn’t have to be like that. On Earth she could study and develop the talents she so obviously has. On Earth, without any doubt, she would be someone. But what have we got to offer her here? What have we got to offer any of them, for that matter? They’re so excited to see us. They’re so hopeful. But, oh precious Earth, when we’ve gone again, what will we have left behind that will help them in any way with their tough tough lives?

			Deep, meanwhile, is chatting to the guards who’ve come with us. How huge and fair he looks compared with them, standing over there by our unwieldly bike, which all four of them are admiring. As he listens to their questions and comments, he stoops affably towards these small wiry men with their tribal markings, their animal hide kilts, their long beards tied with string. They laugh at some joke he’s made, three of them standing, one squatting down to run his fingers wonderingly over the fat rear tyre.

			Nearby their so-called bucks are grazing on a pile of waterweed. I’m half-used to these creatures now. I can look in their direction and, just for a moment, think: There are the bucks. Then that moment passes, and I’m overwhelmed by the utter strangeness of these creatures that just can’t be squeezed into any earthly category at all. If I look just at their shaggy coats, I might persuade myself that they’re a bit mammalian, like yaks or highland cattle, but then I notice those flat expressionless eyes and the tentacles round their mouths and the nearest thing I can think of is something molluscan, like a squid. But then again, the way they stand on their back four legs and use their front pair as arms reminds me more of a praying mantis, while the claws on their six feet are vaguely bird- or reptile-like, and that glowing lump on the backs of their heads makes me think of those weird fish that live in the abyssal depths of Earth’s oceans. There is simply no pigeonhole available to put them in. They are themselves. I watch them feeding over there in the eerie glow of the trees, blue and pink and white, and my head swims to the point where sometimes I almost wonder if I’ve lost my mind.



	

			Thirty-eight

			It was a strange time, those three wakings when the Earth people were out in forest. They’d been here, but now they’d gone again. I’d sometimes go into their shelter, pretending to myself that I was going to sweep it or tidy it, but really just to look at the stuff they left behind so as to remind myself it hadn’t all been a dream. Or maybe I’d take the kids and walk over to look at the veekle perched there in the Circle on its four thin metal legs. There were always people there looking up at it. Once in a while it would make a sound – Beep! Beep! Beep! – and flash its light, and everyone would back away laughing. The children could never get enough of that.

			Starlight, Newjohn and Strongheart carried on talking talking talking in Strongheart’s big shelter. They weren’t talking about the ringmen from New Earth so much now – that would have to wait until they heard news from Leader Harry – but they talked a lot about food. Food was running out quickly in Circle Valley, and yet hungry people kept on arriving from across the Dark. Strongheart had asked the two other heads if they could send to their own grounds for more dried meat and flowercakes, but Starlight pointed out that this would spread the news about what was happening in Circle Valley, and bring hundreds more mouths to be fed from Brown River and Half Sky.

			‘Yes, and who would we persuade to go anyway?’ Newjohn asked with his dry laugh. ‘Who’s going to leave Circle Valley now?’

			‘My Harry went,’ Strongheart pointed out, ‘and eight men with him.’

			Starlight thought for a few heartbeats. ‘You know what?’ she said. ‘It may be the Earth people that we have to ask to leave.’

			When he’d finally figured out she wasn’t joking, Strongheart’s face went purple. ‘John Redlantern walked away from Circle Valley,’ he growled. ‘And so did your Tina Spiketree, Head Woman Starlight. But we Davidfolk stayed here by the Circle, waiting patiently for Earth. No way am I going to send the Earth people away, now that they’ve finally come! Tom’s dick and Harry’s, this is what I will be remembered for in stories! Okay, I may turn out to have been the Head Guard who lost Wide Forest to the ringmen, but at least I’ll also have been the one who was there to meet Earth.’

			‘I’m just saying, Head Guard, that the longer they stay, the more people will come into the Valley. Soon there’ll be thousands here from all over Mainground with nothing to—’

			Strongheart wasn’t listening. ‘And a bloody good job we Davidfolk did wait here! If everyone had followed John and Tina, the Earth people would have come and found nothing here but the remains of shelters, and the ashes of cooking fires, and the skeletons in Burial Ground. They’d have gone back to Earth saying there was no one left alive, and then we’d have been alone forever. Think about that, Head Woman. If everyone had followed your Tina, where would we be now?’

			Newjohn watched him with half-narrowed eyes. ‘And yet you were grumbling yourself, Head Guard, not so long ago, that they would make us all into low people. The Head Woman has a point. What are the Earth people going to give us if they stay, except for hunger? Hunger and the old stories we live by getting all broken up and confused?’

			Strongheart glared at him. ‘Well, if nothing else, they’re going to stop the fight with your Johnfolk friends from across the Pool.’
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			The rest of us went hunting and scavenging. There weren’t any bucks that we could find, but there were starflower seeds to grind up, and the odd bat or fish or slinker. Davidson shot one of those ducks out on the water, but like most birds its meat was too tough and bitter to eat, however hungry we might be. We eyed the bucks that had carried us across the Dark, and wondered whether to start on them. Sometimes we saw other people eyeing them too.

			From time to time a horn would blow to let people know that they could get some food from David Strongheart’s stores, and then a long long line would form under the whitelantern trees outside Strongheart’s shelter in Brooklyn, a line of thin sad hungry people, and a bunch of guards would hand out little pieces of dried buckmeat and hard hard flowercakes that could crack your teeth, baked that way so they wouldn’t go bad. If the people had trading sticks or blackglass, they’d hand them over as a trade. If not, one of the guards would scratch down their names and where they came from on squares of bark, so that Strongheart could come to them later and take something back from them. Maybe he’d take a daughter to be one of his helpers, or a bunch of young guys to build a new shelter for him.

			I stood in that line myself one time, waiting for maybe a quarter of a waking for a few scraps, and giving the guard one of my precious cubes of metal. All round me there was a sour smell of fear and suspicion. People accused each other of pushing in. Valley folk muttered about outsiders taking their food. Outsiders snarled back that it was their food in first place: the Valley folk had been living for way too long on meat and fruit and flowercakes brought in for them across the Dark. Once a Valley man and a man from Davidstand started to push and shove each other, and guards had to come over and pull them apart.

			‘Come on, you guys!’ a woman just in front of me called out to them. ‘Earth has come, remember! Earth is here! What reason is there now to fight among ourselves?’

			I got talking to her afterwards while we waited for our dry scraps of food, and she told me her story. Her name was Treelight. She came from a small cluster in forest towards Nob Head. When the New Earthers who grounded up there came towards her cluster, it was decided that the men who were fit to fight would stand and face them with spears, so as to give the women time to get away with the kids and the oldies. Eight of Treelight’s nine sons had been among those men, along with their dad. There was a bit of a hill behind the cluster, and at the top of it there was a crag where the women could look right over the trees on the slope and see what was happening below. Instead of trying to rush the men down there, the New Earthers had ridden round them to make a circle, and now they were shooting arrows at them from every side. Clouds of arrows, it seemed like, cloud after cloud. When the women finally turned away again, most of their men were already dead, and the rest soon would be. But they’d had little kids to look after, so, as best they could, they had to hold their grief inside themselves as they trudged onwards through forest and climbed slowly up onto the Dark.

			‘But we’re all going to Earth now, aren’t we?’ Treelight said firmly in a bright bright voice, strangely like that one that Mary sometimes used to speak in. ‘And I know my boys will be there waiting for me, all healthy and strong and well again. I know that for sure.’

[image: ]

			When the Earth people came back from forest, they went straight to their veekle to get those pictures ready that they’d promised, while Trueheart nervously returned to her family. Her dad growled and muttered, but he didn’t dare punish her for doing something that the Earth people had offered, especially not when the rest of us were crowding round her to hear her stories about what the Earth folk had said and done.

			‘They have strange strange tools,’ Trueheart told us. ‘Little boxes, and tubes, and needles made of glass and metal, and some other stuff they call plasstick that feels a bit like wood. They have tiny screens that tell them what things are made of, and how hot they are, and whether they shine out light that we can’t see.’

			‘Light that we can’t see?’ I said. ‘How could that be? Surely light is the stuff we see by.’

			‘Gaia told me that there are many of kinds of light that we can’t see. Heat, for instance. Marius thinks that Eden animals see heat as a kind of light.’

			Tom snorted scornfully. ‘Heat as light! That’s nonsense. You must have misunderstood them. You might be smart, my girl – you certainly think you are – but you need to remember you’re not half as smart as them.’

			‘Well, they said I’m smart smart. They said I’m just as smart as anyone on Earth. I just don’t know as much stuff as they—’

			‘Ha! Well, that makes no sense for a start. How can you be smart if you don’t know anything?’

			Trueheart ignored her father’s jeers. ‘Marius told me all kinds of stuff. Like . . . well, for example, he told me that everything in the world is made up of tiny little things called atoms that are so small we can’t even see them. He says once you understand that, you can make all kinds of new things, like . . . Oh it’s too much to explain. Those Earth people are smart, all three of them, but I reckon Marius is the smartest. He’s good good at chess for one thing. I tried and tried but I only ever beat him a couple of times . . . and . . . and . . . Oh yes, I must tell you an amazing thing about playing chess with them . . .’ She had so many things to say that her words almost tripped up on one another. ‘They don’t draw a board on the ground like we do. They play in those glass squares they carry. They show a picture of a board with little pieces on it and you can push them about with your fingers as if they were real. In fact if you want you can even just tell them to move and they’ll move by themselves. It’s hard to believe unless you . . . All three of them play chess. Gaia is pretty good as well, though I usually beat her. Deep too, but he likes another game better, with pieces that run round like little people. Oh Fox, you should see that game! You’d just love it.’ She laughed. ‘It’s weird being with them. It’s weird but it’s great. They know so so much. And I’ll tell you another thing: you wouldn’t think it was a woman and two men, because they all treat each other just the same, like they were all men together, or all women.’

			Tom glanced at his friend Davidson and pulled a face, but Trueheart didn’t seem to notice.

			‘I’ll tell you another thing,’ she went on, barely even stopping to breathe. ‘Deep told me that they can fix batfaces on Earth. He said it happened to his cousin. They’ve got special stuff on Earth that sends you to sleep, and while you’re sleeping they cut open the meat and skin of your face and sew it together again, and when you wake up you don’t have a batface any more. You don’t feel a thing! It’s a bit sore afterwards, but when it heals up you look just like other people. It’s the same for clawfeet too, he said . . . Oh yes, and another weird thing I found out: you know that ring that Gaia wears on her finger, with the two kinds of metal in it, like the one in the—’

			Parp! Parp! Parp! Parp! Parp! The sound of wooden horns came from the direction of Circle Clearing, three four of them, summoning us back to the Circle, a new horn blower joining in when one of the others stopped for breath.



	

			Thirty-nine

			There were three screens tied with string onto poles in front of the veekle, spaced about twenty feet apart from each other. They weren’t like the crumbly old Screen that the Earth people had in their shelter. They were black and smooth all over. The Earth people waited beside middle screen as people came crowding in. Guards stood ready with their spears to hold people back if they pushed too close to the Earth people or the screens.

			Gaia had kept a place for me and the other Michael’s Place people, right in front of her and the other two by the edge of the Circle. I settled down there with Candy on my lap and Fox beside me. Their bright eyes were darting back and forth as they tried to take everything in. Dave was behind me with Metty. A little further back, tall wooden seats had been set up for the high people so they could look over our heads. Starlight was there, sitting with David Strongheart and his shelterwomen, and Newjohn and a few other high people from the Davidfolk Ground, Half Sky and Brown River.

			Someone started to sing ‘Come Tree Row’ and pretty much everyone joined in, the people already sitting or standing, and the people still squeezing into the clearing. All the arguments and disagreements between Valley and outsiders were forgotten. Men and women sang out happily together, high people and low people, and on those high wooden seats, Davidfolk, Johnfolk and Tinafolk stood singing side by side. Then Gaia stepped forward so she stood in front of the Earth people, and the singing changed into a chant: ‘Gela! Gela! Gela! Gela! Gela! ’

			‘Gela! Gela!’ Candy joined in enthusiastically, bellowing as loudly as her small lungs would let her. Fox joined in too until he looked round at me and noticed I wasn’t shouting along with everyone else. I knew that Gaia didn’t like it that people thought she was Gela, and she’d said many times that she wasn’t. But people hear what they want to hear.

			When the shouting had quietened down a bit, Gaia held one of those linkups in front of her mouth and began to speak. Everyone gasped – you could hear the sound of that gasp right across the clearing – because, though we could see her lips moving, what we heard was a loud loud version of her voice that came booming down from the veekle, like it was a huge creature that could speak for itself.

			‘Welcome Head Guard Strongheart. Welcome Headman Newjohn. Welcome Head Woman Starlight. Welcome everyone,’ the booming voice said, speaking slowly slowly, so we Eden people would understand. 

			Then Deep held his own glass square in front of his mouth, and the booming voice changed so that it sounded like his instead of hers: ‘Hello there, everyone. Thanks so much for coming.’ 

			Marius said ‘Hi’ in the awkward way he had when he was faced with a bunch of Eden people. Both Deep and Marius had proper beards now, just like Eden men.

			There was another big gasp as a picture suddenly appeared on the screens, exactly the same on each. We all stared at it. How could that happen? How could a picture suddenly be there without anyone to draw it or scratch it or paint it? And of course it wasn’t a picture like we might make ourselves on a piece of bark or a stone. It was like the pictures Gaia had showed me and the other Michael’s Place people of our own faces: not so much a picture, more a copy of the thing itself.

			‘Hey! That’s Starry Swirl!’ someone shouted out.

			Gaia’s booming voice laughed. ‘That’s right. Starry Swirl. On Earth we call it the glacksy, though we’re right inside it of course back there, so we can’t see it so clearly as you can. But look at this! What can you see now?’

			There was a tiny black dot against the brightness of the Swirl, and as we watched it, we saw it grow, like it was coming towards us. Worried voices started to murmur. Candy pressed her face into my shoulder. Fox grabbed my hand. People who’d never seen these Earth pictures before jumped and backed away, and some cried out or shouted angrily – ‘Hey! Watch out! What’s going on?’ – like they thought they’d been tricked. But the black dot didn’t come out at us. It became a big black circle that filled up most of the screen, but the screen was where it stayed.

			‘That’s Eden,’ said the booming voice of Gaia. Now it was so big we could see that the circle wasn’t completely black, but covered all over in patches of dim dim light. ‘That’s what Eden looks like from out in space,’ Gaia said. ‘And here’s the other side. This little black patch here is what you call Snowy Dark. This tiny little patch of light in middle of it is Circle Valley, where we all are now.’

			She moved things on too quickly. We could happily have sat and stared at that picture for a long long time, taking it in, and figuring out how it all fitted together. I hadn’t even had a chance to work out which patch of light was Worldpool, let alone where Knee Tree Grounds was, before the picture disappeared. And now we saw another circle, but this time not dark at all, but blue blue blue, streaked all over with swirls of white.

			‘And this is Earth,’ Gaia said.

			Some people cried. Really cried, I mean: I could hear them sobbing round me. But most, like me, were quiet quiet, not knowing what we felt. All our lives we’d dreamed of Earth, each one of us imagining our true home in our own way. But now, quite suddenly, the question was answered. This was what it was like. And it wasn’t quite what any of us had thought.

			The picture changed again.

			‘And this is me on Earth,’ Gaia said.

			We could see Gaia in the picture smiling out, and beside her was a handsome young man with dark skin like hers. They were standing in middle of the screen and all round them was a pale blue-grey emptiness.

			‘That’s me and my brother. We’re standing beside the See.’ She could see we were puzzled, so she explained: ‘It’s water, a big area of water. Like your Worldpool.’

			Everyone frowned at the picture, trying to make it out. Gaia walked up to middle of one of the three screens and pointed with her finger. ‘There, look. There’s the See and there’s the sky.’

			I could see now that there was a kind of line behind Gaia and her brother in the picture, a dead straight line like World’s Edge, and I could see that the paleness was a bit paler above that line than it was below it. And then I saw that in the darker area below the line there were waves. They were small and blurred and far away, but all the same they were quite like the waves that broke on poolside by Michael’s Place, though the colours were all wrong and there was no light shining up from beneath them.

			And then suddenly the picture came alive, like that picture had done of me and Fox and the others, where you could see us move and hear us speak. Again, some people yelled out with the shock of it, seeing the waves moving, just like the waves on Worldpool, and hearing Gaia and her brother talking inside the screen, though they were talking too quickly in their strange Earth speech for us to be able to make out a single word. Behind the voices, we could hear the sighing sound the waves made on the beach, and those of us who knew Worldpool – and of course there were many here who didn’t – could hear that it was the exact same sound that Worldpool made as it broke on poolside here in our own Eden.

			Then the sound stopped all at once, and another picture came.

			‘This is my house,’ Gaia said.

			House, we knew that word. A house was a kind of shelter with a door and windholes. Traders in Veeklehouse would give you a toy one for ten sticks, and offer you a car with wheels to go with it. But this was a real Earth house, so big that you could only see a part of it in the picture. It was made of something smooth and white – Earth seemed to be a pale pale place – and in front of it, small like they were far away, stood Gaia’s brother and another woman. This second woman had skin like Deep’s: skin so pale that you could see the pink blood inside it. Next to them was a big thing that we couldn’t figure out at all. It was pale green and many times taller than they were.

			‘It’s a tree,’ said Gaia’s booming voice, when people called out to ask what it was. ‘That’s what trees look like on Earth.’

			Candy jumped up indignantly from my lap. ‘That’s not a tree !’ she shouted out. And everyone laughed, in that way people do when a child says something that grownups think but don’t like to say themselves.

			It had no lanterns, that Earth tree, and it was the wrong shape, all covered by that pale green stuff that looked a bit like a cloud. Yet when I looked carefully I could see that – yes – hidden under the green was a sort of trunk and branches that were a little bit like a tree. Behind it was a blank pale greyness, almost white, in the place where a sky ought to be.

			The Earth people had laughed at Candy’s interruption along with the rest of us. ‘Well, I’m sorry if we’ve got it wrong,’ said Deep, ‘but that’s what we call a tree on Earth. I suppose it is pretty useless compared to your Eden trees.’

			People liked that. It was nice to hear him admit that a thing could be better on Eden than on Earth, even if he was only joking. We smiled at each other, and some clapped.

			‘Useless tree,’ Candy shouted, and a little cheer went up from the crowd.

			‘What sound does it make?’ a man called out.

			‘Our trees don’t make any sound,’ said Gaia, ‘except when the wind blows through them.’

			How strange that seemed. In Eden there was no sound that was more constant in our lives than the sound of trees. They were pumping pumping pumping all round us right now, as we looked at the pictures and listened to the Earth people speak. Even out in Knee Tree Grounds, ten miles away from Mainground, that sound had always been there while we were awake and while we slept, like the heartbeat of the world. How weird it must be to live among silent trees.

			‘How does it get its heat then?’ asked a woman.

			‘Our trees aren’t hot,’ Deep said. ‘They don’t give out heat, like yours do. Or light either. Those green things at the top are called leaves, and they don’t give out light, they take it in. They take in the light of the sun, which they need in the same way that we need food.’

			People nodded. We remembered that was part of the old stories, that the trees on Earth reached up their branches and drank in the light that came down from the star they called the sun. But I’d always imagined them with little mouths reaching upwards from the tip of every branch, open to the sky. In fact I’d carried a picture of that in my mind since I was a little kid: the trees with their little wide-open mouths that fed on light. In my head, those trees had always seemed kind of friendly, somehow, but this one just seemed strange.

			‘That little girl was right,’ another man said. ‘No heat or light. Earth trees are useless.’

			Several people cheered again.

			Then the picture changed once more. There was more colour this time, and at the same time more darkness, which made it seem a little more like Eden. 

			‘Ah,’ said Gaia. ‘This is another picture from the beach. It’s what we call a sunset. It’s what happens when the sun goes down at the end of the day.’

			The water was dark now, but where the sky should be, above World’s Edge, everything was bright and full of colour: pink, blue, green. It was the opposite of our Worldpool, where the sky is dark and the water shines. In middle of this strange sky, there was a small round circle of bright bright yellow. A long line of light stretched down from it across the water, broken into pieces by the waves.

			‘This is the sun,’ Deep said.

			We stared. How small it seemed, when all the stories said the star was many times bigger than whole of Earth or Eden.

			‘That’s the sun?’ a man said. ‘It’s tiny !’

			‘Oh it is big,’ Deep’s voice boomed out. ‘But it’s far far away from Earth, so looks small in the sky.’

			‘I thought Earth’s sky was blue,’ said Clare.

			‘It is sometimes,’ Gaia said, ‘but it can be many different colours, and every night it’s black just like the sky here.’

			So ‘night’ wasn’t a place, whatever Mary had said!

			‘Look,’ said Gaia, as the picture changed again. ‘This is my brother’s dog. It’s a kind of animal.’

			It was another moving picture. A strange brown creature was running about in a pale place full of strange square-shaped things that it kept banging into. It was hard to make out its shape properly, it was moving so much. And it was shouting shouting shouting all the time.

			‘Rough! Rough! Rough!’ the dog creature kept yelling, like it could speak but there was only one thing it wanted to say.

			‘Rough! Rough! Rough!’ a boy about Candy’s age called out and began to laugh. Candy looked across at him interestedly for a few heartbeats and then joined in loudly: ‘Rough! Rough! Rough!’ she hollered. And then everyone joined in, the whole big crowd, laughing and shouting at this silly creature from Earth: ‘Rough! Rough! Rough! ’

			The Earth people smiled uneasily, glancing at one another. There was an edge in our laughter and it was obvious that they could hear it.

			‘Now,’ said Deep, ‘we thought you’d like to see some pictures of people from the past. We didn’t bring many, I’m afraid, because . . .’

			He didn’t finish. I reckon he’d been about to say they hadn’t expected to find anyone here, but had then thought better of it.

			Never mind that, though. Now there was a face on the screen: a young woman, maybe twenty twenty-five years old, with black skin like Gaia’s, though her face was narrower and sharper. She was smiling faintly as she looked out at us. It was a wary smile, like she’d felt she had to put it on but didn’t really feel like it. She looked kind of tough. You wouldn’t want to argue with her, I thought, or say something dumb when she was listening. You wouldn’t want to take anything that she thought was hers.

			Don’t tell us this is Gela, I said inside my head to the Earth people. Please don’t tell us this is Gela!

			‘This is Angela Young,’ boomed out the veekle in Gaia’s voice. ‘This is the woman you call Gela.’

			There was another big gasp that filled up whole of the clearing, then, for a few heartbeats, a strange stunned silence followed by muttering and murmuring, as we all stared at this stranger. She was completely different from what any of us had pictured when we’d listened to the stories. And she was different too, in spite of having the same dark skin, from the Earth woman standing in front of us.

			This time the Earth people had the sense not to move the picture on so quickly. We needed to study this picture, we needed to absorb it, we needed to weigh it up in our minds, like a Veeklehouse trader weighs a lump of blackglass in his hand, turning it this way and that, looking for cracks and blemishes. More than a hundred heartbeats passed in which all the grownups who could see at all, and all the newhairs, and all the kids who weren’t too small to understand, were staring staring staring, some in silence, some whispering to one another, as they tried to figure out what this picture meant to them.

			Off over to the left of where we were, there was a bunch of people who were standing because there was no room left to sit. And from over there, another small child suddenly spoke out loudly as little children do. ‘Who’s that, Mum?’ the child asked. But this time no one laughed in the way that they’d laughed when Candy spoke, and her mum stooped down and whispered the answer in her ear.

			‘It’s Mother Gela, apparently,’ I guess the mother said to her little daughter, ‘but now be a good girl and be quiet.’

			The kid wasn’t having that, though. ‘I thought you said that was Gela over there !’ she said, still in the same loud voice that everyone could hear.

			‘Sssssh!’ her mother told her, looking anxiously round. I’m sure most grownups there were every bit as confused as that child was, but no one else spoke out, no one else asked to have the confusion cleared up, even though not long before they’d all been shouting: ‘Gela! Gela! Gela!’ Partly because they were embarrassed, I guess. But mainly because people didn’t really want to hear Gaia answer the question as to whether or not she was still Gela in some way – Gela born in a different body, maybe, Gela changed by being made new again – or whether she was someone completely different. They preferred to leave that unexplained.

			Presently Strongheart spoke from his high seat behind us, his voice gruff and choked up. ‘Make her talk and move like the other pictures.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Gaia, ‘but we’ve looked and looked and it seems we’ve got no moving pictures of Angela with us, and we don’t have her voice either. We’re hoping that when we get a chance to look inside that Screen of yours we’ll find some . . .’ She said some words we didn’t recognize: ord yohs, they sounded like. ‘But until then, I’m afraid a few still pictures are the best we can do.’

			‘Another picture then,’ said Strongheart.

			The next picture was cloudy, like we were looking at it through fug or muddy water. There were three young young men sitting behind a kind of table. None of them had beards, which made them look even more like kids. In front of them was a big crowd of people, some sitting, some standing, so we saw the three men over the backs of their heads.

			‘This is Tommy Schneider, Mehmet Haribey and Dixon ­Thorleye,’ said Gaia. ‘I know a lot of you are named after one or other of these three guys. Tommy, your ancestor, is the one on the left.’

			The three of them seemed so small, somehow, and so so young. And they were kind of . . . well, ordinary. It was hard to believe that guy on the left was the father of anyone, let alone the dad of all the people of Eden, the one we spoke of when we said, Tom’s dick, or Tom’s neck, the one someone in every cluster acted out each Virsry when the old story was told. He was barely more than a newhair, and he had a kind of silly nervous smile.

			Then the picture started to move. We heard the sound of an angry crowd, everyone shouting out at once. We saw Tommy raising his hands to ask for quiet.

			‘Hey guys,’ I think he said, though it was hard to make out, ‘we don’t make the decisions, we just—’

			But the crowd in the picture wouldn’t let him finish. Their shouting rose up again and drowned out whatever he’d been about to say, and then the picture stopped moving.

			‘Why were those people yelling at them?’ someone called out.

			‘They didn’t think Tommy and the others should go up to the starship,’ Deep said. ‘They thought they should stay on Earth.’

			‘Here’s Angela again,’ said Gaia as another picture appeared, and we saw the young woman with black skin. She looked even younger here, and she was holding out her hand to show off her two-coloured ring. ‘That’s her coming-of-age ring!’ said Gaia. ‘I hear you have lots of stories about it. I’ve got one just like it here on my finger, look. It was given to Angela’s sister, Candice.’

			Then the picture changed and Gaia moved on, like what she’d just told us was nothing much at all. Like Gela’s ring was just some ordinary thing you saw every waking, and not the cause of fighting that had done for hundreds of people and was doing for even more right now, just across the Dark in Wide Forest. ‘And here’s another picture of Tommy,’ she said. ‘He’s meeting the Presid—’

			But before she could even finish saying the word, Strongheart had stood up and started to bellow.

			‘No more pictures! Do you hear me? Stop the pictures now.’



	

			Forty

			Not feeling like talking with her helpers or her guards, Mary had ridden out in front of them, and now she’d pretty much forgotten they were even there, plodding along behind her. She was struggling struggling inside herself as she turned the news from the Valley over and over in her mind. She was trying to figure out how to be happy about it, as she knew she should be, working with all the huge energy that she possessed to find a way of understanding it that wouldn’t mean throwing away everything she’d done in her life so far.

			Could she really have been mistaken all that time, she wondered, when she thought she’d been listening to Gela? And if she’d been mistaken, then who had she been listening to? Whose voice had that been that seemed so strong and so clear? Yes, and why had the true Gela not reached out to her and put her straight, when Mary had always tried so hard to be true to her? It just didn’t make sense.

			The cruel part was that, for all these years, making sense of things was what Mary had done for other people. All that time, she’d travelled back and forth across the Davidfolk Ground, from blueside to peckside, from rockside to alpside, giving up the chance of any sort of home of her own, any sort of family, so that she could tell people a story that would tie things together for them, giving meaning to their lives, however hard and sad, and give them a way to follow, like a string laid out through forest. So many times she’d helped people deal with grief and death and pain. So many times she’d gone down with them into their saddest and loneliest places, crying alongside them but then showing them a way to move forwards. Yet now she couldn’t do it for herself.

			‘I’ll tell you something,’ she’d said to me once. ‘If we shadowspeakers didn’t keep up our work, the Davidfolk would forget they had a Mother called Gela, or that they came from Earth, or that Earth and Gela will return again to the Circle of Stones. They’d end up like those Hiding People we met with their Leopardman and their Great Bat Mother.’ And in one way the arrival of Earth people in Circle Valley proved that she’d been right. Earth had returned, it had come back to the Circle, and, or so it seemed, Gela really was alive! And yet, in the moment of being proved right, she’d been proved completely wrong as well.

			‘I can’t figure it out,’ she muttered. ‘There’s something missing here. It makes no sense at all.’

			Ahead of her a guard fire was a flickering point of red. In the distance behind her, beyond her helpers and guards, a long line of beads of grey bucklight and shadowy people were following after her to Circle Valley.
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			Meanwhile, Harry was riding in the other direction with his eight men. They had already passed Tall Tree Valley, and were riding as fast as they could go towards Wide Forest. Sometimes Harry felt with his hand to check for that little black square of glass with Gaia’s voice inside it that he carried in a pocket in his wrap. Once twice he even took it out and touched it so he could hear her speak, and remind himself this wasn’t all some kind of dream.

			‘Hello Johnfolk,’ it said, each time in just the same way, ‘this is Gaia from Earth. Three of us have come in a starship. Please stop fighting now and come to meet us.’
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			And still further across the Dark, another high man was riding towards Harry with another bunch of men with spears. They were climbing up the mountains from Wide Forest, and they were angry angry. They were going to do for every guard they met.



	

			Forty-one

			The Earth people stopped showing pictures as soon as Strongheart told them to. The screens went black. All three of them looked worriedly at the old man. They had no idea what they’d done to offend him. Most of the people watching had no idea either. Myself, I’d got used to Earth speech, but most folk could only barely make out what the Earth people said, so that if something made no sense to them, they just assumed they must have heard it wrong. Some folk even began shouting angrily at Strongheart, upset that their show of Earth pictures had suddenly come to an end. It was a strange thing to see: before the Earth people came, no low person from the Davidfolk Ground would ever have shouted like that at any high person, no matter how angry they might be.

			With helpers standing anxiously round him, and his two shelterwomen Jane and Flowerlight gripping his hands, old Strongheart climbed down slowly from his seat and made his way towards the Earth people. Us Michael’s Place folk pulled back to let him through. 

			‘President was a woman!’ Strongheart hissed, when he was close enough to speak to the Earth people without shouting. Most people there wouldn’t have been able to hear him, but of course, we Michael’s Place people were right there at the front.

			The Earth people stared at him for several heartbeats, while forest pulsed round us – hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph – and Starry Swirl blazed down from the black black sky.

			‘The President of Merka, you mean?’ Marius asked. ‘There have been women presidents of course, going well back before then, but at that particular time—’

			Old Strongheart shook off his two shelterwomen. His face was purple with rage, but at the same time he looked like he might be about to cry.

			‘All our stories say President was a woman.’

			‘Like Marius said,’ Gaia soothed him, ‘many presidents were women but—’

			‘But at the time of the Defiant mission, President was a man,’ Marius said. ‘His name was Rivera, and—’

			‘All our stories say it was a woman,’ Strongheart repeated stubbornly – he didn’t look so much like a Head Guard right then as a scared and wobbly old man whose life would soon slip away from him, ‘and it was her that called the three men in the starship and told them to come back down from the sky.’

			‘She called the three men?’ Marius smiled. ‘Ah! I think I can see what’s happened here! You’re thinking of Kate Grantham, the Drektor of the Glacksy Project. It was her who called the three of them to say the mission was cancelled, and her that ordered the Orbit Police – you know them as Angela Young and Michael Tenni­son – to go after them when they ignored her. Grantham was a woman, but the President was a man. I reckon you’ve got the two of them mixed up somewhere along the line.’

			All round us, people were watching the conversation intently, trying to make out what was being said. Far off in forest, a starbird called: Hooom! Hooom! Hooom! And just when you might have expected another starbird to answer it, the veekle answered instead. Beep! Beep! Beep! It was pretty funny, but only a couple of people laughed.

			‘I’m not sure you’ve even mixed it up all that much,’ Gaia said kindly. ‘It’s more like you’ve made it a bit simpler. You’ve just combined the two characters into one. Not surprising after such a long time. It was a woman that called them back, you’re quite right about that, and she was a very powerful person, just as you remember in your stories, but she wasn’t the President of Merka.’

			They could tell our pride was hurt, but I don’t think any of the Earth people really understood how much this mattered to us, or why. The Davidfolk said President was a woman, so did the Tinafolk at Half Sky and the Jeffsfolk from Knee Tree Grounds, and so, even, did the Johnfolk down at Brown River. The only people whose ­stories said President was a man were the Johnfolk from New Earth. And they were our enemies, they were the ones who were over in Wide Forest right now, doing for our people, burning our shelters, mocking our precious circles. More than half the people here in the clearing had had to leave their homes to escape them. Almost everyone, including Strongheart himself, had boys and men over there in the guards, or members of their families who hadn’t yet crossed the Dark when they last heard of them, and could be alive or dead. It was hard hard to bear the thought that the New Earthers’ story might be the one that was right.

			‘But how could we have got it wrong?’ croaked old Strongheart. He seemed to be finding it hard to breathe. It was as if this single bit of news had finally pushed him, in a few heartbeats, from being the tough old guy who still ran the Davidfolk Ground, and had got both of his new young shelterwomen pregnant, to a weak pathetic little oldie on the edge of death. ‘We tell the story over and over! Every single Virsry we act it out! If someone had changed it, everyone would have noticed and put them right!’

			He looked like he might fall over, and his shelterwoman Jane took his arm to support him. The other shelterwoman, Flowerlight, had turned to say something to his helpers, so Starlight took his other arm. (My old friend, taking the arm of the Head Guard: any other time that would have been a story good enough for me to tell for all the rest of my life!)

			‘I don’t really get this either,’ she told the Earth people, as she helped hold the old guy upright. ‘It’s true that in New Earth they say President was a man, but that’s only because they’ve decided to change the story. Believe me, I know. Even they admit there was a time when everyone in Eden believed President was a woman.’

			‘And they say President was Gela’s dad,’ Strongheart said wear­ily. ‘I suppose you guys are going to tell us that’s not true as well now?’

			Gaia burst out laughing. ‘Angela’s dad ? The President of Merka ! Certainly not! Angela’s dad was a postman ! He lived in London and his family were from J’maker. As far as I know, he never even visited Merka! As to the President, well, there’s no way he would even have heard of Angela until the men in the Defiant made her famous by taking her away!’

			None of us knew what a postman was, of course, but the Earth people explained later it was a guy who took messages from one cluster to another. J’maker was a little grounds like Knee Tree, far out in the pool called See, and was where all the Black People came from. And as to Merka, well, it seemed that President wasn’t boss of whole Earth as we’d always thought, but only of one big ground. Merka was sort of like the Davidfolk Ground of Earth.

			‘I don’t understand,’ Strongheart complained miserably. All our stories were unravelling, like an old fakeskin wrap, and a cold wind was blowing in through the holes where the wrap had once kept us warm. Strongheart’s pregnant young shelterwoman, Jane, held on grimly to his arm, glaring at the Earth people like they’d insulted him on purpose.

			‘What they’re saying,’ Starlight told him, ‘is that our story here in Mainground is wrong about President, but—’

			‘But the New Earthers haven’t got it right either,’ interrupted Jane. She wasn’t going to have some jumped-up creature from the Women’s Ground taking it upon herself to explain things to the Head Guard of Eden. ‘And that’s something, isn’t it? At least they’re wrong as well.’

			Strongheart looked at her uncertainly. ‘The New Earthers too?’

			‘That’s right, Head Guard,’ said Marius. His voice was weary weary now, like he wished this could be over and he could be somewhere else. I guess he was missing his animals and trees. ‘If those New Earthers think President was Gela’s dad, they’re absolutely and completely wrong.’

			Headman Newjohn had been fiddling with his beard and quietly watching all this. Now he cleared his throat. ‘But wait a moment,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to be rude, but who’s to say that you Earth people have got the story right any more than we have? These ­stories are way more important to us than they are to you. Way way more important! Surely we’re the ones who’d remember them best?’

			It seemed like a good point to me, but Marius obviously didn’t think so. He looked round at Deep and Gaia, as if to say, You deal with this. I’m fed up with trying to explain things to these dumb Eden people.

			‘The thing is . . .’ began Deep. ‘The thing is that you people rely on stories that one person passes on to another, and of course, no matter how careful you are, they’re bound to change over time. But we’ve got these pictures and clips and—’

			‘Deep means we can make copies of voices and words that don’t change in the way that stories do,’ Gaia said.

			The people round us were getting bored.

			‘Show us some more pictures!’ a man shouted out.

			‘I want to see Gela again!’ called out a woman. ‘I want to see Gela and her ring!’
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			‘How can it matter so much to them who the President of America was four centuries ago?’ Marius grumbled. The three of us had returned to the landing vehicle so we could talk without being overheard. We’d turned the lights down so as not to feel like goldfish in a bowl. All round us, our softly glowing screens offered us information about the world we were in, beautifully organized into diagrams and tables. ‘I mean, it’s not as if they’ve got the slightest understanding as to what a President was – or what America was, for that matter!’

			I like Marius a lot, but I think he suffers from a common delusion of very clever folk. Since he’s much better at reasoning than ninety-nine point nine per cent of the people he meets, he’s prone to assume that his way of thinking about the world is the only one that makes any sense at all.

			‘It’s an article of faith,’ I said. ‘It’s just one of the things that binds these people together and defines who they are.’

			‘That’s right,’ Deep said. ‘Come on, Marius, it’s not that hard to get! The President thing is a little part of a larger story. And the story means a lot to them.’

			‘It’s a powerful story,’ I said, ‘about how Angela was brought to Eden against her will, and suffered here, and longed for light and Earth, just as they all do, and eventually found it again after her death.’

			Marius snorted. ‘Which of course is nonsense. If we try and protect this belief system, we’re essentially denying them access to the truth.’

			‘Which is what?’ I asked.

			‘That Earth isn’t a paradise. That Gela isn’t waiting there. That there’s no life after death. That no more than a handful of people from Eden will ever visit Earth. Yes, and that the universe doesn’t work in the way they think it does. It isn’t a backdrop for human stories. It’s—’

			‘What gives your life meaning, Marius?’

			‘Science, I guess. Getting to the truth. Peeling away the surface and figuring out how things really work.’

			‘And why does the truth matter?’

			‘Because . . . Well, for lots of reasons, but for one thing it’s only if you know the truth about the world that you can really understand it and make it different.’

			‘And why would you want to make the world different?’

			‘Well, to make life better, and richer, and—’

			‘And why would you want to do that?’

			‘Because . . . Sacred Earth, Gaia, why the interrogation? What point are you trying to make?’

			‘That even supersmart, superrational Marius has things he just believes in.’

			He half-smiled, like he was conceding I’d very nearly got one over on him, even if not quite. ‘I guess. In a sort of way. But come on, be honest with me, Gaia, what would you prefer: to have the intellectual vistas that are available to us, or to be stuck inside this infantile story that the Eden folk tell each other? I mean, look at Trueheart! Look at that sheer hunger she has for knowledge.’

			‘Fair point. Though most people aren’t like Trueheart, here or on Earth. But we can’t give Trueheart or anyone else here the knowledge we have, however much they might want it. We can’t build universities for them. We can’t teach them the whole of science, or even the beginnings of it. Yes, we can easily destroy their old stories if we choose to, but we’ve got nothing to give them to put in their place.’

			Marius shrugged. ‘Well, that’s up to them, isn’t it? They’re not kids, Gaia. It’s not our business to protect them from the truth. It’s up to them what they do with it, but it’s our job to give it to them as best we can.’

			Deep nodded. ‘Marius is right about that, Gaia. We don’t have a right to hide things from them.’

			‘I know,’ I said. ‘I accept that. But their beliefs aren’t nonsense, Marius. I’m not having that. They’re not literally true, I grant you, but that doesn’t mean there’s no truth in them. Truth isn’t some binary yes–no thing, as you seem to think. All kinds of wisdom can be wrapped in old stories. Throw away the story and you throw away the wisdom as well.’

			‘I agree with you, Gaia,’ said Deep, ‘but you need to remember that whatever we tell them or don’t tell them, their beliefs will still have to change, just to cope with the new situation the three of us have created simply by being here.’

			I stood up and looked out through the clear dome of our flying saucer, at the people out there in the eerie glow of the trees round the clearing, waiting for a glimpse of us. Such a tiny outpost of humankind, they were, and so incredibly far away from everyone else. No wonder they were excited to have us there.

			‘You’re right,’ I said, waving back to a small child who’d spotted me and was pointing in my direction. ‘The fact that we can’t live up to their expectations means that a large chunk of their belief system no longer works.’

			‘It’ll be painful for them,’ Deep said. ‘But it’s always been hard, hasn’t it, throughout human history, when new realities come up against old certainties? It was hard when Earth society had to adjust to the ecological problems in the twenty-first century, and the Salvationists came along. It was hard when the Salvationists were overthrown. There was a lot of blood spilt each time, a lot of cruelty. But then again there was bloodshed here too, wasn’t there, before we even arrived?’

			I looked down at the people below us, with their bare feet, and their animal-skin loincloths, and their crude spears tipped with shards of volcanic glass. The little girl’s mother was standing beside her now, and both of them were waving and smiling, trying to get my attention. The woman was one of the people who had twisted feet – clawfoot, to use the Eden word – like Angie’s Dave. A bunch of other people round them were waving with them, all of them beaming delightedly up at me, now that I was looking their way. There was another clawfoot among them, and a couple of batfaces. I waved quickly back and just managed a smile for them before I had to turn away with tears in my eyes, unable to bear their hope. Marius had stood up to come and join me, and he too smiled and waved at the folk outside.

			‘You know what would really help these people more than anything else we could do?’ he said. ‘It would be if Deep and I were to go out there and get as many women pregnant as possible. We could double Eden’s gene pool at a stroke.’

			I studied his face for a moment. ‘You are joking, right?’

			‘Of course I am, Gaia, but it happens to be true all the same.’



	

			Forty-two

			Leader Harry and his men met a guard riding at full speed towards them on the back of an exhausted woollybuck, its mouth dripping with green foam. He pulled up in front of them in a cloud of snow that glittered in the light of the headlanterns.

			‘The Johnfolk are right up on the Dark already, Leader!’ the guard said, jumping down and bowing to the high man. ‘I was watching the fire with my mates two crossings away from here, and we saw their lights coming towards us. They’ve only got a few woolly­bucks, but we could see the shadows of the men against the snow, and the light on the metal spears, and I can tell you there were a whole lot of them. They’ll have reached my mates by now, I reckon. I guess they’ll have done for them.’

			Harry nodded. ‘I’m sorry about your mates, my friend, but it’s actually good the Johnfolk are on the Dark already.’

			The poor guard was amazed. ‘It’s good, Leader?’

			‘We’re looking for them. We’ve come to tell them that Earth has come! There’s a new veekle standing in the Circle right now, and a new Gela.’

			The guard – he was a friend of our Tom’s – stood there beside his exhausted buck and watched Harry and his men riding on towards Wide Forest. After a while, when his buck had cooled down a bit, he climbed back up onto it and carried on towards Circle Valley.

			Earth had come! He was happy happy like everyone, thinking that all the cold and dark and fear would soon be over. But he felt sad for his friends who he’d left by their fire, waiting for the Johnfolk and their metal blades. It seemed cruel cruel that the two of them should have died less than half a waking before this news would have reached them.
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			Harry met a few more frightened people from Wide Forest, on their way over to Circle Valley. And then, after another half waking or so, he saw at last the headlanterns of the New Earthers’ few woolly­bucks in the distance, on far side of a black emptiness where a valley of ice and rock was completely hidden in the darkness. And in their grey light, he saw what that guard and his mates had seen earlier: the shadowy shapes of many ringmen on the backs of their own thin New Earth bucks. There were more than a hundred of them, against his eight men.

			He pulled off his headwrap, cupped his hands round his mouth.

			‘Hey! New Earthers!’ His voice echoed round him against bare black rocks he couldn’t see. ‘My name is Leader Harry! I’m the son of David Strongheart!’ He let the echo fade before carrying on. ‘I’ve not come to fight you. I’ve come to talk!’ He paused again, listening for any kind of answer from across far side of that pit of darkness. But apart from the echoes nothing came back. ‘We have news! Important news! We have a message from Earth! A veekle has come down from the sky!’ Again he waited. ‘Can you hear me?’ But there was still no reply from the ringmen who’d begun to make their way onto a narrow ridge at the top of that invisible valley.

			Harry looked round at his men. ‘You, David, and you, Mehmet, leave your spears behind and come with me. The rest of you, wait here.’

			The three of them made their way down to the ridge that the Johnfolk had already reached. Presently Harry stopped and shouted out once again, and this time another voice called back.

			‘We’ve won the fight!’ the voice shouted. ‘The sons of John have won back Old Ground. Admit that! Give us Circle Valley, and we’ll let you live.’

			‘You can come to Circle Valley. We promise not to fight you. We promise to let you leave.’

			‘That’s not what I asked you for. Give us Circle Valley! Admit John has won! Accept the True Story!’

			‘Didn’t you hear me? A veekle has come down from Earth! A new Gela has come! We’ve got a message from her for you.’

			There was a short silence, and then a scornful laugh. ‘That’s a silly trick! A kid’s trick. It shows how desperate you stonespears are.’

			‘Wait here,’ Harry told the two guards.

			He climbed down from his buck. He threw his own spear away into the snow, he pulled off the top part of his bodywrap so he was naked down to the waist in that freezing freezing air, and he held up the little black square that held the voice of Gaia inside it. He was a big man, as his dad had been in his young days, with a thick black beard and hair all over his body, halfway turned to grey.

			‘I wouldn’t believe it myself if I was you,’ he shouted out, ‘but I have Gela’s voice inside this thing, and if you let me come near you’ll be able to hear it for yourself. You can shoot an arrow through me if I’m wrong.’
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			We saw Leader Harry sometimes back at Veeklehouse, and once he even passed through Michael’s Place. Our own guard leader, Leader Hunter, had been showing his older brother round his ground, and they came through our little cluster on bucks draped in coloured fakeskin, with a bunch of guards riding behind them. Of course we knelt and bowed our heads as they rode past. These were high high men, the sons of Strongheart, and that’s what high people expected. We knelt and bowed, and then, when they’d passed on, we went back to working for them. One quarter of all the star­flowers we gathered in Michael’s Place, a quarter of all the buckskins we scraped and cleaned, a quarter of the meat we cut up and dried, went to Leader Hunter, and I know the people up in Circle Valley had to do just the same for his brother Leader Harry. It was to provide for the guards to protect us, we low people were told, but we weren’t stupid, we knew that what a guard leader gathered in from his clusters didn’t just go to his guards. Lots of it was traded for fancy fakeskin wraps for the leader and all his shelterwomen and kids, and for bucks for them to ride wherever they went, and for the special food that was brought in for them from far away, and for those big big shelters of theirs, built round trees, where they could sit at ease, with helpers running round them.

			We’d always grumbled about this, of course. Even Tom our cluster head grumbled, though he was proud proud of being one of David Strongheart’s men. But at the same time we accepted that this was just how things were with high people. You worked and worked for them, and yet you had to behave as if it was you who had to be grateful to them, you who were gratefully receiving, and them who were kindly giving. For when we bowed to him, they would barely smile in return. They would just slightly slightly nod their heads, and perhaps if we were lucky, they would give that little lazy wave.

			That was what Leader Hunter was like, that’s what all the high men were like that I’ve ever heard of, and I’m sure Harry was no different. He wasn’t an especially nice man. He wasn’t especially good. He didn’t think much about the feelings of his low people. He took whatever he wanted from them, even sometimes their daughters, if he had a fancy to it. (Could a low girl say no to a high man who was a son of David Strongheart? Of course not. Whatever he asked of her, she’d have to say yes, and pretend to be pleased about it as well.) And if any low person challenged him, whether they were right or wrong, he would have them beaten, or tied to a spiketree to burn their skin, the same as all the high men did with those they saw as troublemakers.

			He was selfish, in other words. He acted like the story was all about him. He used other people like they were just starflowers or bucks or lumps of blackglass, not human beings like himself. And yet right now, standing there shivering in the pale light from the buck behind him, and his shadow stretched out in front of him over the snow, Leader Harry was brave brave. For he had stripped away everything that made him high, everything that made him more comfortable than other people, everything that made him safer, and he still walked towards our enemies.

			I’ve thought about this a lot since I heard about it. I reckon we all live by stories, high people and low people. We all tell ourselves that what we do, we do for a good reason. ‘I take things from the low people,’ high men said, ‘so I can feed and wrap the guards who protect them.’ It wasn’t just a story they told us, it was a story they told themselves. And each of us, high and low, half-believed it, and half-knew at the same time that it wasn’t true. We all knew that the things they took didn’t just go to the guards, and that anyway the guards were just our own men and our own sons, and the high men knew that too. We knew that the guards didn’t really protect us, but protected the high people, and the high men knew that as well. Yet we all needed stories, them and us, we all needed something to tie things together, and so we all went along with those stories, half-believing them, believing them just enough to give ourselves a sense that the world we were in meant something, staying with each story no longer than we had to, and then moving on before it all toppled over or fell apart. It was as if all of us, high and low, were crossing a stream on wobbly stones, moving quickly from one to the next before we fell.

			But right now it was different for Harry. He had a story to tell that he knew for certain was true. He knew the Johnfolk wouldn’t believe it, any more than he would have believed it if they’d told it to him, but he had seen with his own eyes the veekle in Circle Clearing, and he had no doubts about it at all. And that made him strong strong. He wasn’t standing on a wobbly stone just at that moment. He was standing on solid rock. It felt good good. Even the coldness of the Dark felt kind of good as it bit through to his bones. It told him he was right there in the world, with nothing left to hide behind. 

			‘We were proud proud of him,’ was what his guards said afterwards.

			‘You can shoot me if you want,’ he called out, ‘but I’m coming forward anyway, and you can see for yourself that I can’t possibly hurt you.’



	

			Forty-three

			Gaia let me try on her ring. We were sitting outside the Earth people’s shelter with Starlight and Clare. Little Suzie was sleeping beside Clare on a piece of woollybuck skin: her shoulder hadn’t completely healed yet, of course, but all the heat had gone out of it. She wasn’t sick any more, and Flame had gone out scavenging with the other grownups and older kids. Metty was asleep on my lap. Candy and two three other little kids were playing nearby with a couple of little dolls Dave had made for them from bone and buckskin.

			‘Let’s pretend they get in the veekle and go flying off to Earth,’ Candy said.

			‘No, that’s boring,’ said her friend Mehmet. ‘Let’s pretend a leopard comes for them, but they do for it with a spear.’

			Earlier on, the three Earth people had opened up that old Screen with a kind of metal knife. All three of them had spent some time leaning over it, looking at what was inside and saying things to one another that I couldn’t make sense of at all. Now Deep and Marius were poking round in it with some of their strange tools, still speaking to each other from time to time in words that I could hear, but could get no meaning from. Dave squatted nearby, whittling away at bits of bone with a stone knife. He was no good for hunting or scavenging.

			After I’d tried the ring on my finger, I took it off and looked at the tiny letters inside. ‘It’s beautiful beautiful,’ I said as I handed it back to Gaia.

			‘There are thousands just like it on Earth,’ Gaia said. ‘Back when Angela was growing up, it was a common thing for people to give their sons and daughters a coming-of-age ring when they were eighteen. It was a sort of . . . tradition – I guess you know that word? – but it was a tradition that grew up in one generation and then died out again in the next. Things got hard, I guess, and an awful lot of people were too worried about getting enough to eat and staying alive to bother with stuff like rings.’ She slipped it back onto her finger. ‘There were fancier ones than this, rings with . . . with shiny stones . . . but these two-metal ones were one of the commonest kinds. They were . . .’ She paused, as the Earth people did when they came to a word or an idea they thought we wouldn’t understand. ‘They were quite easy to make, so ordinary people could get them. Lots of families still have them back home, tucked away somewhere.’

			‘Well, we’ve only got one here,’ Starlight said, with a slight edge in her voice. ‘There were . . . well, you’d call them wars about it. People were done for with spears, and tied to trees, and—’

			‘How strange. Wars over one cheep ring.’

			Cheep meant easy to get, I found out, like a thing that you could have from a trader for only a stick or two.

			‘I guess in that first generation the only people on Eden were just a bunch of kids and two adults,’ said Deep, without looking up from what he was doing inside the Screen. ‘Imagine how they must have admired that ring on their mum’s finger, when it was the only metal they’d ever seen. I can see how it became important to them.’

			‘I guess,’ said Gaia, and then she smiled. ‘You know what! I’ve just figured out something! One or two of the things you Eden guys say sound like how little kids speak on Earth. Like you say “big big” when we’d say very big. I guess that must have started at that same time.’

			Of course we’d all noticed that new word very that the Earth people used, and many Eden people were already starting to copy it. Of course they were. Earth speech sounded so smart and powerful – even high people’s speech seemed dumb beside it – and it made Eden folk feel a bit smarter and more powerful themselves when they spoke in the same way.

			‘I reckon that might be how that double word thing started,’ Gaia said. ‘Tommy and Gela spoke babytalk to their kids, like all mums and dads do, even to one another, but in their case there were no grownups round them to bring them back to talking like adults.’

			Deep glanced uncomfortably at me and Clare. ‘Not that you’re saying that these guys talk like babies, of course, Gaia!’

			Gaia was embarrassed. ‘Oh no! Certainly not! I’m so sorry, you guys. I didn’t mean that at all!’

			Starlight shrugged. ‘Don’t worry. We are babies compared to you. We know that. And of course it was babyish to fight over a silly thing like a ring. But we don’t have starships and veekles, we don’t have cars, we don’t have telly vijun and screens and lecky-trickity. And so that ring—’

			‘Gela lost the ring, remember,’ I interrupted her. The old story suddenly seemed powerful powerful to me, here in the company of these Earth people who were with us now, but would so soon be gone again. It felt so powerful that I almost burst into tears. ‘She lost the ring and it was her last link to Earth. That’s why it’s important to us! If the stories are true, she cried and cried for wakings and wakings, raging against Tommy, raging against the kids she’d had with him, for stealing her from her mum and dad and everyone she knew.’

			Dave nodded. ‘Yeah. The Big Row.’

			‘The Big Row?’ asked Gaia. ‘That’s a story you all know?’

			‘Yeah, of course,’ said Dave. ‘We often tell it and we often act it out.’

			Gaia glanced at Deep and Marius. ‘Wow! Think of that! A man and a woman have a fight in front of their kids, and four hundred years later their descendants are still acting it out!’

			I’m sure she didn’t mean to shame us, but I felt ashamed. Probably we all did. Because, now that she’d pointed it out, that also seemed pretty babyish, the fact that we kept on acting out a little thing like that after all this time. After all, there must be arguments between men and women every waking, all over Eden. 

			But then Marius spoke, still bent over the Screen and his tools: ‘I get that, actually,’ he said slowly, like he wasn’t just telling us something, but figuring it out for himself. ‘My mum and dad used to fight a lot when I was little. It was horrible. Each time it felt like the whole world falling apart. Sometimes I’d lie on my bed and stick my fingers in my ears and mutter to myself so it would blot out the sound of their shouting. I had other people to turn to, though. I had my sister, and my friends, and my grandpa, and my aunt Hentie. But for those kids back at the beginning here on Eden, there wasn’t anyone else. Tommy and Angela really were the whole world. It really was the world falling apart.’

			Starlight shrugged. She wanted to get back to what she’d been talking about. ‘Anyway, the reason I spoke of the fights over the ring is that I wanted you to understand how important Earth is to us, and how much even the smallest thing from Earth means to us. And because of that – I’m sorry to say it, but I’m not sure you Earth guys really understand this – because of that, every single little thing you say and do will change the whole story of Eden forever.’

			This was such a different Starlight from the one I’d known when I was a kid. Back then, all she was interested in was having as much fun as she could. Now she was trying to speak for all of Eden.

			‘The truth is—’ began Gaia.

			‘The truth is you didn’t expect to find us here,’ Starlight said. ‘I know that. Your science told you it was impossible for the children of just one man and one woman to survive and carry on like this. But we are here, and we’ve been waiting for you for generations and generations. Most people here think you’re going to take us all back to Earth, or bring all the good things you have on Earth across the sky to Eden. Many many people think you’re Gela herself who’s come back to—’

			Gaia shook her head. ‘Honestly, Head Woman, I’ve done my best to stop that. I keep telling folk I’m not Angela Young, that the only connection I have with Angela is that one of my ancestors was her sister, but no one seems to believe—’

			‘Strongheart doesn’t want to ask you this,’ Starlight said. ‘In fact Strongheart doesn’t want to say any of this stuff to you, because he’s so proud to be the one who was Head Guard when Earth came back, but you need to tell us: what can you really give us, and when are you going to leave?’

			The Earth people looked at each other. Gaia drew breath.

			‘We can’t take people back to Earth,’ she said. ‘Well, maybe one at most, but no more than that. And we haven’t got anything to give you right now, apart from maybe fixing a few more people with the . . . uh . . . poison fever, as you call it, and maybe finding out what’s in this screen. As for how long we’ll be here, we can only stay for a few more days, because the starship is . . . well, I guess you could say it’s like a creature that starts growing old as soon as it’s born. But we’re finding out about Eden and how it works, and what the trees and animals are made of, and when we get all of that information back to Earth, then people there will be able to figure out ways to help you. New ways of feeding yourselves and keeping healthy and making you better when you’re ill. New ways of using the stuff round you to make things. New tools. So next time someone comes, they’ll be able to give you things that will make your life easier and—’

			‘Next time?’ asked Starlight. ‘Are you sure there’ll be another time?’

			Again, Gaia looked at the other Earth people.

			‘I’m sure there will,’ she said. ‘It won’t be any time soon, though, because we have to rebuild the whole starship and that . . . well, like Marius explained before, by the time we’ve got all the stuff together, it could be . . .’

			‘It could be fifty years,’ Marius said, still bent over that screen, ‘or even longer.’

			I felt a terrible stab of grief. All these years we’d waited, all these generations, making circles on the ground, singing songs, making it okay for ourselves that Earth wasn’t here by telling ourselves to be patient, and one waking it would come. And now it had come, but it would soon be gone again, and we’d be alone once more, scratching in the dirt, fighting over old stories. And when Earth came back, if it came back – even that didn’t sound certain – it would most probably be too late for me. I wasn’t exactly sure how old I was in years – we didn’t count time that carefully out on the Grounds – but I reckoned I was well over thirty, and few people got past sixty seventy.

			‘One person can go with you?’ I suddenly said. ‘Is that what you said?’

			Gaia looked at me, surprised.

			‘Yes, we figure we could take one.’ She smiled. ‘Why? Would you like it to be you? You were the first Eden person we saw, after all, you and Trueheart, and you’ve been a good friend to us.’

			Those tears that had been so close to coming out before came pressing forwards again. I laid Metty on the ground beside me and stood up so I could walk a little way off and turn my face away. Would I like to get away from Dave’s moaning and his hands feeling for me after every waking, like I was there to prove to him, over and over, that in spite of his clawfeet he was a man? Would I like to get away from his brother Tom sneaking up on me? Would I like to get away from scratching and scraping to find enough to eat, and then having to find still more to keep the Leader off our backs? Would I like to have my batface taken from me, that ugly face that made me feel like I should apologize to each new person I met? Gela’s heart, of course I would. That would be like laying down a heavy heavy load that I carried every waking of my life.

			But to say goodbye forever to my own kids? Well, I couldn’t bear that. And I couldn’t do it to them. I just couldn’t.

			Yes and anyway, I said to myself, who was I kidding? I’d never feel at home in that strange pale place. Whatever they did for my mouth and nose and teeth with their metal needles and knives, I’d still feel like a batface among those tall beautiful people, who knew so much. Beside them, I’d always be a foolish child.

			Clare had come after me. She laid her hand on my arm.

			‘I’m alright,’ I told her. ‘It was a silly question Gaia asked, wasn’t it? She knows I’ve got three kids.’

			‘Yes, and Dave would never manage without you.’
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			Later the Earth people went out in forest again with their strange tools that worked by lecky-trickity. (Yes, there really is such a thing, though the Earth people’s name for it seemed to have changed. They say eleck-trissity. I guess words wear down more quickly when you use them all the time, like the edge of a stone knife.) They promised Strongheart they wouldn’t go far, so he could call them back with horns if the New Earthers came to talk.



	

			Forty-four

			Kneel on the snow, stonespear!’ commanded Luke Johnson. ‘Kneel on the snow and bow your head. Show me you admit the fight is over.’

			Shivering shivering, blue with cold, Harry half-glanced back towards his guards, and then knelt and bowed as he’d been asked. ‘It is over,’ he said. ‘But not for the reason you think.’
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			We used to tell a story back on Knee Tree Grounds about John Redlantern, standing on the cliff by the crashed Veekle, trying to decide whether to keep Gela’s ring or throw it out into the Pool. He told people afterwards that he heard the voices of people not yet born, calling out to him, arguing with one another about what he should do next. ‘Throw it away!’ some said. ‘It’ll only bring trouble.’ ‘Keep it,’ said others, ‘that ring is precious precious to everyone on Eden!’

			When the story got to that part, we kids would start calling things out ourselves. ‘Keep it!’ some of us would shout. ‘Toss it into the Pool!’ the rest would yell. And then the grownups would point out to us that the voices John had heard were ours! We were the people not yet born, and we were still arguing about his decision, just as John had known we would.

			It must have been the same for Leader Harry. He must have known that, whatever happened next, there would be stories in the future about this moment. A hundred Johnfolk facing just eight guards and one leader, the son of the Head Guard facing the son of the Headman, a guard leader kneeling half-naked in the snow with the voice from Earth inside a square of smooth black glass: well, Tom’s dick, how could all of that not become a story?

			Headmanson Luke rode forward on his blue-skinned buck, a ringman on a woollybuck riding beside him to give him the light of its headlantern. Luke suspected some kind of trick, though he couldn’t figure out what it might be, and he had an arrow half-drawn on his bowstring.

			Harry looked up at the Headmanson and showed him what he held in his hand. The glass glinted in the bucklight. One of Luke’s ringmen shouted, ‘Father! A blade!’ and Luke fired his arrow at Leader Harry. It hit him in the belly. There was a silence, the kind of silence you only get up on the Dark, with no trees to pulse and hum. Harry felt for the shaft of the arrow with his left hand. He had a puzzled look on his face, as if he couldn’t quite figure out what this thin hard thing might be that was suddenly sticking out of him.

			Of course Harry’s two guards, David and Mehmet, rushed forwards at once on their bucks, but they didn’t get far. Straight away Luke’s ringmen fired more arrows, not just one or two but dozens of them, and the two of them fell backwards off their bucks onto the snow. Now the other six guards came riding forwards too. The ringmen aimed their bows. In a couple of heartbeats all six would be dead as well. But then Harry yelled out. He was still alive, kneeling in the light of Luke’s buck, with a big circle of red red snow all round him. And he yelled out not just to his own men but to everyone who was there. 

			‘Gela’s heart, stop it !’ he yelled. ‘Stop this nonsense, will you, and listen!’

			And everyone did. There was something about the way this dying man spoke that pulled them up short, ringmen and guards both, Johnfolk and Davidfolk, even the Headmanson of New Earth. Everyone stopped and listened, and in the silence, the Headmanson and the ringmen who’d rode up beside him heard a woman’s voice, small small, that seemed to be speaking from Leader Harry’s hand.

			‘Hello Johnfolk,’ it said, ‘this is Gaia from Earth. Three of us have come in a starship. Please stop fighting now and come to meet us.’

			Then Harry tipped forwards onto the bloody snow and the black square fell from his hand. Luke jumped down from his buck and picked it up. Almost at once it spoke again, startling him so much that he dropped it back onto the snow.

			Luke stood there for a moment, looking down at it, then he turned towards his men, his face suddenly scared and desperate, almost like he was hoping they’d tell him what to do. Of course they said nothing. He couldn’t even read anything in their faces, hidden away as they were by their buckskin headwraps. All he could see here or there was a glinting eye. After a couple of heartbeats he stooped down again and once more picked up the black square. He must have held it a different way this time because it remained silent. He tipped it back and forth in his hand. He sniffed at it. He turned round to his men again, as if he still hadn’t given up on the hope they might know what to do next, but of course nothing came back to him from those rows and rows of blank buckskin masks. In New Earth, just as in the Davidfolk Ground, low people don’t tell high people what they should do.

			‘You!’ he called out to the six guards who were still alive. ‘You guards! Come forwards and talk. We won’t hurt you. Tell us what this thing is!’ Of course the guards didn’t move. They might just be ordinary guards, but they didn’t take their orders from Johnfolk, whether high or low. ‘Please!’ called Luke. ‘Please! We won’t hurt you! I promise you that.’

			For a third time he turned back towards his men. He still had no idea what to do. He wasn’t even sure what was happening. Everything was so sudden, and so strange, and so dreadful that it was hard to believe that he was even there. But all the same, two things were becoming slowly clearer to him. The first thing was that a messenger had been sent to him by Earth, and he’d answered with an arrow. And the second was that, when stories were told about Headmanson Luke in generations to come, that would be the one thing he’d be remembered for. Long after everyone had forgotten his face, and the sound of his voice, long after anyone could remember what his friends and his family liked about him, or what he cared about, or what he was good at, people across Eden would remember that Headmanson Luke Johnson was the man who did for Earth’s messenger.

			The six guards looked at each other, exchanged nods, and came reluctantly forward. They climbed down from their bucks and squatted down to attend to their leader and their two mates, David and Mehmet. But all three were dead, each one in his own slowly spreading patch of bright red snow.

			One of the guards stood up – he was a guy of forty fifty with a thick grey beard called Roger – and looked straight at Headmanson Luke. He knew that Luke was a high man, and he knew that Luke’s ringmen could do for him at any moment, but he was too angry to kneel or bow or be polite. The dead guard David had been his younger brother.

			‘Leader Harry got down from his buck,’ he said. ‘He came forward on his own. He threw away his spear and pulled off his wrap. Tom’s stinking dick, man, what else did he have to do to get you to listen to him?’

			Luke held out the little square of glass. His hand was shaking.

			‘What is this thing?’

			‘I don’t know its name but it’s something from Earth. Surely you can see that for yourself ? Earth has come back. Two tall men and a new Gela with black black skin. That’s her voice inside that thing. Their veekle’s sitting in Circle Clearing right now. It’s alive, it moves, it gives out light and makes sounds. Lucky there were Davidfolk there to meet them, wouldn’t you say? Lucky we didn’t all follow your Juicy John. If we’d all been skulking across the Pool there in New Earth, they’d have come and gone and never known anyone was still alive here in Eden.’



	

			Forty-five

			As the Earth people wandered about in forest, looking at animals and starflowers and trees, they ran into the Michael’s Place folk who were out there scavenging. Trueheart was with the scavengers, but as soon as she saw the Earth folk there, with their science tools on their bike, she asked to go with them as she’d done before.

			‘Certainly not,’ Tom hissed at her, too quietly for the Earth people to hear. ‘I’m your dad, and I’m telling you to stay with us and help find food for your family.’

			But Gaia called out that of course Trueheart could go with them, and so Trueheart ignored her dad a second time and ran over to Gaia and Marius and Deep.

			Tom said nothing, but two three people described to me how the knuckles of his one hand turned white white round his spear.
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			Later, when Tom and the others came back to us with the few things they’d found to eat – small bony slinkers, bitter batmeat and stale seeds picked up, one by one, from the dirt – Tom growled to Clare that Trueheart was going to get what was coming to her when the Earth people had gone away.

			‘They don’t seem to understand,’ he complained. ‘Okay, I know they come from Earth and I know they’re high high people, but high people here in Eden would never come between a dad and his kid. They’d know whole of Eden works by each person knowing their place between high and low. They’d know there wouldn’t even be high people if there weren’t people in between.’

			‘She’s a bad girl, your Trueheart,’ said Flame. She’d become bolder lately, since we’d all felt sorry for her about Suzie. ‘My dad would have beaten me hard hard if I’d behaved like that.’

			Clare had been more friendly to Flame lately, but now she glared at Tom. Was he going to let his young shelterwoman speak to him like this, when she wasn’t much older than Trueheart herself ?
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			Not long afterwards, Trueheart came back with the Earth people. They unloaded a pile of things they’d gathered up – some wood, some wavyweed, a dead bat, a piece of rock, a whole bunch of tiny creepy-crawlies like ants and worms – and Gaia and Marius began to do tests on it all, as they called it, with their lecky-trickity tools. Trueheart watched and asked questions, trying with all her might to understand. Deep, meanwhile, picked up the Screen again and another set of tools, and carried on trying to find things inside it.

			‘We’ll show some more pictures tomorr . . . I mean, next waking,’ Gaia told me, ‘and we’ll talk to everyone about how long we can stay, and what Earth might be able to help them with. Your friend Starlight was quite right to ask about that. We can see we’re making things difficult for everyone by not being clear.’

			‘You saved my sister’s life,’ Trueheart said. It was the first time I’d heard her speak of baby Suzie as her sister. ‘And you’re going to stop the fight with the Johnfolk. I don’t call that making things diff—’

			But at that moment an old woman began to screech from across the fence. ‘Gela! Our Mother! You’ve come back for us!’ She was standing among a group of nine ten people who’d just arrived from across the Dark. She was thin thin, and all she had on was one bit of fatbuck skin wrapped round her dry old belly, but she and her companions’ faces were cracked in toothless smiles of delight to see the Earth people sitting there. So it was true! Just as they’d heard on the Dark! Earth had really come!

			Gaia sighed, laid down the tool she was working with – it was like a tiny screen with a metal needle attached to it by a kind of string – and stood up to go over to the fence. We’d been through this scene many times now. The old woman and her friends laughed and clapped their hands as Gaia came near, tears running down their faces. They stretched their arms out to her over the fence. ‘I never thought . . .’ they would tell each other later. ‘To think that I was alive when . . .’ ‘If only my old mum could have . . .’

			Gaia touched the hands straining towards her, squeezing some of them, and stroking the cheeks of little ones that were held out to her over the fence. She looked so tall and strong, so beautiful and sure of herself, next to those funny shrivelled little Eden people in their rough skin wraps, that it was strange to think that she and them were even the same kind of creature.

			‘I’m not Gela,’ she told them. ‘I’m not Angela. Angela is here in the Burial Ground in Circle Valley, under that huge pile of stones. My name is Gaia, and my ancestor was Angela’s sister, Candice.’

			The people looked at each other. How strange and wonderful her Earth speech was. You could only make out the odd word, and yet somehow you knew you’d be able to figure it out, if only you listened long and hard enough.

			‘Candice?’ crowed the old woman. ‘Did you say Candice? My name’s Candice too!’

			‘Hey!’ called Deep. ‘Gaia! Marius! Come and check this out! I think we’re finally getting somewhere!’



	

			Forty-six

			I feel a bit sorry for Headmanson Luke when I think about that moment up there in the snow and the darkness. In front of him were three dead men and six angry guards. Behind were all those ringmen waiting for him to decide. He was young young – younger than me and Starlight were that first time we went to Veeklehouse – but he’d already made himself the fool of a story that all these watching men would take back to the Johnfolk and the Davidfolk both. He’d come across to Mainground to make his stern grey father proud, and bring some happiness to his mother Lucy. He’d come full of plans to help his friend Teacher Gerry bring the True Story of President to all the people of Eden. But now Teacher Gerry was dead and Luke had brought shame to his family and to all of New Earth. It would be hard for anyone to move forwards from a thing like that. But Luke was the Headmanson and he knew he must.

			‘Topmen,’ he called, ‘come talk to me.’

			In New Earth they have a Headman instead of a Head Guard, chiefs instead of guard leaders, and topmen are the bosses of smaller groups of ringmen under the chiefs, much like the blokes they call groupmen in the guards. There were four of them there among his ringmen. They climbed down from their bucks and walked over to him, pulling off their headwraps, which up here on the Dark they wore instead of their metal masks.

			‘I’ll take ten men with me, and carry on to Circle Valley to talk with the Headman.’ Luke pointed to the oldest of the topmen. ‘You can come with me, John. Pick out nine more to bring with us. You three can take the rest of the men back to Wide Forest and—’

			‘But, Father, you won’t be safe with only—!’

			‘You can take the men back to Wide Forest, and give a message from me to our chiefs down there to stop fighting and go back with their men to Veeklehouse, David Water or Nob Head, wherever they first grounded. You can tell them what’s happened, and tell them about this . . . this . . .’ His voice became wobbly as he looked down at the little black square of glass and tried to figure out what to call it. ‘You can tell them about this black thing.’

			At that point, he must have touched whichever part of it made it speak, because right then Gaia’s voice spoke out again, saying those exact same words in the exact same way:

			‘Hello Johnfolk, this is Gaia from Earth. Three of us have come in a starship. Please stop fighting now and come to meet us.’

			The topmen hadn’t heard it so clearly before. They started, they gasped, their mouths fell open, and at the same time their hearts opened too, and tears came to their eyes as they heard the clear, firm voice of a confident young woman, coming out of this tiny object as if she was actually there. Topman John fell straight to his knees and all three others followed him at once. For of course the Johnfolk looked up to Mother Gela no less than the Davidfolk, even if they heard her telling them completely different things.

			How wretched it must have been for Luke Johnson, knowing he couldn’t share in their joy that Earth had returned. Now he could only look forward with dread to his meeting with the woman whose voice was somehow held inside this piece of glass. But he didn’t show those feelings. He’d managed to get back in control of himself. Whether he liked it or not, he had a place now in the story of whole of Eden and, like dead Leader Harry a short time ago, and like his many-greats grandfather John Redlantern, he knew that not only these men round him, but people not yet born, were watching him to see what he’d do next.

			He turned to the six guards who were still alive. ‘You heard what I’ve told my men. The fight is over. I’ll come and meet the Earth people with your Headman, and they can decide which of us is right and which is wrong. I’d like to ask three of you to ride on to Wide Forest. Tell your leaders there from me that we won’t fight them any more, and that, if they let us, all my men will go quietly back to the places we grounded and wait there until the Earth people have told us what to do. I’d like the rest of you to lead the way back to Circle Valley, so you can tell your big people when we get there, and your people we meet along the way, that this isn’t a trick, that I’ve come to talk, just as the new Gela has asked, and that all of my ringmen except these ten have been told to go back to poolside.’

			The six guards looked at each other, shrugged, and nodded. ‘We can tell folk what happened here,’ one of them said, ‘and we can tell them what you’ve just said. But we can’t speak for the high people. What they do is up to them.’

			Luke Johnson looked down at the black square in his hand. If only he’d held back for one single heartbeat longer, he’d have heard the voice before he shot the arrow. ‘Of course. All you can do is tell them what I said.’

			He pulled his headwrap back on and climbed back up onto the slim blue-skinned buck he’d brought over from across the Pool. He made himself sit up straight straight on its back. He made himself lift his head up high, like his father Dixon would have done, or his mother Lucy, who’d had to live with so much sadness. Then he turned towards Circle Valley again while three of the guards rode out ahead of him, and Topman John and those ten ringmen gathered themselves behind him.



	

			Forty-seven

			Deep had found some more pictures of Earth, and now the Earth people were showing them on the screens in Circle Clearing. They were pictures of a place called London, a place they knew we’d have heard of, because it had been the home of Angela Young, and part of Old Family cluster was still named after it. More than a thousand thousand people lived in London now, Gaia told us – more than a millyun to use their word – which was surely many times more than lived in whole of Eden. But she said this was still much much less than used to live there.

			The screens showed us a moving picture of rows and rows of houses with doors and black windholes, under that strange white sky. Pale pale pale: that was the word that kept coming to me. When we’d imagined the brightness of Earth we hadn’t imagined it like this, because our brightness is always next to darkness, and it’s darkness that makes the brightness shine out. Brightness next to other brightness is a different thing, just like a voice speaking in the humming forest is a different thing from a voice in the emptiness of Snowy Dark.

			‘Why are those houses in water?’ someone called out.

			‘Lots of houses in London are,’ Gaia said. ‘It’s the same in many sitties.’ A sitty, we found out, was a giant cluster where many thousands lived. ‘The water rose up when the ice melted. It was a hard time, and there were lots of fights between the people who’d been driven out of places and the people who still had homes. Whole areas of London had to be given up. These houses here are empty. No one lives in this part of London any more, but . . . oh here you are, look! . . . There are lots of birds there!’

			A strange white creature flew out of one of the windholes. It rose up into the pale grey sky on long thin wings that were white as human bones. And, as it climbed up through the air, it suddenly gave out a cry, a strange lonely shrieking, which made us shiver, as if a skeleton had opened its jaws and wailed. We watched it in silence. We’d always been told that the animals of Earth were like people. We’d always understood that they had red blood, and a single heart, and eyes like human eyes, and that you could look into those eyes and see how they were feeling, just like you can with people. But this was nothing like a person, and it seemed to us far far stranger than any Eden creature.

			I looked round at the hundreds of people who’d come to the clearing to see the pictures. It was easy to tell the people who’d come down into the Valley in the last couple of wakings because their eyes were full of tears at the sight of the veekle and the pictures from Earth. The people who’d been here long enough to see the pictures before were all watching with dry eyes. But new arrivals or not, no one seemed to know what to make of the white winged creature with its cold and lonely cry.

			The Earth people looked out at us worriedly. They could tell there was a different mood in the clearing this time.

			‘We thought perhaps you’d like to see some pictures of yourselves,’ said Gaia, and straight away the three screens showed forest of Circle Valley, and three little boys doing a silly dance.

			‘It’s Davey!’ someone shouted. ‘It’s Davey and Tom and Trueson!’

			Now this was fun! We all cheered up at once, and soon everyone was laughing out loud.

			Another picture appeared. ‘Look! It’s you, Lucy!’ someone yelled out delightedly. ‘No way!’ a woman answered. ‘No way is that me!’ Her friends laughed at her. ‘It is, you know! That’s exactly what you’re like!’

			Another picture came, this time a moving one. ‘Tom’s dick! Look!’ a man shouted. ‘It’s old Roger. I’d know that weird walk anywhere!’

			Then came a picture that talked. ‘You want me to speak? I . . . um . . . I don’t know what to say,’ said an old guy in a fancy wrap, looking shyly out of the screen. And everyone cheered because it was David Strongheart himself, but he didn’t seem that scary or high when you saw him like that, not like the fierce leader who’d sent hundreds to their deaths, but more like a kind old granddad to us all.

			There were more pictures of low people after that, each one greeted with delight by their friends and family. It went on for some time. Everyone was way way happier being shown what they already knew than they had been looking at those strange pale pictures from Earth. Even pictures of places delighted people.

			‘Hey, look! It’s that bent tree over by Lava Blob!’

			‘Ha! I know that place! It’s just this side of Cold Path Neck!’

			‘That’s Longpool, isn’t it? No, wait a minute, it’s Greatpool, look! There’s that bit of rock that sticks up on blueside.’

			But at last the screens went black again.

			‘We’ve got an interesting thing to show you,’ said Deep, his voice booming out from the veekle, ‘a really special thing that we know you’ll all want to see and hear, but first Gaia’s got something to speak to you about.’

			‘I want you all to listen carefully,’ said Gaia, speaking slowly slowly and carefully carefully. ‘I want you all to understand what I’m going to say. I want to tell you first of all that I’m not your Gela, whatever some of you think. What we know of Gela back on Earth is that she came to Eden four hundred years ago and never came back. We don’t know anything after that. We assumed she must have died here on Eden, but we didn’t know until now that she’d had children and grandchildren. As far as we know she never came back to Earth, alive or dead, and all that’s left of Gela is here on Eden.’ She waited, watching our faces to see if she’d been understood. She’d managed to keep her voice strong and sure, but we could see in her eyes that she’d dreaded saying these things. ‘I am not Gela,’ she repeated. ‘In fact I’m not even as closely related to Gela as all of you are. Half of every one of you comes from Gela. My only connection with her is that a tiny tiny part of me comes from Gela’s twin sister, Candice.’

			There was a silence across the whole clearing. The trees pulsed. The flutterbyes rustled and flicked round the lanternflowers. A starbird screeched in forest: a proper Eden bird with feet and hands and big flat eyes.

			‘That’s the first thing we have to tell you,’ said Deep, ‘and the second is that, we’re really sorry, but we can’t take you back to Earth. It’s just not possible. Any of you who have been inside the old landing veekle will know that there’s only room inside it for a few people. It’s only meant for three. I’m afraid there will never be a time when more than a few people can go back and forth between Earth and Eden. Even just to get three of us here took the work of tens of thousands of people for tens of years. When we go back to Earth – and that will be soon, I’m afraid – we’ll work hard to get more people to come here again and help you with your lives, but no one is ever going to be able to carry you all back to Earth, though I know many of you have hoped for that for many many years.’

			The Earth people looked out at us. You could see how hard this was for them, just the three of them facing so many many disappointed people. As for us Eden folk, well, I guess a lot of us had already half-figured out what they were telling us, but hearing them say it was a completely different thing. When you figure a thing out for yourself you can still hope you’re wrong. They’d taken away any possibility of that.

			‘We’re sorry,’ said Deep. Right behind him, their veekle stood in the Circle of Stones that the Davidfolk had kept in readiness for it all these years. How many hundreds of copies of that Circle were there, I wondered, across whole of the Davidfolk Ground? How many times these last four hundred years had Davidfolk stood beside those circles and sang ‘Come Tree Home’?

			‘You’re sorry, are you?’ a woman screamed out, her voice harsh with anger and loneliness and cold cold grief. I recognized her face. It was the woman called Treelight I’d stood next to in the line for dry meat, the one who’d lost eight of her nine sons to the ringmen’s metal-tipped arrows. I remembered that brightness in her voice then as she told me she knew she’d see her boys again on Earth, that particular kind of brightness that people put in their voice when they’re determined that they’re going to be cheerful, no matter what, determined to believe that what they’re saying is true.

			Eight sons and their dad, all dead! But Treelight had told me how she’d made herself hold all that grief inside as she’d crossed Wide Forest and climbed up onto the Dark, so as to be able to look after the little kids, and comfort the oldies, and keep things going, along with the other women who’d lost their men as well. All the way across the Dark, she’d told me, she’d made herself push her dead boys out of her mind every time she began to think about them. But when she was coming down far side of the Dark into Circle Valley, she began to feel that she wasn’t going to be able to manage it any more, that her grief would come bursting out of her no matter what. I can’t carry on doing this, she thought. I’ve reached the end of it. I’ve got no strength left.

			And just then, so she’d told me, right at the exact moment she was thinking she couldn’t hold on any longer, Leader Harry and his eight men had come riding by on his way up to the Dark, calling out the news about the veekle that had come down in the Circle and the people inside it from Earth. Treelight had laughed with happiness, the other women too. They’d all laughed and shouted and sang. There was no need for grief any more, no need for loneliness! Hungry and tired as they were, they’d come down into forest of Circle Valley with cheerful cheerful hearts.

			But now this! The end of hope. The end of those few precious wakings when she’d thought she might never have to face that huge awful icy grief that had been welling up inside of her.

			‘You’re sorry, are you?’ Treelight screamed. ‘So what have you lost, eh? What have you had to give up? You’ll be back on Earth in a few wakings, I guess, telling your friends about the funny Eden folk who don’t have lecky-trickity, or starships, or pictures that can talk.’

			All three Earth people stared at her with scared, shocked eyes.
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			Treelight was just one person, but there were many many who were like her. Most of the people there were hungry, and worrying how they’d keep their kids alive when Strongheart’s stores ran out. Most of them had lost their homes. Many had seen friends done for by the Johnfolk. Most had men and newhair boys who were still in Wide Forest and could well be dead. Over and over, the mothers and fathers of guards had had to listen to stories about how our guards’ glass-tipped spears were no match for the metal spears and arrows of the masked ringmen. Over and over they’d had to hear about what the ringmen did to the men they caught.

			All these people had clung to the hope that the Earth people would save them somehow, take away from them the reasons for their fear and grief. It was like they’d been running from a leopard and for a little while had really thought they were going to escape it, but now suddenly they’d reached a high high cliff and they couldn’t run any further. They had no choice but to stand and wait for that merciless creature to reach them.

			I suppose if they’d thought about it, most people would have seen that this wasn’t really the Earth people’s fault, but right now the crowd wasn’t in the mood for thinking. And people all round the clearing began to scream out in their bitterness and disappointment as that dark dark leopard of grief and fear began to gobble them up.

			‘It’s alright for you, isn’t it?’

			‘What did you come here for anyway?’

			‘You should have left us alone!’

			‘The slinkers! They just came here to make fun of us!’

			Everyone was full of fear, everyone was full of rage. Kids picked it up at once. Candy had stood up to shout and laugh with the others when those pictures of Eden people began to appear on the screens, but now she came back to my lap again, pressing her cheek against my breasts and putting her thumb in her mouth as she watched and listened to the anger all round us. Fox had been standing apart from me with some friends, but now he came back too and squatted beside me, resting one hand on my knee, his face tense and pale.

			In front of the Circle of Stones, guards tightened their grip round their spears. I don’t think the Earth people would have lived if they hadn’t been there.

			‘We’re sorry we can’t help you more right now,’ Gaia called out, glancing at the two Earth men as she stepped forward, and holding her linkup near her mouth so the veekle would make her voice louder. ‘We know you’re disappointed and we can understand that. We would be too if—’

			‘Shut up, woman!’ a man shouted out. ‘We’re sick sick of all of you!’

			Gaia waited for the shouts and jeers to die down a bit. Someone threw a stone at one of the screens, and it fell from its pole to the ground.

			‘I’m sorry we can’t give you everything you’d hoped for,’ she said. ‘But don’t forget—’

			‘We don’t want to hear your excuses!’

			‘—don’t forget that we’ve asked the leaders of the Johnfolk to come and talk to us, and we’re going to tell them to stop fighting you. That at least will help you, surely? I know many of you have had to come here across the mountains to get away from those ringmen, and we’re going to try and make it possible for you to return.’

			The shouting didn’t stop but it died down a little. Being able to go back to our clusters would be better than starving here, even if our shelters had been burnt down, and even if the dead bodies of guards were lying rotting all round them. It wasn’t what we’d hoped for when we sang songs round our circles of stones – Earth was supposed to rescue us from that sad hard life we’d lived in Wide Forest, not help us return to it – but it would still be better than what we had now.

			‘But now we’ve got that new thing to show you that Deep told you about,’ Gaia said, speaking a bit too eagerly, like a grownup trying to distract a crying child. ‘We’ve looked inside the old screen that used to belong to Angela, and we’ve managed to find some of the things she left there. There are bits missing, but if you listen you’ll hear her voice, the real voice of your own precious Angela, the Mother of you all.’

			No one was shouting now. We could hear the trees, we could hear the flip and flap of flutterbyes, we could hear the stream at the edge of the clearing, running over its stones. Then a loud crackly hissing sound came from the veekle, like the sound of a fire and the sound of a waterfall, all mixed up together.
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			A face appeared on the screens, blurred like it was in a fug, with little lines and sparks of white light that kept shooting out across it. We couldn’t really see what the face looked like, but you could just make out human eyes in there, looking downwards at something inside the picture, and a human mouth moving.

			And then a voice spoke, a young woman’s voice. It was sometimes hard to make out what she said, through that crackling hissing sound, and yet we found her easier to understand than the Earth people in front of us, her speech more like our own.

			‘So . . .’ she said, ‘to sum up, we can’t all go back together. That’s obvious. The state the ship’s in, those of us that do go back in it will most probably die anyway, but if we all try and go at once, we’ll all die without any doubt at all.’



	

			Forty-eight

			The Crying Tree stood by itself at the bottom of that dim white bowl of snow, its lanterns shining out their pure white light, and a thin trail of steam rising upwards from its airholes. A strange little group rode along the ridge above it. The war was still going between guards and ringmen back in Wide Forest, but there were three guards and ten ringmen riding up there together, along with the Headmanson of New Earth. Under their head- and bodywraps, it would have been hard to tell which ones were the Davidfolk and which the Johnfolk.

			Behind them came three bucks with corpses tied to their backs, their legs dangling down one side, their heads and arms down the other. The bodies had long since turned cold and hard, and they jolted stiffly as the bucks made their way over the uneven snow. One of the corpses was bare to the waist.

			‘I’m guessing that must be the tree where John saw the greatbat,’ Luke Johnson said to the guard Roger. ‘Though I guess you people might not know the story?’

			‘Of course we know that story. Mehmet was there, remember, Wise Mehmet who came back to David.’

			‘Wise Mehmet? Mother of Eden, is that really what you call that little slinker?’

			‘He was a good good man. It was down there by the tree that he first realized that he’d been wrong to follow Juicy John. It’s a brave man that admits he’s wrong.’

			Luke would never have let one of his own ringmen talk to him like that before, never mind a guard of the Davidfolk, but now he just rode on in silence.

			‘It does take a brave man,’ he finally said. ‘You’re right about that. Some of us are going to have to do that pretty soon, aren’t we – admit we’re wrong – now the Earth people are here to set us straight? And maybe all of us. Who knows what story this new Gela will have for us?’

			‘She came to us Davidfolk,’ said Roger, ‘not to you Johnfolk. Doesn’t that tell you something?’ He was full of tears. His brother’s cold corpse was draped over one of the bucks behind them and he didn’t care what he said. The only thing he had to be glad about right then was that Luke was miserable as well.

			They carried on riding along the ridge above the Crying Tree.

			‘I’m far far away from my father’s house in Edenheart,’ Luke said after a bit. ‘I’ve given up on the fight I’ve been preparing for since I was a kid. My best friend is dead, and I’ve shamed myself forever by doing for a man who was bringing me a message from Gela. And here I am on Snowy Dark, looking down on that tree from the old story, where John saw a giant slinker creeping towards a bat. Back home the teachers say that, in John’s mind, the slinker was David Holeface and all the things that David stood for, and the bat was himself and everything that mattered to him. But I look at it now and I don’t—’

			‘David Holeface! That’s how you speak of Great David, is it? The man who worked and struggled all his life to make sure Family was ready for this time we’re living in now.’

			Luke waited for Roger to finish, allowed a few heartbeats of silence to pass, and then carried on with what he was saying.

			‘But now I look down at it, I don’t see all that. I see Eden down there. That tree on its own, caring nothing for us, living its own life without even knowing we’re here: that’s Eden. And that bat John saw: that was us. All of us, I mean: Johnfolk, Davidfolk, Tinafolk, whatever. That bat was like all the people of Eden, trying to stand up tall and do our best to make our lives mean something in this lonely dark place that doesn’t care about us. All these stupid dreams we have, all these big plans, all these stories we go on and on about all the time . . . It’s like . . . It’s like we have to keep on yammering away because we’re afraid of shutting up, even for a moment, and noticing the silence all round us. Do you know what I mean?’

			Roger didn’t answer.

			‘My poor sweet Gerry, for instance,’ Luke went on. ‘He used to talk excitedly to me about President guiding the world, President speaking to him across the sky, President being the one that tells the story we’re all of us in, every one of us: Johnfolk, Davidfolk, humans, bats, bucks. But I’ve never heard him, have you? Not if I’m really honest. I’ve never heard him once. Or Mother Gela either, for that matter. There’s no one really speaking to us, no one reaching out to us, no one guiding us. And all the while the darkness is creeping towards us, out of airholes, out of cracks, out of little gaps, the darkness that truly belongs here as we never never will. It’s all round us all the time, watching us, waiting, ready to lunge out at us when the moment is right. Do you know what I mean? Do you ever feel that way?’

			Roger said nothing. Why should he listen to the self-pity of a man who’d caused his brother’s death? Without saying a word, he rode on ahead to join the other two guards.



	

			Forty-nine

			It wasn’t the voice of Gela as we’d imagined it. We’d imagined her as gentle gentle and wise wise. We’d thought of her as being so grownup that we would all still be children beside her, so that, even if we were grownups ourselves, even if we were old old old, she would comfort and look after us, forgive us the silly things we’d done and love us anyway. But this voice wasn’t like that at all. It was angry and bitter, a sharp tough young woman used to getting her own way, maybe four five years older than Trueheart. It reminded me a bit of Starlight as she was way back when we were in Veeklehouse together and she set out across the Pool.

			‘If some of us decide to stay here, they won’t die,’ the voice said, ‘not if they’re careful. We’ve established that you can eat the plants here and the meat as well. It’s all absolutely disgusting, but you can eat it. We’ve even found a source of vittermin dee, which I guess is . . . well . . . lucky, though I can’t say I feel very lucky right now. And . . .’ There was a long pause. The head barely moved, the fire-waterfall crackled away, the lines and flashes kept flickering out onto the screens and disappearing again.

			Then the woman’s voice sighed. ‘You don’t have to know much about polly ticks to know there’s not going to be much support back home for getting the other ship ready to come and fetch us. And that’s assuming they haven’t yet scrapped it, which Dixon reckons they may well have done, given the way things have been going. I mean, who’s going to want to go to all that trouble, just for a couple of people on the far side of the glacksy, when there’s so many needing help right there, in Merka, and Inglund and everywhere else? I mean, think of those millyuns flooded out of their homes in Chiner, and all those people in Mecksy Koh. Who’s going to sacrifice millyuns for the sake of two? Our only hope is that they’ll think this place might be useful to them in some way.’ The woman gave a short little laugh. ‘Though I really can’t think how.’

			There was another pause. Through that crackly fire-and-­waterfall sound, we could just make out the sound of this stranger breathing.

			‘Dixon threw the idea out recently that it’s possible the ship might go back on its own,’ she said at last. ‘That was news to me, and I asked him why the fuck we’re talking about anyone going back, if that’s the case? Why couldn’t we all wait here while the ship goes home on its own and brings help? He said he didn’t think there was much chance of help coming for us any time soon, even if the ship did get home to tell people where we are and what’s happened. He’s got kids, and feels he’s got to do everything he can to be with them. Michael’s got kids too, of course, and so has Mehmet. He showed me their pictures: four beautiful little kids, back home in Tirkee. Which is a shame, because I like Mehmet the best. He’s funny. And kind too, I think. I don’t know why, but I feel I could forgive Mehmet for stealing the starship and bringing me and Michael here. I could forgive him in a way that I don’t think I could forgive Dixon and Tommy. I wish he could be the one to stay with me.’

			We could faintly hear her sigh as her voice trailed off again, and then there was only the crackly waterfall sound for a bit.

			‘Whoever stayed here would have a long long wait,’ she said after a while. It was strange how close her voice sounded when she started speaking after a long silence. It was like she was right next to you, murmuring into your ear. ‘Maybe a whole lifetime. Maybe even . . .’ Again there was a long pause. The waterfall hissed, the fire crackled. ‘Maybe even forever.’

			She paused for a few hearbeats and, when she spoke next, there was so much anger in her voice all of a sudden that it made me jump. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’ she hissed, and you could hear her hitting out hard at something with her fist, as she made herself hold in her tears. ‘Bloody fucking shit ! Of all the bloody luck! And my life was going so well, too!’

			Candy could hear the anger and it scared her. She pressed up against me, hiding her face in my breasts. I held her and Fox tightly and rocked them gently back and forth. The helplessness I could hear in Gela’s voice was just like the helplessness I was feeling now myself. We too were trapped with nowhere to go. We too had no power to change things. Gela herself had been our one hope of there being something different out there somewhere, something more than life in dark dark Eden. We’d always known that Gela herself felt trapped and alone when she lived on Eden, so there was no surprise there, but it was hearing her voice, hearing that she was just an ordinary human being like us, that made our hope seem so empty and foolish. How could we ever have imagined this woman had come alive again on Earth? How could we ever have thought that she would guide us all home?

			When Gela spoke again, her voice had changed once more. You could tell she was trying to make the best of things now, trying to find something to hang on to. ‘But if one of the guys stayed with me,’ she said, ‘we could have kids, and that would be company at least, I guess, company and something to live for.’

			The crackling hissing sound went on so long then that I began to wonder if the voice was going to come back at all.

			‘Admittedly that would make things kind of complicated,’ she finally said, just when people were starting to get restless, ‘if we did eventually get back home.’ Then she laughed harshly. ‘Kind of complicated! What a fucking stupid pathetic thing to say! That would be easy ! This is complicated.’ There was another short pause, and in among the hissing and crackling we faintly heard a clicking sound, like some people make with their tongues against the roofs of their mouths when they’re busy thinking: tk–tk–tk. ‘There’s always death, isn’t there? On Earth, here, anywhere: death is always an option, it never lets you down. It’ll come soon enough, anyway, and if push comes to shove, we always have the choice of bringing it sooner.’ Again she laughed. ‘Not that I ever will. I’ll always want to know what happens next.’

			Tk–tk–tk went her tongue.

			‘I mean, when you think about it, I’m no worse off than my ancestors, am I? When they were taken from Affricker in chanes, they didn’t get to choose where they lived, did they, or who they had kids with? And there was no way they could ever hope to get home. Things look pretty bad for me, but I’m still better off than they were. At least I won’t have guys beating me if I don’t work hard enough . . . Or I bloody hope not anyway! . . . No, it really was much worse for them. And yet even so they still chose to live, didn’t they? In spite of everything, they chose to carry on and see what happened next. Otherwise there’d be no me.’

			The head on the screens moved. You could tell somehow that she was about to finish.

			‘Okay. I’m going to make the offer to all of them, though I know it’ll be Tommy who says yes. Just my fucking luck. He’s handsome, I’ll give him that, he’s got a beautiful body, but he’s so . . . I don’t know . . . He’s such a kid . . . He’s this world-famous astronaut, and he’s never had to grow up. He thinks the whole story’s all about him.’

			The face vanished. The crackling and hissing stopped. The screens went black. We were back in Circle Clearing with the trees pulsing all round us. No one knew what to say. We were all kind of numb.

			‘That’s the end of that bit,’ said Marius, ‘but there’s another bit here from later on, from the time after the other three had gone, and only Angela and Tommy were still here.’



	

			Fifty

			Headmanson Luke rode forward to join Roger and the other two guards. They’d made it pretty clear they didn’t want to talk to him but somehow he couldn’t bring himself to leave them alone.

			‘So they came down in the Circle of Stones, did they, these people from Earth?’

			‘That’s right,’ said one of the guards. ‘Smack in middle of it. Their veekle’s sitting there right now.’

			‘I’m sure you know my ancestor John destroyed the Circle. He thought it was holding us back. He chucked the stones in a stream.’

			Roger sighed. ‘Well, we Davidfolk put them back again, didn’t we?’

			Luke rocked back and forth on his buck, like he was so anxious and agitated he just couldn’t keep still.

			‘Do you know what we keep telling ourselves to do in New Earth?’ he said. None of the guards answered him. They rode together side by side without even looking round at him, like he was just some stranger that was bothering them. They didn’t want to speak to him and, in any case, they had no idea what he was talking about.

			‘We tell ourselves, Become like Earth !’ Luke said. ‘It’s written in big letters on the wall of my father’s house in Edenheart. It’s written all over the place. And that’s what we try and do. That’s why our ground is called New Earth. That’s how come we found metal, and figured out how to make windcatchers. That’s why our spears and arrows are so much better than yours. Because every waking we work and work at learning new things so we can find our way back to all the knowledge and power that people have on Earth. We’re even working at making lecky-trickity and jet planes. Did you know that? We have a competition every two hundredwakes, at a place called Winghouse, for the best plane. We already have guys who jump from the top of a high cliff with wings made of wood and buckskin and fly to far side of the valley. They just haven’t figured out yet how to fly up again.’

			One of the guards gave a quiet little snort of laughter.

			‘But we will,’ said Luke. ‘You can laugh, but we’ll figure it out, believe me. Just as we figured out metal. I guess you’d have laughed if you could have watched our people searching for rocks waking after waking, breaking them up, heating one kind after another in hot hot fire, over and over and over. But we got there, didn’t we? We found the one that gives us redmetal, and no one laughs at that.’

			He pulled off his headwrap, showing his troubled face to the freezing freezing air, and rubbing the tired skin round his eyes.

			‘But never mind that now. What I’m trying to say is that we want nothing more than to be like Earth, to live up to what Earth achieved. And yet Earth came back to you and not to us! That’s the part I can’t understand. We Johnfolk try so hard to be true to Earth, but Earth came back to that same Circle of Stones that John wanted to destroy.’

			The guards refused to speak. They’d set out with Leader Harry to bring this man back to Circle Valley, and that’s what they were doing. No one had told them they had to talk to him.

			‘Yes,’ Luke said, pulling his headwrap back on again, ‘and we try to be true to Gela who’s always helped us so much right from the beginning, and true to her father, President. My own mother wears Gela’s ring on her finger, and teaches the small people what Gela wants from them. I don’t think you guys even know that Gela led us to the ring not just once but two different times? John found it first, after it had been lost for generations. But not so long ago it was stolen from us by a woman from this side of the Pool. She took it right across Worldpool but still Gela brought it back to us. I mean, think about it! How could you explain that if Gela wasn’t on our side? What other explanation could there be? And yet now she’s come to your people and not to us. I just don’t understand it.’

			He took out the smooth black linkup from the pocket in his bodywrap and turned it over in his hand, his eyes glinting in the bucklight as he looked down at it through the holes in his headwrap. He’d figured out by now which part of it he had to touch if he wanted to make it speak, and he carefully avoided that part. The thing itself was proof enough that the Earth people were really here, without his having to listen to Gela’s voice. And each time he heard her it felt like a reproach, not just for Harry’s death but for many other things too.

			He thought about the people they’d met on the Dark before Harry appeared. The guards his men had spiked up on their own spears, the little groups of desperate people whose bucks they’d chased away, and whose pots of embers they’d scattered across the snow. There was one group in particular that his men had told to run away. One of Luke’s men had counted to fifty, while those poor terrified folk blundered off through the snow: old women, kids, newhairs, trying their best to run and help one another, with snow right up to their knees. Luke’s ringmen had laughed loudly as they readied their arrows on their bows.

			 ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said, quickly so as to blot out the memory. ‘You’re thinking it’s about time I admitted that the Davidfolk were right all along. Isn’t that so? You’re thinking we destroyed the Circle that Gela and Tommy laid, and we broke Gela’s Family in two, and we stole Gela’s ring from the rest of Family, and now, as if all that stuff wasn’t bad enough, we’ve brought all this killing to Old Ground, and done for Gela’s messenger as well. Is that right? Isn’t that what you’re thinking? Never mind that the ring keeps coming back to us. As far as you’re concerned, everything points to us Johnfolk being the ones who are in the wrong.’

			The three guards said nothing. They didn’t even turn their heads towards him.

			‘Mother of Eden, guys!’ Luke cried out. ‘I don’t care what you say! I don’t care if you want to yell at me! But answer me at least!’



	

			Fifty-one

			So, it’s done now.’

			From behind the loud crackling and hissing, the young woman’s voice murmured into our ears like she was right there next to us. Lines and flashes appeared on the screens and vanished again.

			‘It’s just me and Tommy here now. Him and me. We’re everyone there is on Eden. He’s already driving me nuts, but it seems we’re stuck with each other. We gave them two months before we’d make up our minds that we were here for the long haul. Tommy figured that was how long it would take to get the other starship ready and bring it back to us, if the ship hadn’t already been scrapped, and if Earth was interested enough to get right down to it. Those two months have gone.

			‘Of course, the other three may still have got back to Earth for all we know, but the odds were always against it. We just can’t know what’s happening out there, far away in the depths of this dreary black night sky that’s always above us, but my agreement with Tommy was that at this point we’d start acting like this was going to be home for a good long time. Last night . . . No, wait, I am going to have to stop saying night and day . . . At the end of our last waking time, me and Tommy had sex. It wasn’t exactly a promising situation. I don’t love him. He expects women to love him at first sight because there were plenty of women on Earth to tell him he was godz gift, but he isn’t my type at all, and I’m just so angry with him and the other two for trapping me here in the first place.’

			She sighed. ‘But then again, we’re both lonely, and we’re both scared, so I guess any kind of comfort is a plus. I bet my ancestors felt the same, back in J’maker. I bet there were times they turned to whoever they could reach.’

			There was crackling and hissing for a while before she spoke again. ‘And it was unprotected of course,’ she said. ‘I could be pregnant already for all I know, and if not now, then probably sometime not too far away. “It’ll be tricky for the third generation,” I said to Tommy as we lay there afterwards, “if no one has come from Earth.” “What do you mean?” asked Tommy. “Oh come on, mate,” I snapped at him, “it’s not so hard to figure out! If no one comes from Earth, our kids are going to have to do to one another what you and me have just done, unless of course they’d prefer to die alone.” “Jesus!” he said. “Did you have to completely spoil it?” “Wait a minute,” I said. “Let’s remind ourselves who spoiled it. Let’s just think, shall we? That would be the ones who created this situation, wouldn’t it? And – let me see – that would be Dixon Thorleye, wouldn’t it? And Mehmet Haribey, of course, and – oh yes, I almost forgot! – Tommy Schneider, also known as you. The three arrogant idiots who stole the starship, the three who dragged me and Michael through the wormhole after them. I wonder if Michael got back, eh? I wonder if he saw his kids again? I somehow doubt it. He was a real family man, you know. He was about to leave the service so he could spend more time at home.” Tommy just turned his back to me and pretended to go to sleep. Well, he can’t very well walk out on me, can he? Or me on him.

			‘Anyway, we lay there back to back, near enough to one of those things that we’ve started to call trees to be able to feel some of its warmth. In the distance two of those booming creatures were calling out. Hooom! Hooom! Hooom! goes one, and then the other answers, Aaaaah! Aaaaah! Aaaaah! Michael gave them the name of starbirds. Not that they look much like birds – they have six limbs, for a start – but they fly, sort of, and they have those long scaly things that look vaguely like feathers, covered in glittery dots like stars. We lay there, back to back, listening to the starbirds, Tommy thinking his thoughts and me thinking mine.

			‘I don’t know what was going on in Tommy’s head – he doesn’t talk much about that kind of thing – but I thought about the kids the two of us would have, and how this place would be their world. And about how, however horrible it might seem, and however much Tommy might prefer not to even think about it, they really might end up having kids with each other. I know that’s not good, but I’m no doctor and I’ve got no real idea what kind of problems it will cause them. All I know is that, whatever happens, we’ll just have to deal with it. If it kills us, it kills us. No point in fretting about it now.

			‘Then I got to thinking about what we’d tell the kids. They’d have no school, no media, no one else but us to learn things from. So what information did we need to give them? What would they really need to know? And I thought about all the shit we’ve had in the history of Earth. Idiots claiming that some mouldy old book was the truth about everything, and it was okay to do for people you didn’t like, just because the book said so. Other idiots coming up with fancy arguments to say it’s fine for white people to buy and sell black people, or men to stone women to death for having sex without their permission . . . All that shit, which even a child could see was just nonsense, that gets to be called the truth because it suits some bunch of people, almost always men, who’ve got a bit of power.

			‘And I thought, well, one good thing: we can start again here. We can set aside all of that, and teach our kids some sense. This is Eden after all. This is a new Eden. And then I thought, hang on a minute, this is Tommy Schneider we’re talking about here, and he is full of shit. I mean, I guess we all are, to be honest, but he really is. There’s no way I can rely on him not to pass on that old crap all over again. So then I decided to do two things. One, I’m going to do my best to come to an agreement with Tommy about the right things to teach our kids. Two, regardless of what we agree, I’m going to come up with a list of stuff that’s obviously true but seems to keep being forgotten. That black people and white people are as good as each other, for instance. That women are as good as men. That having a lot of stuff doesn’t make you more important than other people, or entitled to more stuff. That you need to watch out for guys who act like the story is all about them . . .’
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			I felt a kind of shiver go right down my back. There must have been women all round the clearing who felt the same. This was the Secret Story! This was the story that my aunt Sue had told me on Knee Tree Grounds and asked me not to tell anyone else until I had daughters or nieces of my own. Sue had been told it came from Gela herself. Mary had said that it was a lie, as all the shadow­speakers did. But the shadowspeakers were wrong, as it turned out, and Auntie Sue was right, because here it was now, the Secret Story, coming not from someone’s mum or auntie, but right from Gela’s own mouth.

			I guess some of the guards and high people there must have known those words as well. And I guess a lot of other people, men and women, had heard enough about the Secret Story to kind of guess what it was they were hearing, for there was a new tension in the crowd. Bit by bit, the True Story of the Davidfolk was crumbling in front of us. As we strained to hear every one of Gela’s words, some people glanced at one another, while others tried to avoid meeting anyone’s eyes at all. I wanted to look round and see how Starlight was taking it, because of course she knew the Story too, but I decided I shouldn’t.

			‘I’ll make a list of all those things,’ Gela’s voice said through all that waterfall hissing and crackling, ‘all those simple important things that ought just to be obvious but keep getting lost and buried, and then, if we have daughters, I’ll pass it on to them and ask them to—’

			‘That isn’t Mother Gela!’
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			It was the firm loud voice of a woman shouting from the back of the crowd, drowning out the rest of what Gela had to say, and dragging us all back to Circle Clearing, and the pulsing trees, and the people from Earth who would soon be gone again.

			‘That isn’t Mother Gela! Why are we all listening to it as if it was? Tom’s dick, people, doesn’t anyone recognize these words she’s saying?’

			It was like we’d all been woken from a dream. We were ourselves again, we were back in our own lives, and right there in front of me was someone from my own life that I’d been avoiding for eight years. For the woman who’d called out was Mary the shadowspeaker.



	

			Fifty-two

			Mary had been thinking hard hard as she made her way across the Dark. While her guards and helpers rode sullenly behind her, wishing they could be with the cheerful crowd from Tall Tree they knew was following after, Mary had struggled and struggled in her mind.

			How could half the old story be so right, she wondered – Earth would come back, a veekle would come down again in the Circle of Stones – if the other half was so wrong, the part about Gela reaching out and speaking to us through the stars? Mary always tried hard to be honest with herself, and she knew it no longer made any sense to say that Gela had been speaking to her, right up to that show in Tall Tree, if Gela herself had been on Eden right at that moment and Mary hadn’t known. She felt a fool. She felt deep deep shame. She remembered times when she’d laughed at other people’s ideas, and she knew quite well that she was the one who deserved to be laughed at now. She had given up many things to help the Davidfolk find meaning, but now the meaning was pouring out from her own life. It was like when you crack a jug of badjuice. You put your hand over the crack to keep the juice inside, but the crack is too big, the jug itself is falling apart, and the juice just comes streaming out anyway over your fingers and down onto the dirt.

			But if it hadn’t been Gela who’d spoken to her and kept her strong all these years, then who had it been? Mary kept reminding herself that it wasn’t as if the whole story had been nonsense. Earth had come, just as she’d always said it would, and Gela was alive, just as she’d always told people, over and over, in all those little clusters, up and down between Rockway Edge and the White Streams.

			‘I must be patient,’ Mary kept telling herself. ‘I just have to wait for Gela to set me straight.’ Gela was good and wise, and must surely know that Mary had done her best. She’d help Mary understand as Mary herself had helped so many others. She’d explain everything, and then it would all fit together again, just like it did before.

			She remembered that her helpers and guards were behind her, and stopped to look round at them.

			‘You lot are quiet!’ she called out, in the most cheerful voice she could manage. ‘Cheer up! We’re going to see Gela and the people from Earth. I’d have thought you’d be happy happy!’ And she made herself laugh loudly, trying not to notice too much the lonely sound of her voice echoing back from bare rocks, hidden in the darkness above them.

			‘I guess you’re worried that I may have got the story wrong? Is that right?’

			They didn’t answer, and of course she couldn’t see their faces behind their buckskin headwraps.

			‘Well, look at me! I’m not worried. I know I’ve done my best. There are some things I obviously didn’t understand properly, but I know our Mother can see how I’ve tried to help her, and I know she’ll explain where I went wrong.’

			But she still couldn’t help wondering just how Gela was going to do that, and worrying about what the answer might be. In some ways, it might actually have been easier for Mary to have accepted that the whole story wasn’t true than to accept that part of it was true but that she herself had been completely wrong about her own place in it. It might have been easier to accept that Gela was dead, and that no one would ever come from Earth, than it was to accept that Gela was alive and Gela had really come back to Eden, but that she’d never ever spoken to Mary.

			A couple of wakings before Luke reached the same spot, she passed along the ridge above the Crying Tree. She thought of her ancestor Wise Mehmet, down next to that exact same tree more than two hundred years ago, beginning to face up to the fact that he’d made the wrong choice, followed the wrong man, believed in the wrong story.

			But it was easy for him, she thought. He’d only been with John a short time. He was still young. No one was asking him to give up something he’d believed in all his life.
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			She’d reached Old Family cluster just as the crowd was gathering in Circle Clearing to see that second show of pictures on the screens. There was the new veekle standing there in middle of Circle on its thin thin legs, just where the Davidfolk had always said it would be. There were the tall Earth people in their strange smooth wraps that seemed to be made out of some kind of soft metal. There was a beautiful woman with dark dark skin.

			So it really was true! Poor Mary was trembling. Her mouth was dry. She didn’t know what to feel or to think. She’d always said that Earth would come, she’d always told people they must get ready for it, but it turned out that she wasn’t at all ready herself. She’d certainly never really thought she’d see Gela standing in front of her in her own lifetime, as alive and real as anyone she met as she travelled across the Davidfolk Ground.

			Part of her was excited in the same way that we all felt excited at the beginning of all this – how can you not be excited when something happens right in front of you that you’ve been longing for all your life? – but for Mary it meant losing so so much. If you spent your life speaking for Mother Gela, what was left for you when Gela was here to speak for herself ? Mary made herself notice her own jealousy. She made herself notice her own bitterness at the fact that Gela didn’t spot her there, didn’t call out to her: ‘Hello Mary, my old friend. I’m glad we can finally meet!’ She realized that she was a complete stranger to Gela, just as Gela was a stranger to her.

			Then the Earth people showed their pictures of London. I’d already seen the strange flat paleness of Earth, but it was the first time for Mary and I guess it was as disappointing for her as it was for most people. We’d all thought that when we saw Earth, it would be like when you see a dear familiar face from long ago. You might not have been able to picture that face in your mind any more – how long do you have to be apart from a person before you lose the trick of doing that? – but, as soon as you see that face, you remember it perfectly, like there’s a gap inside you that only that one face can fill. Each of us had felt a hole inside that we thought was the same shape as Earth, and we’d assumed that when we saw Earth again it would fit into place at once. But that didn’t happen. It was strange and unfamiliar, that’s what Mary discovered, the same as we all had done, and it didn’t bring back any memories at all.

			And then the Earth people talked about troubles that had happened back there: the floods and the fights, and how people had been driven out of their houses, and how miles and miles of London now stood empty and crumbling. That was a shock for Mary. She’d always told people that everything was perfect on Earth, everything was safe.

			And of course, after the Earth people had showed their pictures of Eden, the news came that changed everything all over again. This black woman was not Gela. She hadn’t brought anything special with her. She couldn’t take us back with her. She was just a woman from Earth who’d come to see what Eden was like. Mary was new to the Earth speech and must have found it hard hard to follow, but Gaia spoke slowly slowly for this part and Mary’s mind was quick. She heard Gaia insist that she was not Gela. She heard Gaia say that the people of Eden were much closer to Gela than she was herself.

			We’re closer to Gela than they are, Mary repeated to herself in her mind, testing out the idea to see what came from it. Few people could think as quickly as she could. Few people were better at finding a new way of telling a story. And, when the Earth people made that crackly voice come out of that old screen, a question came into her mind. How could the Earth people possibly be sure that this was the voice of Gela? That screen had been in Circle Valley for four hundred years. We’d always known that it had once shown pictures that moved, and now we’d learned that it could also listen to people’s voices and remember them. These three Earth people knew all about screens, so they’d managed to find this old voice and make it speak out again through the veekle. But how could they know whose voice this had been, when so many different people had held the screen and spoken in its presence?

			Suddenly Mary felt her old power coming back. She’d believed Mother Gela would make things clear when she reached Circle Valley, and that’s exactly what had happened! Our Mother hadn’t let her down. Gela was speaking to her again and Mary’s old certainty was beginning to return. The certainty that had filled her up so many times with grief and joy and rage! The certainty that made other people afraid of her! The certainty that gave her the strength to speak out, to name what she saw in front of her, to ride those powerful feelings like the kids back on Knee Tree Grounds rode the waves coming in from Deep Darkness!

			‘How could these Earth people know who this is?’ she called out. ‘All they can know is who she says she is. But we Eden folk know better than that, don’t we? Many of you will recognize those words that voice spoke. And if you do, you’ll know they were part of that silly lie that some foolish women whisper to their daughters, calling it the Secret Story, and claiming it comes from Mother Gela.’

			Muttering and murmuring surged in the crowd, like a great wave rising.

			‘And what does that tell you, people?’ Mary asked. ‘Isn’t it obvious what’s happened? Isn’t it obvious obvious? One of those silly women, long long ago, got hold of this Screen and spoke to it!’

			Somewhere in the background that young woman’s voice was still murmuring from the hissing crackly screens, but Mary’s was the only voice that people were listening to now. She had one of the best-known faces in all of the Davidfolk Ground, much better known than even David Strongheart’s, because she travelled more often than him, and visited places he’d never think of going. There’d be a few in the crowd who hadn’t seen her before, but there’d always be someone nearby to tell them who she was. And everyone knew about Mary Shadowspeaker. Everyone knew she was honest and brave and smart.

			Deep tried to interrupt her. ‘But even if no one had used it at all, the bat-tree in that thing would only have lasted a few years at mo—’ he began, but Mary was in full flow now, and she couldn’t be stopped, not even when he had the veekle to make his voice boom out across whole clearing. People hissed at him to be quiet.

			‘Gela is still with us!’ Mary called out. ‘I can still hear her voice, the same as ever. She’s telling me these Earth folk are just people like us, and the Earth they come from is just another place like Eden, with troubles and worries of its own. Well, this woman here told you that herself, didn’t she? She showed us the houses in the water. She told us about the floods and the fights. It’s a place just like Eden where trouble comes and people have to run from trouble. But that’s not the Earth where our Mother waits for us! This woman said that too, remember? She told us they know nothing of Gela where she comes from. She said the last they heard of Gela was that she’d come here to Eden and died.’

			She held us all now. Even the Earth people stood and watched her in amazement. How many people could have moved so quickly in their heads from that first bewildering, head-spinning moment of seeing the people from Earth, to where Mary was now? How many people would have had the courage to speak out as she was doing, with the veekle and the screens right there in front of us to prove how powerful and smart the Earth people were? But of course she was as smart as any of the Earth people, and she was brave and powerful too. In her own way, she was as powerful as anyone there. Even Strongheart, even Newjohn, even Starlight.

			‘We know our Mother’s alive, don’t we?’ Mary said. ‘We know she speaks to us. Because everyone hears her, don’t they? Some faintly, some more loudly. We all hear her, and we all know she watches over us. We all know she calls out to our shadows when they’re all alone in the cold forest between the stars. All that’s still true, that hasn’t changed one bit! All we’ve learned now is that she’s not on the sad Earth that these three people come from. That’s the one new thing we’re finding out. I wished I’d listened better to our old stories about Earth, because then I’d have known that already. I wish I hadn’t been so quick to dismiss them as children’s tales. But let’s not worry just now about what we didn’t know and what we got wrong. Think about what we do know, and what hasn’t changed at all. We know our Mother calls us back to her, don’t we? We don’t need anyone to tell us that. We know as a fact she calls us home. But it seems she’s made a better Earth for us to return to, not an old home but a new one. And that’s the place of warmth and light that we’ve always known was out there waiting for us, that’s the place where we’ll be safe forever.’

			Some people were crying now, just like in her old shows. She was touching the disappointment we all felt, and the grief and the loneliness that had been creeping back over us, but she was touching the anger too. There were hundreds there, like that woman Treelight, whose hopes had been so raised up by the people from Earth that they thought grief itself had come to an end. The Earth people had smashed that hope, but they’d done much more than just smash it. They’d taken away the comfort as well of our old stories and our circles and our songs. It was true those things had all been wobbly stones. It was true they hadn’t been strong enough to take our grief away from us, but they’d still helped us to bear grief and get through it. And, until Mary spoke, it had seemed that we were going to lose them now as well, with that ordinary young woman’s voice, still murmuring away in the background, slowly destroying what little was left of the Davidfolk’s True Story.

			So it felt good good to hear Mary still standing up for it. Everyone was on her side. Everyone was angry angry angry with the people from Earth.

			‘Yeah, you tell them, shadowspeaker!’ some guy shouted out. ‘These Earth folk don’t know everything, whatever they try and tell us!’

			‘They don’t know anything, you mean!’ a woman answered him. ‘They don’t know anything that’s any good to us.’

			There were shouts and jeers after that, and harsh angry laughs, and once again Treelight called out, the one who’d lost her eight sons and her man to the Johnfolk over in Wide Forest.

			‘They’re useless !’ she yelled. ‘They’re useless useless. And they’re cruel too. Our boys are dead and we’re hungry and scared, and what do they bring us? Pictures and voices inside a screen! Things you can’t even touch. Things that just make us smaller and lonelier than we ever were before.’

			‘Well, we tried to . . .’ began Gaia, but shouts and jeers stopped her from going on. And then, for a long time, no one spoke at all, and the crowd just roared on its own.

			Poor Gaia, poor Deep, poor Marius: just three of them, far away from home, facing hundreds of angry Eden folk. They could feel the depth of the rage round them, of course they could. And, for all their linkups and lecky-trickity and bikes, they were just people, made of flesh like we were. Spears and arrows would do for them as easily as they’d do for us.

			Gaia hadn’t been able to quiet the crowd, but when Mary held up her hands to ask to be allowed to speak, everyone stopped shouting at once. Even the voice and the crackling from the screens had gone silent. I guess one of the Earth people had stopped it.

			‘There’s no need to take it out on these Earth people,’ Mary said. ‘From what I’ve seen of them, it doesn’t seem to me that they meant us harm. And, okay, they’ve told us they can’t take us with them, but do we really need to be sad about that? I mean, would we even want to go to that sad watery world they just showed us? I don’t think so, do you?’

			Lots of people shouted out: ‘No! No! No!’ at that. Who cared about that pale place with its cold trees and its stupid shouting animals?

			‘And what we mustn’t ever forget,’ Mary said, ‘is that, even when they’ve gone, we will not be left on our own. Because we still have Gela. Look inside yourselves and you’ll see you already know that without me even telling you. We’ll still always have Gela. And, if only we listen to her, we’ll always have the true home she’s keeping for us, where all our troubles will end.’

			There was another big roaring cheer. It wasn’t a happy cheer, it was still angry angry, but it was proud proud as well. It was like the Davidfolk were telling the people from Earth that they could do what they liked, because we hadn’t needed them anyway.

			But behind us, Strongheart was rising unsteadily to his feet, signalling to his horn man to blow and make us quiet.

			‘That’s enough now!’ the old man called out. ‘This meeting is over. We mustn’t be rude to our visitors from Earth. They’ve come to help us. They’ve come to stop the fight with the—’

			He was the Head Guard, the Head of True Family, the most powerful man in all of Eden, a man that people would kneel and bow in front of if he ever came near them, a man that, if he asked for silence, would normally get silence at once. But now the people in the crowd didn’t let him finish. Mary had found her way, as she always did, to people’s deepest longings and fears, and it was like when a stream floods over its banks, or a jug full of juice is smashed on the ground. You can’t put it back, you can’t fix it together again. No one was interested in what that old man had to say.

			‘Gela! Gela! Gela!’ part of the crowd began to chant, and then Mary started singing ‘Come Tree Row’ in her loud strong voice, and the chanting faded down as we all joined in. We sang it through again and again, round and round, so as to come again and again to that place at the end of the song where it reaches its home. And when Gaia’s voice finally boomed out from the veekle, asking if she could say a few more words, people shouted angrily at her to shut up and let us sing.

			‘You’ve got nothing to give us!’ a man shouted out.

			‘Yeah,’ another man called out, ‘you’re useless. Go on back to Earth and leave us alone.’

			‘Yeah, go back to Earth, why don’t you?’ a woman echoed. ‘Why can’t you just bloody go?’ More folk took that up until it became another chant: ‘Go! Go! Go!’ And then some of the newhairs began to pick up stones and throw them, so that the Earth people had to hold their arms in front of their faces to protect themselves.

			Strongheart told his guards to empty the clearing. Mary tried to call out that we should leave the Earth people alone, but by then it seemed that even she couldn’t control what she’d set loose. The shouting and stones kept coming until suddenly those lights shone out from the veekle, with a brightness we hadn’t seen since it first came down from the sky, a brightness that filled up forest, making everything pale, and covering the ground under the trees with long black shadows, like fingers of darkness pointing out accusingly from the shining veekle. The light hurt our eyes so that we had to turn away from it and, as we did, we saw each other, the blemishes on our skins, the deep tired lines in our faces, and we saw how the lanterns on the trees, which were normally the light of Eden, were drained of any light at all by the brightness all round them, and were just pale shapes dangling from the branches. It was as if dimness had been a wrap round us, keeping us warm, and now it had suddenly been stripped away.

			We let the guards drive us out of the clearing, but before I left I looked back and saw Mary still standing there, still looking in the direction of the veekle, her fingers like a cage in front of her eyes, like she was trying to face out those brilliant lights and make out what was behind.



	

			Fifty-three

			When I tell you things that happened when I wasn’t there, I rely on what people who were there told me or what they told other people. Starlight told me things that happened in Strongheart’s big shelter, for example, and I heard about Leader Harry’s death from the stories passed round by the three guards who came back. It’s tricky because people always hold things back, or hear what they want to hear, or tell the story in a way that makes better sense to them than how they heard it themselves. I’ve heard several different stories about how Leader Harry died, for instance. I’ve told you the one I’ve heard most often, but there are those who say it was Luke himself who called out ‘Blade!’ and the guy on the woolly­buck next to him that shot the arrow, and some say Luke just shot the leader because he wanted to, and no one shouted ‘Blade!’ at all. I guess if I could speak to Luke or some of his ringmen, I might hear other stories again. Maybe they’d say there really was a shiny blade in Harry’s hand. It’s not impossible. Our guards still carried blackglass spears back then, but their leaders all had metal knives. And anyway, blackglass can shine in the light.

			When the story isn’t certain – and it almost never is – all I can do is think about the people and the situation they were in, and figure out for myself what makes most sense. I work out, as best I can, how things would most likely have unfolded and connected together, and make the best guess I can as to how it must have been. I might be wrong – I’m sure I am wrong sometimes – but I figure that if we only ever told stories we could be completely certain of, then there’d be no stories at all. I mean, never mind other people, we can’t even be sure of our own memories.

			I met Headmanson Luke that one time in Wide Forest when his men surrounded us as we were running away from Michael’s Place. I saw him again for a short time when he came down into Circle Valley with Harry’s body. I also listened to the stories that were passed round by the guards that came with him down from the Dark. Yes, and I also met his dad long ago, that first time me and Starlight went to Veeklehouse: Chief Dixon as he was then, that cold, proud man, who later did for Greenstone and became Headman of New Earth. Starlight had to deal with Chief Dixon when she was in New Earth – if he’d had his way, she’d have been thrown into the fire with Greenstone – and she met Luke’s sister and his mother Lucy, whose own dad and brothers had been thrown into that fire themselves by Greenstone’s dad. Luke would only have been a kid when she was over there, and Starlight says she must have met him, but can’t remember it. She would soon meet him again, though. She’d meet him in Strongheart’s shelter in Old Family cluster, and she’d tell me what happened there. It’s from all those things that I’ve got a sense of that young man, and what was in his mind.
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			When the light flashed out from the veekle, Luke had just reached the place on David’s Path where you can look down into Circle Valley. He saw forest round the distant clearing fill with brilliant light, far brighter than anything he’d ever seen, even in the shining caves of New Earth, and he saw how the smoke that rose from the many fires of Old Family cluster, which had been a dull orange smear against the stars, suddenly shone white against the black black sky.

			His heart filled with dread. He knew this was the pure pure light of Earth pouring out from the Circle of Stones into the darkness of Eden. He knew the Davidfolk had always claimed that their Circle was the place where Earth would return. He knew his own many-greats grandfather John Redlantern had denied that claim when he destroyed the Circle, broke up Family, and brought killing into the world. But now here he was, Luke Johnson, the many-greats grandson of John, who had come across the water to destroy the Davidfolk, being summoned back to the Circle by Mother Gela. She’d sent the message by the many-greats grandson of Great David. And he was riding down to meet her with yet more blood on his hands.

			Gela was the gentle Mother of all of Eden. The Johnfolk believed that no less than the Davidfolk, but Luke knew better than many that mothers had another side. His own mother had seen her dad and her brother thrown down into that fire by her uncle Firehand, and she was full of bitterness and rage. That white light in the distance didn’t seem gentle to Luke. It didn’t seem kind. It seemed to him to be a sign that Gela already knew what he’d done. It felt to him like it was searching for him through the trees and that nothing could escape it in the end. He thought that, when that light finally found him, it would shine right through him and into the darkest and most hidden parts of his mind. His mouth was dry dry as he called out to those three guards who kept refusing to talk to him. ‘What is that light? How do they make it?’

			‘How would we know?’ the guard called Roger answered with a shrug. ‘It comes from their veekle. I guess it’s the light of the sun. We know the Earth people can carry pictures and voices from one place to another, so I suppose they’ve got a way of carrying that with them as well.’

			 Luke yanked off his headwrap, suddenly maddened by the stuffiness and the smell of it, and, as his buck began to pick its way down the slope, he felt the cold cold air of the Dark against his face. ‘The light of the sun,’ he said, running his tongue round his dry lips. ‘Yes, I guess it must be. They do say that sunlight is pure pure white. Mother of Eden, imagine that! They can gather the light from a star and bring it down to the ground, as we might gather a jug of water from a pool.’

			Roger didn’t answer him, but one of the others gave a harsh laugh and spoke not to Luke but to Roger and their mate. ‘I bet he wishes he hadn’t messed with people who can do things like that.’

			‘Never mind that,’ said Roger. ‘I bet he wishes he hadn’t messed with the Davidfolk.’

			Behind him, Luke’s own ringmen were silent.



	

			Fifty-four

			It was different this time when we walked back to the Earth people’s shelter with them. People crowded round them, and, while there were still some who just wanted to stare at them or hear them speak, there were many who yelled at them that they should go.

			‘Why bother to come here at all,’ a woman called out, ‘if you’ve got nothing to bring us, and you can’t take us back? Why come here and upset us for no reason? It’s just cruel, that’s what it is, it’s just bloody cruel!’

			Other people shouted angrily in agreement.

			‘We didn’t mean to upset anybody,’ Gaia said, when she could make herself heard. ‘We didn’t even think there was anyone here.’

			‘In other words,’ another woman shouted, ‘you waited to come here till you thought we’d all have died!’

			‘We should take that red box off them,’ a man called out. ‘It’s the only thing they’ve got that’s any use.’

			Even when we were back inside our fence it didn’t finish, though we had guards with spears round us to keep people from coming near. Someone hurled something heavy that landed beside us with a soft thud. It was a big stinking turd. ‘Thanks for nothing, Earth people,’ shouted the young guy who’d thrown it, before the guards chased him away. ‘I’m going to find that shadowspeaker,’ he called out as he ran off. ‘At least she talks some sense.’

			‘We need to go,’ Deep said. ‘This is dangerous.’

			Gaia nodded. ‘Yes. We need to go now. We’re already causing a food problem, and if we stay any longer one of us or one of them is going to get killed.’

			‘Now?’ I said. ‘Really now, you mean?’ It was one thing to know that they had to go soon and we’d have to go back to our old life, without screens and metal needles and bikes and the beautiful tall Earth people, but it was another to think it was going to happen this same waking. And nothing had been settled, of course. Everything had been turned upside down, but nothing had been sorted out. ‘But what about that message you sent across the Dark? Aren’t you going to wait for the Johnfolk to come?’

			The Earth people looked at each other. We all watched them anxiously. Clare had tears running down her face. So did Kate. Tom and Dave were frowning. The Earth people troubled them, and Dave didn’t like the way they took my attention away from him and from the kids, but all the same, I guess they still felt the same sense of loss. Trueheart, as she often did, sat a little way back, not exactly a grownup, but not a kid either. She was trying hard not to show her feelings but her eyes too had filled with tears.

			‘We can’t wait for the Johnfolk,’ Marius said. ‘We don’t even know if they’re coming, or how long they’ll be. We can’t take the risk of any more trouble.’

			Gaia nodded and stood up. There were tears in her eyes too. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s start loading up the veekle now.’

			I stood up myself. It was awful to think that this strange and wonderful time was almost over. ‘At least you’ll have memories,’ people say when things come to an end, but I’d already learned what thin and empty things memories are, and how little comfort they give. Memories of people and happy times don’t fill up your heart, I don’t think, any more than memories of food can fill up your belly. They’re just empty holes that happen to be the same shape as the real things that are lost and gone. ‘Well, you’ll want to say goodbye to Strongheart and the other big people, won’t you?’ I asked. ‘Strongheart and Starlight and Headman Newjohn?’

			‘We’ll see them after we’ve loaded up,’ Gaia decided. ‘Can you guys help us carry our things back to the veekle?’

			They had boxes of tools, and screens, and guns, and other things whose names I’d not yet learned, and it took five six of us to carry everything. Even Candy was given one little tool to carry. Fox carried his brother Metty, Dave hobbling painfully beside them, along with a couple of guards. As we walked back to Circle Clearing, people followed us, quite quietly this time, sensing that something new was about to happen.

			In front of the veekle, Gaia lifted one of those little black squares, the things that the Earth people called linkups, and straight away the veekle came to life, like some huge animal waking from a sleep. It moved slightly on its legs and little lights flickered as it made that soft beeping sound.

			‘Lower the steps,’ Gaia told it.

			At once, with a soft whirring sound, the metal square folded down from underneath it so the veekle could put down the ladder. More light poured down from that mysterious inner cave where none of us had been. We all stared up longingly, and Deep laughed. ‘Come and have a look inside if you like.’

			‘It’s a bit small for all of you at once,’ said Gaia. ‘You’d better take turns. Angie and Trueheart first, I reckon, seeing as you were the first people we saw in Eden.’

			Trueheart nodded and headed straight up the steps. I hesitated. I don’t know why. ‘Come on, Angie dear,’ Gaia said. ‘It won’t hurt you.’ So I followed Trueheart. Of course I half-knew what to expect from the other veekle by the Pool, but that was an old dead thing, a rotted corpse, while every part of this veekle was alive. Little lights shone and flickered. Pictures and writing moved across screens. It was like a kind of tiny forest in there, with its own shining lanterns and bright pools and animals darting about, but this was a forest that people had made. 

			Gaia pointed things out to us. ‘This tells us how high up we are . . . That shows us which way we’re facing . . . When we’re flying, those lights there help us to see whether we’re tipping forwards or back . . .’ 

			The lanterns in this forest didn’t feed flutterbyes, or grow into fruit. They were only there to tell people things, to help them understand the world, to help them see and hear and touch things beyond the reach of their own eyes and ears and fingers. So, although it was like a forest, it was also like being inside a person’s mind. It was a forest of meaning. I saw Trueheart looking at it in delight and wonder, trying to take it all in and store it in her head, so she’d have something to feed herself with for the rest of her life.

			‘You people understand so so much,’ I said to Gaia, ‘and we understand so so little.’

			Gaia came to stand between me and Trueheart, taking each of us by the arm.

			‘We know a lot, but maybe not as much as you think. People on Earth have dug down deeper and deeper into smaller and smaller parts of things than you’ve been able to do here, and further out into time and space. Or some Earth people have, anyway. A few. Most of us can’t follow them even half the way. I’ve no idea how this veekle works, for instance, and nor does Deep. But the thing you should remember, Angie, is that even for the smartest people, however far they get, the mystery’s still always there, beyond their reach, just as it is for you. And it’s not because they’re not smart enough, it’s because it goes on forever. Isn’t that so, Marius? There’s no bottom, no end. However many questions we answer, there are always new questions beyond.’

			Marius looked up. He was putting a box of tools away somewhere, through a kind of small metal door.

			‘Well, I guess, although—’

			But Gaia didn’t let him finish. ‘And you know there are lots of questions you can’t answer in that kind of way at all. Like . . . like what it’s like to be inside the mind of another person, or how we should live our lives. In the end, all there is in the world is . . . well . . . this.’

			She gestured with her hand through that bowl of clear glass that sat on top of the veekle, and out into forest. There was a bunch of whitelantern trees out there, with a couple of redlanterns among them, steam rising here and there from their airholes. The trees round the Circle were pruned to make the lanternflowers grow thickly and flutterbyes were dancing in all that white and pink treelight, while a single jewel bat was swerving and looping through them, grabbing out at them with its little hands as they darted out of its way.

			I couldn’t really see what Gaia meant, so I turned back to admire the shining screens.
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			We came out again, and Gaia invited the other Michael’s Place people to come inside two at a time. Flame was squeaking like a little kid, just like my Fox and Candy. Tom and Dave and Davidson were tense and stiff, but you could see that even they couldn’t wait to get inside. No one seemed to notice or mind that they were stepping inside the Circle of Stones.

			Meanwhile, more people were gathering in the clearing.

			‘Yeah, go on. Run off back to Earth, why don’t you?’ someone shouted. A stone came flying and hit Deep on the head. ‘You’re no use to us here.’

			With a kind of hurt smile, Deep felt where he’d been hit and looked at the red blood on his hand. Guards shook their spears and shouted out to leave the Earth people alone.

			Just as Gaia came outside again with the last of the Michael’s Place folk, Strongheart hobbled into the clearing, supported by his shelterwomen Jane and Flowerlight, and followed by Starlight and Newjohn, and four five other high people.

			‘You’re leaving us so soon?’ the old man quavered. ‘But you’ve only just come!’

			‘People are unhappy with us because we haven’t brought anything for them,’ Gaia told him. ‘The longer we stay, the unhappier they’ll be. And of course, all the time we’re here, more people will keep coming to see us, eating up all your stores of food, until there’s none left.’

			‘People will come here anyway to get away from the New Earthers in Wide Forest,’ Strongheart said, his whole face all creased up with worry. ‘I thought you were going to stay and help us stop the fight with the Johnfolk.’

			‘We can’t wait that long,’ Deep told him, dabbing at the cut on his head with a kind of fakeskin he carried with him. ‘But you can tell them from us that their story isn’t any truer than yours.’

			‘I’ll put some more words in a linkup for you,’ Gaia said. ‘And I’ll give you this as well.’ She took the ring from her finger and handed it to the old man. ‘If the fight really has been over a ring like this, you can have this one, and let the Johnfolk keep theirs. I promise you, they’re both exactly the same, except only for the name inside. The other one was Gela’s ring, and this one belonged to her sister. They’re both just as good.’

			‘Go on, you useless lot, just go !’ screamed a young woman, and another stone was thrown, bouncing off the veekle with a strange hollow sound.

			‘I want to go with you,’ said Trueheart suddenly. You could see she herself was shocked by what she’d said, terrified by her own choice. Her face was pale and she was trembling all over. ‘You said I could be as smart as anyone on Earth, Marius. I want to come with you and learn the things you know.’

			Clare stared at her in horror. ‘What?’ she whispered. ‘What?’ And then she began to shout. ‘You can’t, you silly girl! You can’t ! They might not come back again for fifty years! We’d never see you again!’

			Trueheart was shaking so violently she could hardly speak, and her little sisters began to scream. ‘I love you all,’ Trueheart said. ‘Mum, Dad, all of you. I don’t want to say goodbye to you, but if I stay what can Eden offer me? Dad would find me some guy in a year or two, I guess, some other batface, perhaps. Or maybe one of his old guard mates will have some slowhead son who needs taking off his hands, and Dad will give me to him as a favour. Whoever it is, I’ll be his shelterwoman and have his kids and spend the rest of my wakings putting food in their mouths and washing their bums, even though no one really wants a batface, and—’

			‘How can you say that!’ roared Clare, running forwards and grabbing her by the shoulders. ‘How dare you say that, Trueheart!’ She shook her daughter violently as she spoke. ‘How dare you say that, when you know we’ve loved and cared for you just as much as all the others.’ She looked round for Tom. ‘Go on, Tom! Gela’s tits, man! You’re her dad. You tell her!’

			Tom didn’t know what to say. ‘I . . .’ he began, ‘we—’

			‘No man or woman chooses a batface to be with if they could have someone else,’ persisted Trueheart, enduring her mother’s leopard grip on her shoulders. She looked at me. ‘I’m sorry, Angie, but it’s true, isn’t it?’

			I was about to answer, but she carried on. ‘It’s not fair, but it’s true. A low person, a batface, a woman. If I stay on Eden there’s no way I’m going to be anything other than low low low.’

			‘Nothing wrong with being a low person,’ her dad said. ‘There’d be no high people without the—’

			But Trueheart cut right across him. ‘I’m smart. You all know I am, but what use is being smart if all you’re going to do all your life is look after babies and grind up starflower seeds?’

			‘It should be a high person that goes,’ said Strongheart suddenly.

			It was weird, we Michael’s Place people had quite forgotten that the Head Guard of all the Davidfolk was right behind us. And of course it wasn’t only him that was there. The Heads of the two other parts of Mainground were there too: Newjohn and Starlight. We were among the highest people in all of Eden. Only Headman Dixon was missing.

			Headman Newjohn laughed. ‘I don’t think what we call high and low means much to people from Earth,’ he said. ‘I reckon to them, we must all of us seem pretty much like kids playing a game among the trees.’

			‘It’s up to her of course,’ Marius said. ‘But I can’t think of anyone more suited to come with us than Trueheart. She really is one of the smartest people I’ve ever met.’

			‘Yes, and you Eden folk could do with having one of your people on Earth, Head Guard,’ Deep pointed out to Strongheart, as he dabbed at his still bleeding head. ‘You need someone there who can help us figure out how best to help you when we visit again.’

			‘Yes,’ said Gaia. ‘But what Clare says is true. Whoever comes, it’ll most likely mean saying goodbye forever. Or for thirty forty years at least.’

			‘I’m going,’ said Trueheart simply. There were red marks on her shoulders from her mother’s grip, and in two three places Clare’s nails had broken her skin.

			The Earth people looked at one another. Clare wept. Trueheart’s younger sisters, Sue and Starflower, clung tightly to Trueheart’s arms, like they simply wouldn’t let her go. Trueheart endured this too. Tom stood there trembling, his face half-angry and half just bewildered and scared.

			‘Well, if that’s agreed,’ Gaia said, ‘we’d better get your things.’

			Things? None of us knew what she meant. Did Gaia think Trueheart had boxes full of tools as she did? Trueheart had nothing, of course, none of us had anything more than a few skin wraps, and maybe the odd bone tool, or ring made of wood or stone. What good would such things be on Earth?

			‘I’ve . . . I’ve got a little doll in our shelter,’ Trueheart started to say, and then she began to cry. ‘Dad made it for me out of wood and bone, and Mum made a tiny wrap for it out of fakeskin. It will help me to remember you all, when I’m . . .’

			She couldn’t bring herself to finish what she was going to say. But her sister Starflower glanced across at her dad and, when he nodded, released Trueheart’s arm and ran to fetch the doll.

			‘Why are you crying, Mum?’ Candy asked me.

			‘Trueheart’s going to Earth, dear, and we’re going to have to say goodbye.’

			Candy laughed. ‘That’s silly, Mum. Of course she can’t go there. That’s only a place in a story.’
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			We were nearly at the end of it. Trueheart took her doll and climbed inside the veekle with the three Earth people. The metal door shut, the lights shone out, and that whining sound started up somewhere deep inside the veekle’s body that Trueheart and I had once heard and not been able to figure out what it was. It was quiet at first but quickly grew louder.

			We saw four faces looking out at us from that glass bowl on the top of it. A few people threw stones and shouted: ‘Go home!’, ‘We don’t want you!’, ‘What use are you to us?’, but there was grief in every single face all the same. I’m sure that everyone there who was old enough to understand, even the ones who were shouting, felt pretty much as I did when they saw the veekle lifting up from the ground and rising up into the black black sky. It was like the insides had been scooped out of me, and someone had put in their place a bit of that cold emptiness that lies between the stars. It didn’t matter whether the Earth people had brought anything for us or not. They’d still come from Earth.

			And now all that was left was the Eden we’d known since we were born, the Eden where we had to work so hard, the Eden where our worries were, and our deadly enemies, the Eden that was the home of all the problems and threats that faced us every single waking. The Earth people had shown us light, but we were still where we’d always been, in dark dark Eden.



	

			Part III



	

			Fifty-five

			Starlight wanted me to go back with her to Half Sky, but Dave flatly refused to go to the Women’s Ground, or to let me take our kids there, and all the Michael’s Place people backed him up. I’ll go there one waking. I’d like to see my family again, and all the people from Knee Tree Grounds. It’s a long way off, though, and to be honest I’m a bit scared. Not of the travelling or of crossing the Dark – I’m used to that – but of what I’ll find there and how I’ll feel. Because one thing the visit from Earth has shown me is that when you long and long for a thing, and then it finally happens, it’s going to be different from what you expect.

			The Earth people coming wasn’t what we expected because it wasn’t the end of the story. Our old story just stopped working. But straight away a whole lot of new stories started up and spread out across Mainground. You can meet people these wakings who believe Mother Gela came and was driven away. You can meet others who say that bad people came from Earth and tried to trick us by pretending to be Mother Gela. There are even some who say that Gaia and Deep and Marius didn’t come from Earth at all, but from some other place, and that the real Earth will still come one waking if we’re good. After all, if Earth could find our dark Eden among all the stars of the glacksy, why shouldn’t they have found another world as well, somewhere else in the sky, like the Johnfolk found their New Earth across the water?

			Speaking of New Earth, I don’t know what stories they tell over there these wakings, so far away from Circle Valley, but I think it’s quite possible that people there don’t know that anyone came or that anything happened at all. And I’m fairly sure that, if they have heard any stories, they’ll have been told it was all a trick played by the Davidfolk.
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			A long waking after the veekle had disappeared into the sky, Headmanson Luke reached Old Family cluster, bringing the bodies of Leader Harry and those two guards, David and Mehmet. As he’d rode through forest of Circle Valley, he’d passed groups of excited people from the High Valleys who’d come to see Mother Gela. The three guards in front shouted out to them not to be afraid, the ringmen hadn’t come to fight, but to talk to Gela. Standing warily back from the path, the people watched the ringmen ride by on their strange blue bucks, the high young man in front in his fancy wraps, with his blank face staring straight ahead, and the three dead men that followed behind, cold and stiff, draped over the backs of woollybucks.

			Luke came straight to Strongheart’s big shelter, where the Head Guard sat with Starlight and Newjohn. (The three of them had run out of things to say to each other by then, and spent a lot of time talking with their own people, and sending messages back to their own grounds, while they waited for news from Wide Forest. Starlight told me that she and Newjohn sometimes played chess. He was a pretty good player apparently, though she beat him more times than not.)

			Old Strongheart howled with grief when he saw the body of his second oldest son, kneeling and throwing himself over it to kiss, over and over, its cold cold cheeks. Leader Harry’s corpse had long since gone completely rigid. The mouth was fixed open, the eyes dried and shrunken in their sockets, and, because it had been carried over the back of a buck with its arms hanging down one side and its legs the other, it was stuck in that position, lying on the ground on its side with its arms extended upwards and its legs straight, its head facing its knees, as if poor Harry had been frozen solid in middle of trying to touch his toes. ‘I should have died,’ the old man wailed, ‘not you, my boy. It should have been me.’ 

			Harry was no boy really, of course. In fact he was a grand­father himself, many times over. Jane and Flowerlight knelt beside him, Strongheart’s two young shelterwomen, stroking his back and making soothing sounds.

			Luke watched all this, appalled. When that arrow had done for his friend Gerry, his feelings for the Davidfolk had turned to pure hate. But all that had changed since he’d heard Gaia’s voice in the linkup – Gerry would never have died, after all, if the Johnfolk in their pride hadn’t crossed the water – and now he blamed himself, not just for Harry’s death, but for Gerry’s as well, and many others too. He knelt down beside the old man.

			‘Forgive me, Father,’ he whispered. ‘Forgive me. I know how it hurts, and if only I could undo what I did, I would, even if it meant giving up my own stupid life.’

			Strongheart showed no sign that he’d even heard him, his tear-stained face pressed against the cold stiff shoulder of his son, so Luke lowered his own face right down until it was on a level with the old man’s. ‘I’m so sorry, Father. We thought he had a knife, but he was just trying to . . .’

			All the shame and grief of the last few wakings came welling up inside him, and his own tears began to run down his face, only a matter of inches away from the old man’s but also from the two shelterwomen’s, who’d laid their own heads next to Strongheart’s. Jane, the younger of the two, caught Luke’s eye, and he wondered for a moment if she might help him reach out to the old man. But she gave Luke such a look of pure pure hate that he quickly looked away from her. 

			‘I’ve told all my men to stop fighting, Father,’ Luke said. 

			‘I told them to stop fighting and go back to the places they grounded on the poolside: Veeklehouse, Nob Head and David Water. I want to stop the killing.’

			When Strongheart still didn’t respond, Luke lifted his head and looked round Strongheart’s shelter for someone else who might help him get through to the old Head Guard. Two of his ringmen had come in with him and now stood uncomfortably nearby, watched by twenty thirty guards, but they were no use to Luke now, and the only other face he found that wasn’t a stranger’s was the face of Newjohn, who’d once crossed the Pool to meet Luke’s dad Dixon, his fellow Headman. Dixon didn’t like Newjohn. ‘I don’t trust him one bit,’ he’d told Luke. ‘He’s one of the Davidfolk at heart. He pretends to be one of us when it suits him, but then he cosies up to Strongheart again as soon as our backs are turned. In fact I don’t trust any of those Brown River people. Even their stories are more like the Davidfolk’s than ours. The only true Johnfolk are the ones that followed John across the Pool.’

			The fact that Newjohn had been here, deep inside the Davidfolk Ground, when Johnfolk and Davidfolk were fighting one another over in Wide Forest, seemed to back up what his father had said, but Luke wasn’t certain of anything any more. Maybe Newjohn had been right to try and heal that deep deep wound that divided the people of Eden?

			‘Headman Newjohn . . .’ Luke began, climbing back to his feet and bowing. Then he broke off. Something was missing surely? He looked again round the wide space of the shelter. ‘But where is our Mother? Where are the people from Earth?’

			‘They’ve gone,’ said Newjohn with a shrug.

			Luke felt inside himself that same sudden emptiness that I’d felt myself only a waking before.

			‘They’ve gone? Not far away, though, I guess?’

			‘Yes. Back to Earth.’

			‘But the message . . . The voice inside this . . . this . . .’ He took the black linkup out of a pocket in his wrap. ‘Gela’s voice, inside this . . . this thing here. She told me to come here and meet her.’

			‘They were here in Circle Valley,’ said Strongheart, without looking up from his dead son, ‘but they had to go. They went back up into the sky over a waking ago.’

			Something shifted inside Luke. Up to that point he’d been willing to admit that he had been wrong, that everything was his fault, and even maybe that the Johnfolk themselves had been in the wrong all these years in their argument with the Davidfolk, but now, all at once, a new, suspicious mood took hold of him. It was a bit like the moment when a tubeslinker suddenly pulls right back inside the airhole of a tree – snap! – when it’s been reaching right out, as far as it can go without toppling over, and swaying from side to side in the lanternlight.

			‘If they’d really asked me to come here, why would they go before I came? You’d have told them when they sent the message how far away I was, and how long it would take me to get here. And I came faster than you could have expected because you couldn’t have known I was already up on the Dark.’

			‘It’s no good asking us why they went, Headmanson,’ Newjohn said. ‘They’re people from Earth. They make their own decisions.’

			Luke glanced down at Strongheart, who was still kneeling by his son’s body on the packed dirt of his shelter floor, but was beginning to struggle back up to his feet with the help of his two shelterwomen. Then he looked back at Newjohn. Luke’s eyes narrowed as he considered the Headman of the Brown River Ground. No wonder his dad hadn’t trusted this guy, with his cunning pointy face.

			‘Tom’s stinking dick,’ he hissed. ‘This is a trick, isn’t it? Gela was never here. Earth never came. Of course not. It was just a trick to get me to stop the fight!’

			‘Oh come on, Headmanson,’ snorted Newjohn. ‘Look at what you’ve got in your hand, boy! Surely you can see that comes from Earth? Surely it’s obvious that no one in Eden could make a piece of glass that can talk?’

			Luke looked down at the linkup. Of course it was obvious it came from Earth. And he’d seen the light as well, of course, the light of Earth’s sun, as that guard Roger had described it, shining out accusingly from the Circle as he stood looking down from the Dark. He hadn’t seen the veekle rising up into the sky, because by that time he and the men with him were under the trees, but he had seen the light that the veekle made, and he knew that there was no light like it on Eden.

			‘They gave me this ring,’ Strongheart said, and he showed Luke a metal ring that was identical in every way to the one his mother wore on her finger. As everyone knew on both sides of the Pool, except perhaps a few Hiding People, there’d only ever been one such ring on Eden, and it could only have been made on Earth. There was metal on Eden, but it was red, and it stained your fingers green if you wore it as a ring for too long. This one was made of two metals, just like his mother’s, one yellow and one white. ‘It belonged to Gela’s sister,’ Strongheart said, his voice flat and his face grey and indifferent with grief. He was a frail frail old man now, close close to death.

			‘And of course you’ve got that new message too, Head Guard,’ Newjohn gently prompted him. ‘You’ve got that new message for the Headmanson to hear.’

			‘Oh yes, I . . .’ Strongheart fumbled in his wrap with trembly hands and took out another smooth black linkup. ‘By the way,’ he said suddenly, a little of his old strength and power returning for a moment to his voice, ‘they told us that President was not Gela’s dad. It was a man, it’s true, but Gela never even met him, and it wasn’t President that called the Three Men down from the sky.’

			He fiddled round awkwardly with the square of glass until suddenly a woman’s voice came out of it. Luke recognized it at once as being the same voice that had spoken from the linkup he still held in his hand, but he refused to listen to what it had to say. It was going to be so much easier for him if he didn’t believe that Earth had come. That way he wouldn’t have to go on carrying the awful burden of shame and guilt that had been with him ever since ­Harry’s death. He wouldn’t have to spend the rest of his life being the one who’d done for the messenger from Earth. He wouldn’t even have to wonder whether the Davidfolk were right after all about John Redlantern and the Johnfolk, and whether he’d brought his friend Gerry across the Pool to die for no good reason at all.

			‘Put that away,’ Luke said, while Gaia’s voice was still speaking to him. ‘I’m not interested in your tricks. We’ve always known you have old things from Earth here in Circle Valley. We’ve always known that some of those old things could talk or show pictures or give out light. You’ve just used some of them to fool me.’

			Starlight stepped in now. ‘Oh come on, you idiot! Use your head! You can see these things are bright and new. The Mementoes that were here before are so old that they’re crumbling away, and none of them do anything at all. The Head Guard can show them to you now if you don’t believe me.’

			Luke hadn’t spotted Starlight before. He’d vaguely noticed that there were high women in the shelter as well as women helpers, but women in New Earth played no part in the kind of talk that was going on now, and he’d paid them no attention. Now he’d seen Starlight, though, he recognized her at once. She might not remember meeting Headman Dixon’s little boy when she was over there, because she’d been too busy watching Luke’s dad Dixon and his mother Lucy – when a leopard’s singing to you, as people say, you don’t look at the flowers! – but the little boy remembered her alright, even after more than ten years.

			‘The fishing girl!’ he hissed. ‘The slinker who tried to steal our ring. So she’s still alive, is she? Now I know this is all a trick!’

			And not only that. He knew for certain again that he was in the right. After wakings of doubt and shame, he knew once more that he was one of the good guys in the story of Eden. He knew that the Johnfolk were the true followers of President and Mother Gela, and these people round him were the cowardly slinkers who’d followed the Holeface back at the time of Breakup. All his guilt had gone.



	

			Fifty-six

			I went to find Mary. It was too late to get her to meet the people from Earth, which I would have liked her to do, but, scared though I was to meet her, I thought I should still tell her something about what I’d learned about them. She was a powerful person and would have a lot of say in how this story was told from now on.

			After she’d shouted at the Earth people, the guards told her she must leave the cluster and not come back while the Earth people were still there. But everyone seemed to know where she was, camping beside a pool with her two helpers and her guards, a mile or so out in forest, saying what she thought to anyone who came to see her. I got a young batface boy to take me there for half a stick.

			When I arrived she was sitting with her back to me with her feet in the pool. It was such a familiar sight – that strong solid body, that big square head – that it was hard to believe that eight years had gone by since she’d ordered me out of her sight. I was terrified. But I asked myself what was the worst that could happen? It wasn’t like she’d do for me, was it? It wasn’t like she’d even hit me. At most, she’d be angry with me again and tell me she didn’t want to see me. I could get over that.

			I gave the boy his half stick, and told him I could find my own way back, then I walked forwards. She still hadn’t noticed me, still just peacefully sat there waggling her big feet in the water. In between shows, she’d always liked to spend time alone with her own thoughts, sorting things out and joining them together.

			‘Mary?’

			It took her a moment to recognize me, but when she did, it wasn’t what I was expecting at all.

			‘Angie!’ she cried, and her whole face lit up with pleasure as she scrambled to her feet. ‘Oh Angie, I thought I might never see you again!’

			She wanted to hug me, I could see, but she wasn’t sure if she should, so I kind of half-opened my arms to let her know it was okay, and straight away she rushed forwards and held me tightly. I didn’t know what to say and, anyway, she hadn’t left me a lot of breath to speak with. 

			‘Well, it was you that sent me away, Mary!’ I gasped out.

			‘I know, I know, and I was so so wrong. I knew that almost at once, and all this time I’ve been hoping hoping that I’d see you so I could tell you so and say I’m sorry.’

			Mary called out to her helpers and guards. ‘Janey, Brightness, Davey, Met, this is Angie, that old helper of mine I often talk about. The one who came from that little grounds out in the Pool by Nob Head.’

			The helpers and guards nodded to me without smiling, not quite as pleased to see me as Mary was, but Mary ignored that, taking my arm and leading me away from them into forest.

			‘I’m so sorry for what I did, Angie.’

			I shrugged. ‘I guess you were disappointed. After all your teaching and all the encouragement you gave me, I still couldn’t hear our Mother.’

			‘If you couldn’t hear her, you couldn’t hear her. There was no reason for me to get angry with you. The only thing that might achieve was to make you pretend you could hear her so as to please me, and what would be the point of that? Not that you’d have done that anyway, Angie. You’re way too honest.’

			I smiled. ‘Well, I did think about it.’

			Mary stopped and turned to face me. We were passing under some yellowlantern trees. She held my shoulders and studied my face in their light. When you’re a batface it isn’t often that someone looks into your face for so long and seems so pleased to do it. It felt pretty good.

			I smiled. ‘Why were you so angry, Mary? You accused me of thinking I was better than you, but you really couldn’t have been more wrong! All the time I was with you – more than two years – I always thought you were way way better than me.’

			She released my shoulders and turned away from me. She was ashamed, I realized. Mary, who was always so strong and so certain, was too ashamed to hold my gaze.

			‘I guess there’s always doubt,’ she said. ‘Always doubt about everything: Is it really true? Am I just imagining it? Am I just making it up? Am I just saying what people want me to hear? When I first stood in the Circle myself, I was with a speaker called Firespark. To tell the truth, I wasn’t sure if I’d really heard Gela, but partly because I was afraid of Firespark and partly because I wanted so much to be a speaker in my own right, I told her that I’d definitely heard our Mother. It wasn’t for a long time, not until after I’d left Firespark and set out on my own, that I really felt confident that Gela was speaking to me. But even then, there were still sometimes moments when I . . . well . . . doubted. But I pushed the doubts away. I told myself they were weak. Well, you can doubt anything, can’t you? You can doubt you love someone. You can doubt that anything matters at all. If you wait to be completely completely certain, you’ll never believe anything, that’s what I always told myself. A strong person makes up her mind and then sticks to it.’

			She began to walk again, and I followed her. We moved from under the yellowlantern trees into the blue light of a couple of spiketrees. Hmmmph hmmmph hmmmph they went as they pumped up their boiling sap from down in the fires of Underworld. Even six seven yards away from them I could feel the heat of their trunks against my skin.

			‘Like leopard hunters,’ Mary said. ‘That’s how I always explained it to myself. If they allow themselves to doubt at the last moment, if they hesitate or change their minds about what they’re going to do, then they’re dead. And if they allowed themselves to doubt before they even started, well then, they’d never go after leopards at all. They’d hunt bucks instead, or gather starflowers.’

			‘Well, it is brave to take a story and stick to it. You’re a brave person, Mary. That’s why people come to hear you. They know you believe what you say. They know you won’t waver. That’s why I wanted to be with you too.’

			Mary nodded, but she’d spotted a groundrat ahead of us, and she held out her hand in front of me to tell me to be quiet, so she could creep up on it. We were always on the lookout for food in Circle Valley. But the rat ran off, and she relaxed and carried on.

			‘But you were always so honest, Angie, always so straight with me, always on the lookout for ways in which the True Story might be bent or broken by other things, like what the high people wanted, or what would make my life easier. Remember how you used to ask me about that, again and again? Was I just saying what the high people wanted me to say? Why did Gela only tell off the low people? So when you said you couldn’t hear Gela, part of me was angry with you for not having the guts to believe, but another part of me was afraid that you actually had more guts than I did. Because it would have been much easier for you, wouldn’t it, to tell me you’d heard Gela than to tell me you hadn’t? Just as it was easier for me to say to old Firespark that I’d heard our Mother, and have her hug me and tell me what a clever girl I was.’

			We came to a little stream. The shining wavyweed under the water made it into a kind of smooth, glowing path, winding through the criss-cross pattern of light and shadow under the trees. Without even thinking about it, we both peered down into the water for fish.

			‘I thought about all this all over again,’ Mary said, ‘when I heard the news about these people from Earth. It made me doubt everything. It made me wonder if I’d been completely wrong all my life, claiming to hear the voice of Gela, and then not even knowing it when she was right here in Eden. And it made me think about you, and the courage you’d shown by not saying something was true unless you were sure. And—’

			I put my fingers over her lips to make her stop. ‘Listen, Mary. I did hear our Mother in the Circle, but I didn’t like what she was saying to me, so I pretended to myself I didn’t. Not so brave at all, I’m afraid.’

			Mary looked at me. Her face was more lined than I remembered, but those small sharp eyes were so familiar as they searched me, so familiar and also so dear. ‘So . . . So can I ask what she said to you?’

			‘There were things I was hiding from you. She told me I shouldn’t keep them secret.’ I hesitated for a moment, but it didn’t seem so hard any more to tell her those things that I’d been so afraid to speak of before. ‘I was hiding the fact that my best friend went over to the Johnfolk across the water. And that she wore Gela’s ring on her finger, and spoke the Secret Story out loud. I was hiding the fact that I was proud of her. I was hiding that I knew the Secret Story myself.’

			‘Oh that stupid story,’ Mary snorted, waving the thing away with a sweep of her hand.

			‘Listen, Mary, I got to know those Earth people. You were quite right back in the clearing, they are just people. But they aren’t bad people, and they didn’t come here on purpose to trick us. The truth is, Mary, they didn’t expect to find us at all. They assumed people wouldn’t have survived here. They just came here to look at the animals and the trees. Don’t ask me why. It’s something called science. But listen, Mary, that voice from the screens telling the Secret Story. It was Gela. The life in those screens comes from a thing called a bat-tree – I guess because it’s like a living tree that life comes flying out from – and the Earth people told me that a bat-tree of that kind only lasts five years at most. And that’s only if you don’t use the screen at all. If you use it a lot, it doesn’t even live half that long. So if you think about it, even if it was only used that one time when the voice was put inside it, there would only have been one grownup woman on Eden when that screen died, and that woman was Gela.’

			Mary picked up a stick and pushed the wavyweed about in the water like you do when you’re looking to see if any fish are hiding underneath, though I doubt she’d have noticed right then even if there was a whole bunch of them. Forest hummed all round us. Not far away the stream trickled down a sparkly little waterfall into a pool.

			‘I’ve got so many things wrong, Angie, haven’t I? How many women have had a beating from the guards over the years because I got it out in the open that they’d told that Secret Story?’

			‘Certainly quite a few when I was with you.’

			Mary nodded. ‘Do you remember when we went to the White Streams? There was an old woman down there who asked about those stories you hear about fights on Earth – the white people and the black people, the Germ Men and the Juice – and I told her they were just silly children’s tales.’

			‘Well, like you say yourself, Mary, if you wait to be quite certain you’re completely right, you’ll wait forever, and never do anything at all. People come to hear you because you’ve got the guts to believe in something. Of course sometimes you’re wrong, but then you think again. I didn’t like how you made the poor Earth folk look bad, but . . . well, you were trying to make sense of things – I could see that – and helping us make sense of them as well.’

			She studied my face doubtfully. ‘Was I?’

			I couldn’t believe that Mary – strong fierce Mary – was asking me to reassure her.

			‘I think so. I think that’s what you do. Most of the time, anyway.’

			She smiled. ‘Gela’s heart, Angie, I do love you! It’s so good to see you again. I’ve missed our talks so much.’



	

			Fifty-seven

			Come on, men!’ Luke said. ‘We’re not staying here with the fishing girl!’

			He turned towards the door of Strongheart’s shelter, and the two ringmen hurried to follow him out. David Strongheart had sunk down again over the stiff bent body of his dead son, and seemed quite ready just to let Luke go. And seeing that Newjohn wasn’t going to step in against the son of his fellow Headman, Starlight decided to take charge.

			‘Stop them, guards!’ she bellowed. My old friend was nothing to do with the Davidfolk Ground. She wasn’t born there, she didn’t live there now, and before this time in Circle Valley, the only Davidfolk places she’d even visited were Nob Head on our trading trips from Knee Tree Grounds, and Veeklehouse on that one single occasion. But never mind that: she spoke so firmly that Strongheart’s guards rushed to do as she said, blocking the way to the door of the shelter and surrounding Headmanson Luke and his two men.

			‘Here’s my suggestion, Head Guard,’ Starlight said to Strongheart. ‘You hold Luke here, and you make him tell his men on poolside to hand over all their metal spears and arrows and knives, and all their metal masks, and get onto their boats, and disappear over World’s Edge. That way you’ll take away the advantage they have, and they’ll know there’s no point in trying to come straight back over again and take over your ground again.’

			Starlight knew that it had taken New Earth years to gather together the metal they used for all those arrows and spears and masks. Just to make a couple of arrowheads, she told me, it took a pile of green rock the weight of a tree trunk, which had to be dug out of the ground, and broken up into little pieces, and heated in a big clay oven, many times hotter than any oven we’d ever seen on this side of the pool.

			‘Let one boat stay back for Headmanson Luke,’ Starlight suggested, ‘and when you’re sure that all the rest have gone, let him follow them back over to New Earth.’

			Still on the floor, Strongheart nodded, while his two young shelterwomen stared at Starlight with a mixture of puzzlement, jealousy, hate and admiration. No high woman of the Davidfolk would ever take charge of guards as she had done, or get involved in a fight between two grounds. Their job was to look after the high men, and to help bind together the families of the different guard leaders by being sent from one family to join another.

			‘I’m not accepting that,’ Luke said, realizing he was about to be the fool of the story all over again, even if it was a different story. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Starlight, and it seemed silly to speak to the frail griefstricken old man on the floor, so he spoke to Newjohn. ‘Ringmen don’t go skulking back across the water without their spears, least of all when they’re winning, as you know quite well they were doing, until I sent them back to poolside. Do for me if you want, but I’m not telling my men to throw down their spears.’

			Newjohn gave a sort of shrug, as if to say it was nothing to do with him. But the truth was that he was kind of trapped too. There was no way now that he could take the side of the New Earthers.

			‘So what’s going to happen then, Headmanson Luke?’ Starlight asked. ‘Let’s think about it, shall we? You can’t get a message to your men, whether you’re alive or dead, and they’re divided into three separate parts, spread out along poolside, that can’t speak to one another. I guess they’ll wait where they are, as you’ve told them to do, until they start to get seriously hungry, and then they’ll have to make up their own minds what to do. But it won’t be like when they first grounded. This time they’ll have guards all round them who are good and ready for them. You might have done for Leader Harry, but his big brother Mehmet is over there now to organize things, along with Leader Hunter. And they’re not boys like you, Headmanson Luke, they’re grown men with grandchildren. And they’ve got all of Wide Forest back again to feed their men, and all the Davidfolk to support them. Your men might have been stronger when they were all working together, but things are different now.’

			She’d always worried that by going over to New Earth and stirring things up, she’d brought forward the waking that the ringmen would come across the water, but she’d more than made up for that now. ‘Of course now I’ve got to worry about the power of the Davidfolk,’ she told me later, ‘and the threat they pose to Half Sky.’ But that was a problem for another waking. Stories do not end, this is what we’ve learned. There’s always another bit to come.

			Luke glanced guiltily at his two ringmen, and then turned back to Newjohn.

			‘Okay,’ he said, ‘I’ll send a message to my men by the Pool.’
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			He had a long time ahead of him in Circle Valley. A long time not to hear all the stories about the Earth people, and the pictures of Earth, and the voice of Gela, and the veekle that was alive. A long time not to think about the ring that Strongheart now wore on his little finger. Some stories are hard hard work to keep on believing in, but he worked away at it anyway.

			And eventually, over beside Worldpool, in Veeklehouse and Nob Head and David Water, the ringmen piled their spears and masks in great heaps, pushed their boats out and began the hard hard work of paddling back out against the wind into the bright water where my Candy had first seen them coming with her sharp sharp eyes.

			And finally Luke was allowed to follow them, out into the bright water and on into Deep Darkness where the great waves rise and fall unseen, as they’ve done since long before any human being ever heard of Eden.



	

			Fifty-eight

			I’m a shadowspeaker now. I went back into the Circle and heard the voice of our Mother. It’s completely different from the voice that the Earth people found inside those screens. That Gela was just a woman, like Jeff Redlantern used to say; she was just a woman from Earth and Earth is just a place, even though she was the mother of all of us here on Eden. The Mother that me and Mary hear doesn’t speak in words. Words would never be enough for her. She speaks in feelings, and pictures, and whole big ideas that come suddenly into your mind.

			You can’t always be sure that you’ve heard her right, and of course sometimes you wonder if you’ve really heard her at all. But it’s like the bits of this story I’ve told you that are about times where I wasn’t there and can’t be absolutely sure about. I could have missed them out completely, and given you a story with all kinds of holes in it, but I decided to figure out what happened as best I could, even at the risk of getting some things wrong. What else are we going to do? We don’t have science to tell us things like they have on Earth, and if we only spoke about what we were certain of, we’d hardly say anything at all. But people still need stories to make sense of their lives, and clever Mary has figured out a new kind of, story that fits with what we know now and yet still lets the Davidfolk carry on drawing their circles and singing ‘Come Tree Row’, even though Earth has been and gone. It even lets those crazy brave boys up at Rockway Edge carry on burning their backs on spiketrees and showing off their horrible scars.

			I travel round the Davidfolk Ground with Mary like I did before, back and forth, rockway to alpway, peckway to blueway. Candy and Metty come with me, but Fox prefers to stay with his dad and his friends. I don’t like to think about it too much but I guess one waking Candy may decide she prefers that too, even though she tells me now that she never will, and that when she’s a grownup she’ll be a shadowspeaker like me and Auntie Mary. Metty, I’m pretty sure, will want to stay behind when he’s older. Children like to have friends round them to grow up with, not just their mum and an old shadowspeaker and a couple of guards, and no one to play with but strangers’ children who tend to keep their distance from the shadowspeaker’s kids.

			Every Virsry time, we go back to Veeklehouse and I spend a hundred wakings in Michael’s Place. That’s part of the deal I made with Dave and Tom. I hate leaving Fox when the hundred wakings are up – it feels like tearing out my heart – and I hate how distant he is at first when I return, each time a little more distant than the last. Dave mutters that it’s a funny kind of mum who can walk away from one of her kids for two hundred wakings at a time, and take her other kids away from their dad, and I do feel badly about it myself. But I know my kids are proud of me – the older two, anyway: Metty’s not really big enough for that – and I kind of hope my example will help them see that, if they don’t want, they don’t have to be exactly like the other people in Michael’s Place.

			I’m sure Dave misses Candy and Metty like I miss Fox, but a big part of why he hates me going away is that it makes him feel ashamed. It shames him that, though he’s told me I shouldn’t go and that I shouldn’t take the little ones with me, I still do go and still do take them, and he and his brother Tom don’t feel able to stop me. They know that Mary is the most powerful shadowspeaker in all the Davidfolk Ground. They know that my old friend Starlight has become a friend of Head Guard Mehmet since she helped his old dad get rid of the Johnfolk, and that she comes over the Blue Mountains each year to share the Virsry with him in Circle Valley. They know that I’m known myself across the Davidfolk Ground as the one who made friends with the dark-skinned woman who came in a veekle from Earth. And all those things give me power.

			Being a shadowspeaker gives me power as well, of course. It makes me into a kind of high person, in a way, far more so than I would have ever been if I’d gone with Starlight to Half Sky, or with Gaia to Earth. And that’s one of the things I like about it, if I’m honest. I like being well known, I’ve found out, and I like being looked up to. Come to that, I don’t mind the presents people give us either. They’re not my reason for being a shadowspeaker, but I do like them, and they certainly help me to smooth things over with the people at Michael’s Place. It’s easier to get past that awkwardness when I go back there if I can bring a metal knife for Dave, or a necklace for Clare, or a handful of sticks for Tom.

			We don’t pass on messages from dead people in our shows any more, and we don’t pretend we know where our Mother is exactly, or what the place is like that she’s calling us to: we just call it the true home, and say the Circle is the sign of it. After all, like Gaia said, even for the Earth people everything they know is only a little patch of light with mystery all round it. Mary admits that she was wrong to say that Earth was our true home. She says that out loud in our shows. Earth is just a place, she says, a faraway place, where our many-greats grandparents used to live. Which is pretty much what Jeff Redlantern used to say, if our old Knee Tree stories are true, but I tend not to point that out to her.

			Mary doesn’t go on about the Johnfolk being bad any more either. She knows that sometimes other people hear our Mother saying different things, and sometimes they may be right and her wrong. We don’t let the high people tell us what to say either, and I guess one waking that’s going to get us in trouble: that and the fact that we regularly say things that come from the Secret Story, not because Gela said them, but because, like she said, they’re obviously true. But the high people are grateful to us for helping people feel okay about the fact that Earth has come and gone again, and so, for the moment, they let us alone.

			After we’ve done a show and settled down the kids, me and Mary like to sit up and talk. I’ve often said how smart Mary is, and how smart Starlight and Trueheart are, but lately I’ve come to see that I’m pretty smart myself. I notice things that most people don’t bother with, and I have a need inside me to think about the world round me and try and figure it out, much as bats have a need to fly, or little kids have a need inside them to shout and run round. Me and Mary talk a lot about true home and whether it’s a place you can touch or see, or whether it’s more like a feeling or an idea. Mary wants it to be a place. She wants that so much that, if anyone can do such a thing, she’ll make it true just by believing it. I’m not so sure, but I figure that even the idea of home is a kind of home, and that when you really feel at home, like at the end of ‘Come Tree Row’, then home is where you really are, whether you’re on dark dark Eden or pale pale Earth.

			And one thing I’ve found out is that I feel at home with Mary and she feels at home with me. We kiss and cuddle sometimes now as well, and give each other some pleasure in that way. ‘You used to think I was too ugly for this, didn’t you?’ I sometimes say to her, and she just laughs and says, ‘Well, you are ugly, Angie. You are ugly ugly. But I can’t help loving you anyway.’ Funnily enough I kind of like that. It feels more comfortable somehow, more secure, than when she told me that first time I was beautiful. It’s not so hard to live up to, I guess.
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			None of that changes the fact that the most perfect moment in all my life was when the veekle came down in front of me in Circle Clearing and I met Gaia. I dream about it often. She comes back and speaks to me, her voice close close, like Gela’s voice speaking from those screens.

			I also dream often about Trueheart, good brave Trueheart, far far away across the stars, walking and talking in that strange pale place with its drowned houses and its sky that’s sometimes white and sometimes pink and sometimes black like ours. Every single waking, I remind myself that she really is there on Earth right at this moment, alive and seeing and breathing: someone I know, someone I’ve held in my arms, a daughter of Eden like me. It makes Earth seem much much nearer and Eden seem much less alone. (And we really aren’t so alone, are we – we really aren’t – now we’re certain that Earth knows where to find us?) I often stop and wonder what Trueheart’s doing there right now, and whether she understands science yet as well as Marius, and if I’d even know her with that new face that the Earth people will have sewn for her with those fine metal needles of theirs. I won’t ever see her again, I’m sure, and nor will her mum and dad, but I like to think her sisters and brothers will, and so will my own kids.

			Gaia gave me a present just before she went away. She gave it to me when no one else was looking, and suggested I keep it to myself. It’s a linkup, one of those black squares of glass. It’s got some of her words in it, thoughts she spoke into it during her time on Eden, and some pictures of Earth, and it’s got all the crackling hissing words they managed to find in that old screen. Gaia told me the bat-tree inside it is stronger than the one in the screen, and might last as long as six seven years if I make sure only to use the linkup just one waking every year. So me and Mary have a little tradition that we settle down to listen to it once each year as we draw near to Veeklehouse just before the Virsry time. One waking, we know, we’ll try it and nothing will happen. The tiny tree inside it will have died and gone cold, and the little bats of lecky-trickity won’t come darting out from it any more. That’s going to be sad, like saying goodbye to Earth a second time, a bit like Gela losing her ring. But even then I’ll still have a silent square of glass to prove to myself that I really did meet that woman who came from Earth.

			When we settle down to listen to it, we take it in turns to pick things we want to see or hear. Mary’s sad and angry with herself that she lost the chance to meet the Earth people, so she usually picks some of Gaia’s words, but my own favourite part are the words the Earth people found inside that old screen in Circle Valley. Angela speaks most of them, but the last time we listened, we found a little bit where Tommy spoke as well. People don’t talk about him so much as they do about her – somehow or other we’ve never had difficulty in his case with remembering he was just a person – but as me and Mary sat there side by side in the humming, shining forest, it was kind of nice to hear the two of them together, the first two people in Eden, sitting and talking just like us.

			When Tommy speaks, him and Gela have been listening to starbirds calling out to each other in the distance. Hooom! Hooom! Hooom! From inside our little square of glass, me and Mary could still just hear that bird from four hundred years ago, faintly faintly, behind all the crackling and hissing. And then, even more faintly, we heard another one answering it back in the way that starbirds do: Aaaaah! Aaaaah! Aaaaah! It was so familiar and yet so strange at the same time that it made us both laugh. I don’t know how long a starbird can live if no one does for it – how would you begin to find out? – but I guess those two birds we could hear are long since dead, so that all that remains of them now are those calls inside our little square of glass. When the bat-tree dies, they really will be gone for good.

			We were listening for the first bird to call out again, when suddenly Tommy spoke. ‘They don’t give a damn, those starbirds, do they?’ he said. ‘They don’t even notice that great wheel burning up there in the sky. They don’t give it a moment’s thought.’

			‘No, they don’t,’ said Gela. ‘You’re right. This Eden, this dark Eden, it’s just life to them, isn’t it? It’s just the way things happen to be.’
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			And then a real starbird cried out right next to us, so loud that it made us jump. Hooom! Hooom! Hooom! said the starbird, and straight away, maybe a hundred yards off, another one answered: Aaaaah! Aaaaah! Aaaaah!
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