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Part I

		

	
		
			
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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			“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.
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			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.
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			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?”
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			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.
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			“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.”
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			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.

			[image: ]

			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!”
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			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.
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			“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.
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			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?”
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			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.
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			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.
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			“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.”
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			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?”
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			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.
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			“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.
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			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.”
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			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.
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			“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.
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			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.”

			[image: ]

			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.
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			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!
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			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. 
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			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. 

			[image: ]

			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.”

			[image: ]

			“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.
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			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.” 
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			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.”
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			“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.”

			[image: ]

			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.”
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			“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.
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			“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.”
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			“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.
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			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.”
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			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.”
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			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.
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			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.

			[image: ]

			“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.

			[image: ]

			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.

			[image: ]

			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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?”
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			“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.”

			[image: ]

			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.
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			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.”
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			“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.
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			“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.
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			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.
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			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?”
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.

			[image: ]

			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.
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			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.”
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			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.”
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			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.
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			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.”
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			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.
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			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.
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			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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