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  John Redlantern


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


  Wake up, you lazy newhairs. If you dont hurry up, the dip will be over before we even get there, and all the bucks will have gone back up Dark!


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


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


  His little brother Jeff propped himself up on one elbow. He didnt say anything, but watched with his big interested eyes as Gerry and I threw off our sleep skins, tied on our waistwraps,
  and grabbed our shoulder wraps and our spears.


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


  Gerry and me crawled out of our shelter. Sky was glass-black, Starry Swirl was above us, clear as a whitelantern in front of your face, and the air was cool cool as it is in a dip when
  theres no cloud between us and stars. Most of the grownups in the hunting party were gathered together already with spears and arrows and bows: David, Met, Old Roger, Lucy Lu . . . A bitter
  smell was wafting all around our clearing, and the smoke was lit up by the fire and the shining lanterntrees. Our group leader Bella and Gerrys mum, my kind ugly aunt Sue, were roasting bats
  for breakfast. They werent coming with us, but theyd got up early to make sure we had everything we needed.


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


  Ugh! Bat! Gerry and me pulled faces as we chewed the gristly meat. It was bitter bitter, even though Sue had sweetened it with toasted stumpcandy. But that was what the hunting party was all
  about. We were having bat for breakfast because our group hadnt managed to find better meat in forest round Family, so now we were going to try our luck further away, over in Peckham Hills,
  where woollybucks came down during dips from up on Snowy Dark.


  We wont walk up Cold Path to meet them, said Roger, well go up round the side of it, up Monkey Path, and then meet Cold Path at the top of the
  trees.


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


  Wakey, wakey, Johnny boy!


  I looked into his ugly batface  it was one of the worst batfaces in Family: it looked like he had a whole extra jagged mouth where his nose should be  but I couldnt think of
  anything to say. There was no fun in the man. Hed hit you hard for no reason, and then laugh like hed made a joke.


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


  Hey there, Redlanterns! they called out. Arent you ready yet?


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


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


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


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


  We walked for a waking under the light of the treelanterns, slashing down whatever birds and bats and fruit we could get as we went along, and finally stopped to rest at the big lump of rock
  called Lava Blob. Old Roger handed us out a gritty little seedcake each, made of ground-up starflower seeds, so we could have something in our bellies, and then we settled down with our backs
  against the rock, so we didnt have to worry about leopards sneaking up behind us. There were lots of yellowlantern trees round there, which we didnt get so much back in Family, and
  also yellow animals called hoppers that came bouncing out of forest on their back legs and wrung their four hands together while they looked at us with their big flat eyes and went Peep peep
  peep. But hoppers were no good to eat and their skins were no use either, so we just chucked stones at them to make them go away and let us sleep in peace.


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


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


  You know what they say about oysters, dont you, John? she said.


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


  In another couple of hours we reached the place where Peckham Hills began to rise up out of forest of Circle Valley, and started to climb up through them by Monkey Path, which isnt really
  a path, but just a way we know through the trees. The trees carried on up the slopes  redlanterns and whitelanterns and scalding hot spiketrees  and there were flickering starflowers
  growing beneath them, just like in the rest of forest. Streams ran through them down from darkness and ice, heading towards Greatpool, still cold cold but already bright and glittering with life.
  And small creatures called monkeys jumped from tree to tree. They had little thin bodies, and six long arms with a hand on the end of each. Handsome Fox shot one with an arrow, and was pleased
  pleased with himself, even though they were all bones and sinews and only give a mouthful of meat, because they move fast and are hard to aim at with those big blotches on their skin that flash on
  and off as they swing among the lanternflowers.


  As we climbed up it got colder. The starflowers disappeared, the trees became smaller, and there werent any monkeys any more, only the occasional smallbuck darting away through the trees.
  And then the trees stopped and we came out from the top edge of forest onto bare ground. Pretty soon, when wed climbed above the height of those last few little trees, we could see whole of
  Circle Valley spread out below us  whole of Eden that we knew, with thousands and thousands of lanterns shining all the way from where we stood on Peckham Hills to Dark shadow of Blue
  Mountains away in the distance, and from Rockies over the left, with the red glow of Mount Snellins smouldering in middle, to the deep darkness over to our right that was Alps. And above all of it
  the huge spiral of Starry Swirl was still shining down.


  Of course, with no trees to give off light with their lanternflowers or to warm the air with their trunks, it was dark dark up there  you could only just barely make things out in the
  starlight and the light from the edge of forest  and it was cold cold, specially on our feet. But us newhairs dared each other to run up as far as the snow. The ice felt like it was
  burning, it was so cold, and most kids took ten twenty steps, yelled and came running down again. But I took Gerry right up to the ridge of the hill and then, ignoring Old Roger yelling at us to
  come back, went far enough down the other side so that the others couldnt see us.


  Weve made our point now, havent we, John? Gerry said, shivering. We only had waistwraps on, and buckskins round our shoulders, and our feet were hurting like
  theyd been skinned. Shall we go back down to rest of them now?


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


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


  Listen to what?


  To the silence, you idiot.


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


  We could barely make out each others faces. It made me think about that place called Earth where Tommy and Angela first came from, way back in the beginning with the Three Companions, and
  where one waking we would all return, if only we stayed in the right place and were good good good. There were no lanterntrees back there on Earth, no glittery flutterbyes or shiny flowers, but
  they had a big big light that we dont have at all. It came from a giant star. And it was so bright that it would burn out your eyes if you stared at it.


  When people talk about Earth, I said to Gerry, they always talk about that huge bright star, dont they, and all the lovely light it must have given? But Earth turned
  round and round, didnt it, and half the time it wasnt facing the star at all but was dark dark, without lanterns or anything, only the light the Earth people made for
  themselves.


  What are you talking about, John? Gerry said, with his teeth chattering. And why cant we go back down again if you just want to talk?


  I was thinking about that darkness. They called it Night, didnt they? Im just thinking that it must have been like this. What you get up here on Snowy Dark: its what
  they would have called Night.


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


  Better go back, Gerry said.


  Let him stew a minute first.


  But Im freezing freezing, John.


  Just one minute.


  Okay, one minute, said Gerry, but thats it.


  He actually counted it out on his pulse, one to sixty, the silly boy, and then he jumped up and we both climbed back over the ridge. Gerry went running straight down to the others, but I stood
  up there for a moment, partly to show I was my own man and didnt go scurrying back for Old Roger or anyone, and partly to take in how things looked from up there on top of the ridge: the
  shining forest, with darkness all around it, and above everything the bright bright stars. Thats our home down there, I thought, thats our whole world. It felt weird to be looking in
  on it from outside. And though in one way the bright forest stretching away down there seemed big big, in another way it seemed small small, that little shining place with the stars above it and
  darkness looking down on it from the mountains all around.


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


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


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


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


  We came to Cold Path, which ran down beside a stream that carried meltwater from a big snowslug. Woollybucks made this path, and we crept up to it in case there were some on it now. There
  werent, but there were lots of fresh buck tracks coming down off the snow and onto the muddy ground beside the stream as it headed down to forest below. The bucks had come down already. The
  dip had brought them down from wherever it was up there they normally lived, and from whatever it was that they normally did up there.


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


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


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


  Hey look! Up there!


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


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


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


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


  Then Roger spoke.


  Yeah, he said. Thats them. Thats woollybucks alright.


  Woollybucks?


  Well, of course thats all it was! It was obvious now. That pale light wasnt really in sky at all, it was up in the mountains, up on Snowy Dark, and it was just woollybucks.
  Michaels names, I was glad I hadnt said anything out loud. Woollybucks were the one thing we were supposed to be looking for, and Id mistaken them for sky people from bloody
  Earth!


  I felt a fool, but beyond that I felt sad sad, because for a few seconds Id really thought that the time had finally come when we would find our way back to that place full of
  light and people, where they knew the answers to all the hard hard questions we had no idea how to solve, and could see things we cant see any more than blind people . . .


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


  It was disappointing. It was sad sad. But it was still amazing just to think the mountains up there were so high. I mean, you could see their shadows against the stars from back in
  Family, and you could see they must be big big, but you couldnt see the mountains themselves, only the lower slopes where there were still trees and light, and you couldnt really tell
  which were the mountains and which were the clouds above them. Id only ever been to the lower hills before and Id imagined that Snowy Dark behind them was maybe two three times higher
  than that ridge of hills that Gerry and I had run up to the top of. But I could tell now that it was ten twelve times that high.


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


  And in the back of my mind a little thought came to me that there were other worlds we could reach that werent hidden away in Starry Swirl, or through Hole-in-Sky, but here on
  ground, in Eden. They were the places where the woollybucks went, the places they came from.


  There were about twelve thirteen bucks that time I was telling you about, Old Roger said. They came down here and we did for four of them before the rest ran away back up
  the hill where we couldnt follow. You know old Jeffo London, the bloke with one leg that makes the boats? Well, he had two legs back then and he got a bit overexcited and went after the
  other seven eight bucks. He got lost up there in Dark. We waited as long as we could, but pretty soon we were freezing too, so we went down the path a bit and waited there for him. No one thought
  hed make it back but, just before we were about to head back to Family with the bucks, he bloody did! He came stumbling down the path with these kind of white burns on his toes and his leg.
  It turned to black after a while  a black burn, though they call it gang green for some reason  and thats why hes only got one leg. We had to cut off the other
  one, saw it off with a blackglass knife. Harrys dick! You should have heard him yell. But the rest of us, well, we were pretty happy to be going back with all that buckmeat. And we were
  popular when we got back, I can tell you. We were happy. Slippy all round, I reckon. I know I . . .


  Yeah alright, Roger, David interrupted. He didnt like it when people laughed and joked about having a slip. Alright Roger, thats interesting Im sure,
  but that lots not coming down, are they?


  Old Roger peered up at Snowy Dark and pretended to look. He was at that age when folk start going blind: eighty wombtimes old or thereabouts. He didnt want us to know how bad it had got
  in case we decided he shouldnt be the head huntsman for our group any more  which he really shouldnt have been  so no way was he going to let on that all he could
  really see was a blur. No, I suppose, he said, its . . . um . . . always hard to tell with woollybucks.


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


  Theyre headed away from us, David said coldly. So wed better get down again and try and get the ones that came down earlier.


  How do you know that lot up there arent the same ones that came down? asked Met. He was a big tall boy who wasnt all that bright, and didnt often speak.
  Maybe theyve been down already and now theyre going up again?


  Look at the tracks, Met, said David, poking Met hard in the arm. Look at the bloody tracks. Theyre all going downhill, arent they? Theres none coming
  up. Look at the way the toes are pointed, Einstein. So that means a bunch of them are still down there, doesnt it? And Id say theyll stay down there too while Starry Swirl is
  still out.


  Couldnt we wait here until they come back up again? asked Met.


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


  Oh clever, said David, and he looked at Met with his smile that wasnt really a smile, wind whistling in and out of his ugly hole of a face, with that other bit of mouth that
  went up where a nose should be and always seemed red and sore. Stay up by all means, Met, but I dont think I fancy a dose of gang green myself.


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


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


  It was cold cold. Even if you put your back against a tree trunk it was cold, because they were only stumpy little trees up there and they didnt give out heat like a big redlantern or
  whitelantern does down in the valley. But then again, I thought to myself, Mets idea wasnt so dumb. If we could only find a way of staying up there for a bit longer we could spear
  loads loads more bucks, because they always did come up and down these paths down from Dark around dips. So why didnt we think about ways of keeping warm up there? Why didnt we
  bring some more wraps with us, or make wraps that we could tie up round us? Why hadnt we found a way of putting wraps round our feet? Why had we decided that it was too bloody cold and
  difficult up by Dark to even try and work out a way round it?


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


  I wonder where the woollybucks go, I said. I wonder if theres another forest they go to beyond the hills.


  Another forest? snorted Fox. Dont be daft, John. There couldnt be anywhere else as big as Circle Valley.


  Thats wrong! When Tommy and Angela and the Three Companions first saw Eden, they saw lights all over . . .


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


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


  Thats crap, said Tina. Theres no such thing as Shadow People.


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


  You wouldnt say that if you saw them like I do, said Lucy Lu in that dreamy voice, like she was only half in our world and half in a shadow world which only she could
  see.


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


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


  No I didnt! Gerry laughed.


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


  Of course you did, Tina told him. Its the most half-arsed thing I ever heard.


  Yes, and make sure you dont say that sort of thing in front of Oldest either, said Old Roger. They wouldnt like it. How could Tommy and Gela have come down
  from Starry Swirl with the Three Companions if it was just rocklanterns on a stone?


  So Gerry cant have his own ideas? I said. But Oldest can make up any fairy story they like and then force us all to accept that its true?


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


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


  I didnt really think it was made up. I didnt doubt that Tommy and Angela and the Three Companions had come down from sky. We had the Mementoes after all, we had the Earth
  Models, we had old writing and pictures scratched on trees. We had all kinds of reasons for believing it was true. I just didnt like the way that some people were allowed to take that old
  story and keep it for themselves and make it say what they wanted it to say.
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  Pretty soon Old Roger divided us up into pairs and had us spread out across Cold Path Valley, looking for woollybucks. I was in a pair with Gerry. We were sent to the narrow gap
  called Neck, which went through into Circle Valley proper.


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


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


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


  Gerry glanced up where I was pointing and shrugged.


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


  Gerry laughed.


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


  Its a place, and its a bunch of people, I said. The people could move, couldnt they? Or some of them. The people and the place dont have
  to be the same thing. Family could move and this would be just the place to move to.


  But weve got to stay by Circle! Gerry protested. Otherwise Earth wont be able to find us when they come back for us! Come on, John, you . . .


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


  I wasnt sure myself if it was a joke or not.


  Lets go out into the big forest, I said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


  What?


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


  Gelas tits! Gerry says. Quick! Get up a tree!


  I didnt move. Another lot of flowers appeared and disappeared. Meanwhile Starry Swirl shone down and flutterbyes fluttered and sparkled, and the trees went hmmph, hmmph, hmmph, and
  forest went hmmmmmmm, like always.


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


  We could make it to that whitelantern just there, Gerry whispered. It couldnt run that fast.


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


  But then again, I thought, a story like that might be fine and good but it wouldnt reflect on us specially, would it? People would enjoy the story for a waking or two but it
  wouldnt make them think better of Gerry and me. Wed only have done what anyone would have done: spot a leopard, look for a tree, run.


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


  What? You . . .


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


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


  Here, I yelled. Over here!


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


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


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


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


  Help! Gerry began to holler from the treetop. Gelas sake, come and help us! Its a bloody leopard here! Its a big big leopard and its going to eat
  John!


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


  The leopard watched me. A leopards eyes are round and flat and big as the palm of your hand, and they dont move in the leopards head like our eyes do. They dont turn
  from side to side. But when youre up as close as I was, you can see that inside the eye there are things moving, little glints that shift and glitter. And its like youre
  looking into the thoughts in its black head, like you can actually see them. You can see them, but you cant understand them. You can only see theyre there.


  The leopard began to sing.


  Looking straight at my eyes with those blank glittery discs, it opened its mouth and out came that sweet sad slow song that leopards sing, in that sweet sad voice that they have, that voice that
  sounded just like a womans. Everyone had heard it of course: that lonely ooooo-eeeee-aaaaa from far out in forest that sounded so human that you just couldnt help thinking it
  was human in some way. Everyone had woken up in middle of a sleep and heard it out there. And everyone had thought to themselves, Gelas heart, I am glad glad Im here in Family
  with people all around me. And then theyd listened out for the friendly familiar sounds of other groups in Family with different wakings: folk cooking meat and scraping skins, folk building
  shelters with branches and bark, folk hacking at trees with their stone axes, folk chatting and laughing and arguing and shouting things to one another.


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


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


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


  Now!


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


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


  Toms dick, John, youve bloody killed it!


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


  I scrambled to my feet. My head had gone all weird and I didnt know what to do or think or say.


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


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


  I was shaking all over. I couldnt have been shaking any more, I reckon, if Id just spent an hour wandering around naked on Snowy Dark.


  Ill tell you a funny thing, I said, when we saw those woollybucks up there on the snow, I thought for a moment they were a Landing Veekle from Earth. Hah! That was
  pretty dumb of me, wasnt it?


  Gerry laughed.


  Toms dick, John! You just killed a leopard!


  But I suppose one waking someone will come, wont they? They say the starship was damaged when Angela and Michael chased after it in their Police Veekle and tried to stop it.
  They say it leaked. But even if the starship broke on the way back, and even if the Three Companions died, the people on Earth would find it sooner or later, wouldnt they? I mean it had a
  Computer, didnt it, and a Rayed Yo? Okay its two hundred wombtimes ago now that they left Eden. But think how long it must take to build a new starship. I mean it takes old Jeffo half
  a wombtime just to build one lousy log boat to fish with out on Greatpool.


  Gerry took my shoulders and shook me.


  Gelas tits, John, will you stop talking about bloody sky-boats! Youve killed a leopard! All by yourself! With a kids spear!


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


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


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


  So why had he done it? I could just about imagine some silly boy doing a thing like that for a dare, or doing it because his friends said he was a wimp, but John wouldnt go for a dare,
  and no one thought he was a wimp. Hed done it for some other reason. I hadnt figured out what it was, but I could see that John was like a good chess player: he didnt just do
  what seemed right at one moment, he thought ahead. He thought about where he was trying to get to, four five moves on.


  Well, I was a bit like that too. I knew when to bide my time. So I didnt ask John why he did for the leopard, however much I wanted to know, and I didnt make a big fuss of him like
  most of the others did, and for most of the walk I fell behind him, leaving him to talk to the ones who wanted to go over the story of the leopard, over and over and over again. But I smiled to
  myself as we walked back to Lava Blob and then to Family, because I was looking forward to figuring him out.
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  Family was in eight groups, all bunched up together among the big old rocks that stuck up out of the ground between Greatpool and Longpool and up towards Deep Pool. Each group
  had its own space with bark shelters and a fireplace where embers were always set glowing. (It could take half a waking to get a new fire going with twigs or blackglass sparks, so no one liked to
  let a fire go out.) The outer edge of Family was formed by the pools or by rocks, or, when there wasnt any natural sort of barrier, by fences made by piling up branches and rocks to keep out
  leopards and other big animals. First group inside the fence on Peckhamside was Batwing, so thats the bit of the fence we came to first.


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


  Leopard kill! Old Roger hollered out. Jades boy killed a bloody leopard!


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


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


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


  Boy killed a leopard! Old Roger boomed out again. Young newhair. Jades boy John.


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


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


  Careful with them, said Old Roger, though a leopards teeth arent exactly fragile. They belong to Redlantern, dont forget. We dont want good
  knives damaged.


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


  And Gerry looked around at the impressed Batwings, and the people from other groups whod started to appear: Fishcreek, Spiketree, Brooklyn. He was thrilled, because no one had ever been
  so interested in what he had to say. (He wasnt a boy that was particularly funny or clever or interesting. He didnt really even have opinions of his own. Id hardly even noticed
  him until now.)


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


  Well, he wouldnt be here to tell about it if he hadnt, would he? said a Batwing boy about mine and Johns age. Its not like a leopards
  going to stand there and let you have a second go.


  The boy was called Mehmet. He was named, like a lot of people were, for Mehmet Haribey, who was one of the Three Companions. But, though the True Story said that Mehmet Haribey was friendly and
  kind, Mehmet Batwing didnt look all that friendly. He had a narrow clever face and a little pointy yellow beard, and he was a sarky bugger who liked to find fault with people.


  Well, I can be pretty sarky myself when I want to be, and I can deal with sarky people, no trouble, but Gerry didnt know how to handle them at all. I saw him look at Mehmet and frown, but
  he really couldnt work out what exactly Mehmet was getting at, so he shrugged and carried on.


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


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


  John, you idiot, said Johns mother Jade, with that smile of hers that was supposed to send men crazy. Why couldnt you climb a bloody tree like any normal
  person?


  I looked at her and wondered why men couldnt see the emptiness inside her. It was like she was acting being a person, she was moving her pretty body around to make it seem alive, but
  inside she was lost lost.


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


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


  Hes a bloody fool, said Jade.


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


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


  You should say years, said Old Roger. You should say fifteen years, not twenty wombtimes. You know what Oldest say: the world doesnt come from a
  womans belly.


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


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


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


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


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


  There werent only kids from Redlantern around us now, but from my group Spiketree and from Brooklyn and even from London and Blueside, right across the other side of Family. Grownups had
  come over too.


  Right down the throat, I hear, said an old Fishcreek guy called Tom. He was another batface and he had clawfeet too, poor bugger, so he couldnt ever have been a hunter. But
  he was clever with making things out of wood and stone  spears, saws, axes, knives, boats  and he liked to talk about hunting. He liked to show that he knew about it.


  Thats the best way, of course, he said. A good clean kill. But its far from easy.


  Too damn right, Gerry said. Its hard hard. John only had a . . .


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


  I smiled. I liked what John had said, and I liked that he didnt say it to pretend to be modest, but because he was annoyed with the smallness of Family that got so excited about a little
  thing like someone killing one lousy animal. But Gerry looked at him in dismay. Why was John cross that people were making a fuss of him? Why didnt he like it that everyone said he was
  great? Poor Gerry, who no one noticed much at all, he just couldnt figure it out.


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


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


  As to the big woollybuck that wed done for at about the same time John and Gerry met the leopard, well, like I said, any other time people would have been pretty excited about that too.
  It would be good eating for many wakings, after all. It had a good big skin that would make a lot of wraps, feet you could melt down for a glue that was as good as boiled sap, and teeth you could
  use for seedgrinders (the best kind, which didnt leave grit in the flour like stone seedgrinders do). Most times we could all have expected a bit of praise for getting it, and a few
  questions about who had done what in the hunt, but this time no one cared. Redlantern just settled down without any fuss at all to skin it, and cut off the tasty lantern on its head, and slice up
  its body into the Redlantern group portion and the portion that we Spiketrees would take back for our share. (One leg for us, five for them: that had been the deal.) But, all the time they were
  stripping down the buck, they were talking talking about the leopard whose useless meat was hanging in the tree above them.


  How did you do it, John?


  Werent you scared?


  What did it feel like?


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


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


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


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


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


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


  I dont think Lucy Lu heard him, but it made me laugh, and John glanced round at me and smiled.


  And shes at peace now, cried Lucy Lu, shes at peace. And she wont ever have to . . .


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


  Hey, wheres John? Oldest want to see him. Oldest have heard about the leopard.


  Poor John. I could see he wasnt going to get any time to himself for some while yet, so I drank down my drink, and picked up some of the meat to take back to Spiketree.


  Never mind, John, I told him, before I headed off. Itll blow over in one two wakings, and then maybe well meet up Deep Pool, yes?
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  John Redlantern


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


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


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


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


  Youre all of you hiding up in trees like Gerry did, I said in my head to all those friendly smiling people, and thats the trouble with bloody Family. You eat and you drink and you
  slip and you quarrel and you have a laugh, but you dont really think about where youre trying to get to or what you want to become. And when trouble comes, you just scramble up
  trees and wait for the leopard to go away and then afterwards giggle and prattle on for wakings and wakings about how big and scary it was and how it nearly bit off your toes, and how so-and-so
  chucked a bit of bark at it and whatshisname called out a rude name. Gelas tits! Just look at you!


  And the thing was, the meat was starting to run out in Circle Valley. It was no good just hiding up a tree and giggling. Something was going to have to happen or a waking would come in the end
  when people in Family would starve. Thats assuming that there wasnt another rock fall down by Exit Falls, in which case we might all drown instead.


  Never mind drowning or starving from lack of food, though. I was going to starve inside my head long before that, or drown in boredom, if I couldnt make something happen in the world,
  something different, something more than just this.


  Thats what I was thinking about; but Gerry, who loved me so dearly, he didnt see all this going on inside me at all. He was happy happy. I put on a smile and that was enough for
  him. It was enough for everyone else too.


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


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


  Youre sad, arent you, John? he said to me.


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


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


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


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


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


  Im sure we can come to an agreement, purred Caroline.


  I dont get them wrong, you lazy old woman, Mitch told Gela. You just get behind in your count because your fat heart beats so slow and you sleep too much.


  Yes, shes behind alright, said bent old Stoop, but youre behind as well, Mitch. Youre days and days behind the true time.


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


  Dont talk rot, spat fat old Gela, youre just a muddled-up old . . .


  Caroline laid her hand on Gelas arm.


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


  All three Oldest peered towards us with their blind blind eyes. You dont get much past Old Rogers age without losing your sight, and our Roger was forty fifty wombs younger than
  any of these three.


  Hello Oldest, I said.


  Caroline gestured to me to approach.


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


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


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


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


  My mothers mother is Star.


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


  Stars mother was Helen.


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


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


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


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


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


  Tell the boy to pay his respects, they said, as if I couldnt hear them for myself. Tell him to pay his respects to Circle while we examine the beast.


  So I walked out by myself into middle of the clearing where Circle of Stones was laid out: thirty-six round white stones, as big as babys heads, in a circle thirty feet across, marking
  where the Landing Veekle had rested when it came down to Eden, with five stones in middle of it representing Tommy and Angela, the parents of all of us, and their Three Companions whod tried
  to return to Earth. You werent supposed to go nearer to Circle than a couple of yards. Some people even said that if anyone were to touch the stones or go inside Circle, other than Oldest
  and Council and those they chose, then that person would surely die before their next sleep. I didnt believe that, but I knew the rules, so I stopped three yards from Circle and, as I was
  supposed to do, bowed my head slightly slightly towards the five stones in middle.


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


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


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


  And then I felt a bit scared by what Id just thought, like a little kid might feel if he had wandered too far out into forest and, just for a moment, wasnt sure of the way
  back.
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  We ate well in Redlantern at the end of that waking, and when I finally lay down in the shelter with Gerry and Jeff, sleep didnt come to me for a long time. The
  leopards heart was heavy heavy in my belly and the leopards life, its echo, kept prowling prowling through my mind, like a blackness slipping by behind the little steady lights of my
  thoughts, singing its tricksy song. Every couple of minutes it was there in front of me again, about to strike. Every couple of minutes I lunged out at it again with my spear.
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  Mitch London


  When that boy John had gone away with his dead leopard, Stoop and Gela went straight off to sleep, the dozy old fools. Those two were more dead than alive. But I felt out of
  sorts and I couldnt settle. It was that Redlantern boy that had done it. Hed pretended to show us respect because we were Oldest, and because Caroline and the others made sure all our
  visitors acted polite, but he didnt like us and he made sure sure he showed it, the little slinker.


  Youd have thought the young ones would be interested in us. Youd have thought theyd want to know the things that only Oldest had got to tell, but they didnt, the
  little fools. They didnt want to know anything that came out from our blind old wrinkly heads, even if it was the story of their own Family.


  Bloody Redlantern boy. But he wasnt there for me to moan at, so I shouted at the women instead, telling them to take away the starship and the Veekles.


  Leave them lying there, and someone will trip over them and do them damage. Ive told you that before.


  Okay, Mitch dear, well put them away, they went, as if they were talking to a little kid rather than the oldest one in whole Family. Gela and Stoop are resting now.
  Arent you going to take a nap too?


  I dont feel like it.


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


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


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


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


  Oh dear, Mitch! We are out of sorts, arent we?


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


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


  Still all in one piece, I said, holding it out for them to take it back. Dont bloody drop it, mind, like that silly girl did a few years back. Remember that thing was
  made by Tommy himself before he went blind, and show it some respect. Angela helped him cut the bark and smooth it and glue it together. Its older than me, that House. It was made before I
  was born.


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


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


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


  Be careful with those jets, I told them as I gave Plane back. Theyve been broken off too many times by clumsy people that dont know how to look after old
  things properly.


  Dont worry, Mitch dear. Well be careful careful. Heres Car for you now. Got it safe? Holding tight?


  Of course Ive bloody got it. Michaels names, stop fussing, woman.


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


  Why dont you tell us the story, Mitch? About what Tommy used to say when he played with Car and the sound he used to make?


  Im too old for stupid kids games.


  Oh go on, Mitch. You know you like telling us. Show us how Car went along the ground, why dont you? And then maybe youll be ready for your nap?


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


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


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


  Right . . . I began again.


  Mitch, one of the women said, the round bits . . .


  I didnt take any notice.


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


  I had to stop and cough again.


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


  Gelas tits, girl, will you stop interrupting me!


  That shut her up.


  What Tommy told me, I went on, was that when they want to go somewhere on Earth, they dont walk like we do.


  I stopped to try and remember exactly what Tommy said, and then I remembered something else instead. I remembered I was the first kid in whole Family to have a batface, and the other kids used
  to tease me, but Tommy was nice about it. He said he had an auntie just like me back on Earth, and I mustnt worry about it. He said it was just a hare lip. I thought that was a good
  word for it, but when I told the other kids, they laughed, and said they didnt know what a hare was, but anyone could see I looked like a bat.


  It made me sad sad, thinking about that.


  Back on Earth, I said after a while, they didnt just have bark shelters like we do. Their shelters had sides that went straight up like a cliff, maybe for five six
  times the height of a man, or more than that even. I touched the greasy roof of House. And there were shelters inside the shelters called rooms. And some of the rooms were on
  top of other rooms, with hard ground in between them called floors. And they had telly vision in the rooms, which let them see moving pictures of things happening far away. And when they wanted to
  cook meat they didnt even have to light a fire. They had hard boxes made of white metal that were always hot inside because of lecky-trickity, so you could just put the food inside and it
  would be cooked.


  And if you wanted to go somewhere on Earth, you didnt walk the way we do. Once, in the old old times, Earth people used to go about on the backs of animals called Horses that let
  people ride them. They were as big as woollybucks, with sharp pointy teeth. But there werent enough horses, so in Tommys time, people mostly went in cars like this one. You got inside
  them, like a shelter, and they ran along by themselves on their wheels, as if they were alive.


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


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


  I reached for Car.


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


  Will you shut up when Im telling a story! I shouted at her.


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


  Whats wrong with it?


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


  What? The wheels come off?


  Thats right. But dont worry. We can glue it back on again. Well get some sap boiled up now and glue it on.


  Why didnt you tell me the wheel had come off? And why didnt you take it out of my way when I coughed?


  Everything breaks doesnt it? Everything bloody breaks.


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