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      This book is dedicated to Susan Lightbody

      
      With thanks to Mark and Ben Pryor, Dennis Pryor, Susan Tonkin, David Duchovny, Publius Ovidius Naso, Herodotus, Richard Revill,
         Jenny Pausacker, Arnold and Adina Peers and David Greagg, as ever.
      

      
      Translations of Seneca, Letter 47; Herodotus, The Histories, Book 7; Virgil, The Eclogues; and Thucydides, The Pelopennesian War, appeared by kind permission of Dennis Pryor, sometime Reader in Classics at the University of Melbourne.
      

   
      
      One met the Duke ’bout midnight in a lane 
Behind St Mark’s church, with the leg of a man 
Upon His Shoulder; and he howl’d
         fearfully 
Said he was a wolf; only the difference 
Was, a wolf’s skin was hairy on the outside, 
His on the inside; bad them
         take their swords, 
Rip up his flesh and try.
      

      
      John Webster, The Duchess of Malfi 
Act V, Scene ii.

   
      
      ONE

      
      XAN

      
      MIRIAM WAS ALMOST ASLEEP. Her oxen paced solidly across the last bridge, as they had for all ten kilometres of good road, an opportunity for an ox-driver
         to snatch a few winks before she had to cope with the broken turnings and churned path to Gan Eden. It was dusk, a time when
         all eyes are adjusting from light to dark, and she might have been confused, as she admitted when she told the story again
         and again to Gan Eden.
      

      
      But what she said she saw was this: a leaping feline beast as long as her outstretched arms, forelegs extended, head carried
         high so that the rabbit in its mouth would not sweep the ground. Cat-like, Miriam the ox-driver insisted. Glowing, beautiful.
         The oxen stopped dead, planting their hoofs firmly and shoving back the weight of the dray behind them. They snorted with
         astonishment and fear, and would have reared had they not been so tightly secured under the yoke. The beast paused, one paw
         raised, eyes glowing red and the wrinkled muzzle revealing sharp teeth. For one moment, Miriam insisted, she looked into a
         carnivore’s face. Then it was gone and the oxen rebelled.
      

      
      Miriam yelled at the team, swatting at noses and slapping hindquarters, until they settled onto their hoofs and she could look again. The creature had to be on the bridge—there
         was nowhere for it to go unless it sprang into the river. But when she went, whip extended, to probe the verge, she found
         only a naked human almost indistinguishable under the covering of mud, who had seized the rabbit in clenched hands and dived
         off the bridge. She had seen undeniably human legs vanishing into the black water. And what, demanded Miriam Ox-Driver of
         Gan Eden, did they make of that?
      

      
      No one knew what to make of it. Aaron put down his cup of warm mead and said, ‘Perhaps we have changed, since the Three Days.’

      
      ‘Changed?’ The tavern settled down to listen to one of Aaron’s expositions. While not as entertaining as his legendary duels
         with the rabbi, Aaron had a gift for words and his explanations were always worth listening to.
      

      
      ‘Fire poured from the sky, we know this,’ he began, smoothing his dark beard. ‘Some people believe that it was the coming
         of the Messiah, but me—I believe that he is still to come.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ asked Anna, the tavern keeper.

      
      ‘Have you seen any messiahs around here?’ Aaron’s hand turned palm up, beseechingly. ‘Wouldn’t we notice if there was a Messiah
         amongst us? Could we miss the Messiah if he walked into Gan Eden and said, here am I? Of course not. Therefore, no Messiah,
         just a mess. Someone pressed the wrong button maybe, perhaps he pressed a lot of wrong buttons, the schlemiel, or perhaps something fell and struck something else, but anyway: the satellites fell, some weapons of war exploded, the others striped this nice planet the Lord gave us with burns seven kilometres wide and everything
         fell apart, right?’
      

      
      The audience nodded. They knew all this, but Aaron told the story well. Anna refilled his cup of mead and he took a sip before
         continuing. Miriam Ox-Driver extinguished her thirst with a serious jug of the strong cider which Anna’s son Schmuel made
         every autumn, when the apples fell in the unattended orchards.
      

      
      ‘So, we have ruin and destruction, eh? And here in this beautiful place, this garden of Eden, we have the whole of the school
         and most of the parents of the children, and we are all together when it comes, the Three Days of destruction, and together
         we watch the city burn, the breath of heat dries our tears. And on such pleasant paths has the Lord taken us, that mostly
         we are alive still when outside it is a dark and strange place, full of danger. Nu?’
      

      
      ‘Indeed,’ murmured Benjamin Lucas. He was Aaron’s apprentice and hung on his every word. It was not yet known if Benjamin
         was going to be a good woodworker, but it was certain that he was destined to be a storyteller. One of his duties was to prompt
         Aaron when he paused. Aaron smiled at his solemn apprentice. The boy would be good, he reflected, when he could infuse a little
         humour, a little light, into even the worst stories. But a good boy and bound to be a good man, thought Aaron. He continued,
         with a sweeping gesture. ‘And outside is the great darkness, the loss of knowledge, and always it has been our people who
         kept learning alive when the world was plunged into chaos. So we remember; Rabbi Cohen is our rememberer, and his rebitzen, may God bless and preserve her. So we interpret the Torah and the Holy Writings;
         in this the rabbi and the old ones are supreme. But can we learn anew, we ask, can we interpret this new world? I say we can,
         and I say we have changed. With such a change in the world should we not also change with it? For what I say our good Miriam
         saw, even in the lengthening of the shadows and the possible confusion of her eyes, was a shapechanger.’
      

      
      There was a general gasp. More people were drifting in. Most of the elders drank thin tea, a few leaves of mint infused in
         hot water, real tea having run out some nine years ago and not to be seen again unless Xan the Trader found some. The young
         people were showing a distressing tendency to drink mead or cider, or even the weak table-beer which Schmuel had attempted
         last season which tasted, according to Aaron, of real furniture. But at the end of a hardworking day the tavern was the only
         room big enough to hold the entire community, and there was irresistible comfort in the press of other humans after the cold
         distance of the river and the sky.
      

      
      ‘A shapechanger?’ prompted Benjamin, more than dutifully.

      
      ‘Did I not say so? I nearly met one once, when I was in the south of France. The hotel-keeper, he told me, don’t come back
         along the river path, there’s a loup-garou there, maybe more than one, M’sieur, and I thought they were some sort of Provencal mugger. Never did I think that I was
         passing up my chance of meeting a werewolf.’ The tavern sighed collectively at the sadness of Aaron’s loss. ‘So I asked him,
         tell me, I said, about these loups-garoux. I was curious, who wouldn’t be? And he said, once at Chastel Carnon a man named Michel Verdung made his pact with the Devil
         who endowed him with the skill to change into a wolf. A farmer saw a wolf running, worrying his herd of goats, and shot him
         with an arquebus, wounding the animal in the foreleg. But it was Michel they found bleeding from the stump of his wrist, weeping
         amongst the goats. The soldiers of the King of France caught Pierre Bourgot with the torn-off leg of a child in his teeth,
         and he swore he was a wolf. At his trial the Inquisitor said to him, “Pierre, look down at your hands, are they a wolf’s paws?
         Are you clothed in a wolf’s hide or your own human skin?” and the man answered stubbornly, “When I am at large in the woods
         I am not as you see me here.” 1521, it was, in Besançon.’
      

      
      ‘Aaron, what about the water? Miriam’s creature dived into the river. Cats hate water,’ objected Benjamin.

      
      ‘Some cats love water,’ said Aaron imperturbably. ‘Tigers in India lie down and roll in the shallows. And I had a Turkish
         cat once who aways tried to join me in the bath. Anything that loves fish so much must like water, eh? It depends on the environment…
         Anyway, Miriam’s creature was trapped on the bridge. Any creature will swim to save its life. To return to the shapechangers…’
      

      
      ‘Old stories,’ sneered John Brodin. Mr Brodin had never quite reconciled himself to the changed circumstances of his life.
         He had been a factory owner, inheriting the firm from his father and carrying it on with indifferent success. Then the Three
         Days had taken away his position in life, when it cut off and stranded a school outing and picnic. With no employees and no natural
         skill or acquired learning, Mr Brodin was reduced from a mogul to a minor power, and although his wife had developed a talent
         for midwifery and his sons were tall and strong, he was not happy. Aaron was equal to challenges. A good storyteller had to
         be, he always said.
      

      
      Xan, who had come in from the river very tired but triumphant—she had traded a load of dried apples for a working transformer
         with the River Rats in the Port of Melbourne, a long journey—slipped into a seat. She took a mug of tea and honey in hands
         calloused from rowing and greasy with coaxing her unreliable out-board engine into life. She liked Aaron’s stories.
      

      
      ‘Ah, old stories are the best, for in default of learning from history we are condemned to repeat it, and you don’t want us
         to do this all again, do you?’ Aaron demanded, and the tavern crowd glared at Mr Brodin. Do it all again, when the colony
         had nearly starved each winter three years running, until they had managed to find new sources of food? Do it all again, which
         would mean…
      

      
      ‘If you want me to sit through the argument about whether kangaroo and rabbit are kosher in our situation, I refuse,’ declared
         Anna flatly. There was a murmur of agreement. Aaron caught his apprentice’s wondering gaze and grinned with a flash of white
         teeth in the black beard.
      

      
      ‘Days, it took,’ agreed Isaac Cohen, the rabbi’s brother. ‘Days of the most high-flown and remarkable Talmudic argument, so
         learned, so profound that I never understood more than ten consecutive words, that’s how deep it was, and God forbid that we ever have to hear it again. I’m with you, Aaron, and do I have the feeling
         of this group right if I ask our friend John Brodin to put a sock in it and let Aaron get on with the story?’
      

      
      ‘Quite right, what about this loup?’ quavered old Imma Hobbie, seventy-five and bent on not reaching seventy-six without some more excitement.
      

      
      ‘Classical, the werewolf,’ said Aaron impressively. ‘In Herodotus, he says that the Neuri turn into wolves once a year. And
         also in Virgil; am I not right, Miss Montgomery?’
      

      
      ‘You are thinking, perhaps, of the eighth Eclogue?’ Alice Montgomery, once a tutor at Cambridge University, ransacked her
         extensive knowledge of that Roman poet. Her voice was rich and velvety. Even if you couldn’t understand a word, Gan Eden said,
         you knew you’d been educated if you listened to Miss Montgomery. The verse came sweetly from her wrinkled lips.
      

      
      ‘Has herbas, atque haec Ponto mihi lecta venena

      
      Ipse dedit Moeris; nascuntur plurima Ponto.

      
      His ego saepe lupum fieri, et se conducere silvis

      
      Moerim, saepe animas imis excire sepulchris

      
      Atque satas alio vidi traducere messes.’

      
      ‘Exactly,’ agreed Aaron, not allowing the Tutor time to translate. ‘And Petronius speaks of the versipellis, one who can change his skin. The identical term was used by the Vikings—eigi einhamr, those who are not of one skin. This is a story far too widespread to be an accidental one. It seems,’ Aaron lowered his
         voice and his audience leaned closer, ‘that there must be a common history and a common fear, and since the first cave painters decorated their walls with the figure of a dancing half-man, half-deer, there have been
         shapechangers.’
      

      
      ‘So this person with long limbs—this was a werecat?’ demanded Miriam through a moustache of froth.

      
      ‘If werewolves, why not werecats?’ demanded Aaron in return. ‘What else could it have been, eh? A cat, you said, nearly two
         metres long. Have we seen any dingoes around here ? And anyway dingoes look like dogs, dingoes are dogs. Were you really seeing things? If you were, your oxen were seeing them too. It’s an impressive vision which communicates
         itself to your team, Miriam.’
      

      
      ‘It was big and cat-like and it was hungry,’ she said slowly. ‘No, I don’t think I was seeing things, Aaron. Go on. What do
         shapechangers do, anyway?’
      

      
      ‘Well, obviously, they change shape,’ he said airily. ‘For their own purposes. I mean, it would be handy to be able to hunt
         on four legs, with things as they are, eh? All the rest of the information comes from— feh!—the Inquisition, from Kramer and
         Sprengler and their torturer’s do-it-yourself book, the Malleus Maleficarum, the Hammer of Witches. And the Tutor will support me when I say that it was the Inquisition that said that Jews…’
      

      
      ‘Killed Christ,’concluded Miss Montgomery,softly.

      
      ‘Not that we did,’ said Aaron. ‘But even if we did, consider—their whole religion is based on the sacrifice of the Christ,
         the one they call the Son of God. Someone had to sacrifice him. As it was, God picked the Romans to kill him, but if it had
         been us, then it would just have been the Jews carrying on the will of the Almighty—again.’
      

      
      The tavern stared at Aaron in silence until Miss Montgomery began to laugh, gasping something about ‘felix culpa’.
      

      
      ‘That’s not what the Sisters from the Convent of St Mary McKillop think,’ objected Xan, putting down the empty mug and looking
         around for support. ‘I should know. I have more contact with them than anyone.’
      

      
      She was tall, dark and comely, Xan child of Ezra and Mara, and she called a spade a spade far too often for a young woman
         of sixteen. She travelled unafraid through the disputed lands, warily accepted by all the communities of the river, carrying
         produce and seeking components and rare commodities.
      

      
      ‘The convent?’ asked Benjamin eagerly. ‘Have the Sisters come?’

      
      ‘Yes, kindele, go on,’ Aaron dismissed his pupil. ‘So, Xan, what do the Sisters of St Mary McKillop say about trading with Jews?’
      

      
      ‘Well, you were saying that the Inquisition blamed us for the death of their Christ. They say that their infallible Pope made
         a bull which exonerated us. They say that we make the best cheese, they pay us wheat for our milk. They don’t call us murderers.’
      

      
      ‘But they are an enlightened community, and anyway they are mostly women and women have always been less prone to doctrine,’
         said Aaron. ‘What is my Bennie’s interest in them, eh, Xan?’
      

      
      ‘The pretty girls,’ grinned Eli Cohen. ‘Such hair! Such blue eyes! Were I fourteen I’d be out there too with my hand on my
         heart.’
      

      
      ‘We need to be exogamic,’ said the Tutor soberly, knowing that it was a painful subject. ‘We will need to marry out, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Better we learned to change shape,’ grunted the rabbi’s brother.

      
      THE GEEK

      
      They should have thought about the remarkable capacity of the human brain to adapt before they relied so much on their machines.

      
      And they should never have taught me programming.

      
      The lazy programmer who decided to shunt most of his work onto me didn’t expect me to learn, of course. It is well known that
         students were addicted to dreaming.
      

      
      But they did not know what we dreamed.

      
      FERAL

      
      My mother died when I was five and my father loved me so much that he sold his soul for my safety.

      
      The University was crowded when the Three Days transformed the face of the city, and by some strange chance, it did not burn.
         None of it; not the fields or the laboratories or the hospital or the houses. I was outside near the boundary, where the wall
         is now, and strange smoke from a burning canister poured over me, or maybe it was the water we had to drink when we lay in
         the ruins of a looted shop for a week and hid as the mobs rampaged outside. It was ground-water, rusty with minerals, and
         maybe it was that which gave my mother the disease from which gradually but inexorably, over the next two years, she died.
      

      
      Many people died in those years. They were clever people, my father said, the people who were trapped at the University. But
         there was some sort of power struggle, some battles which I never saw, because I stayed with my gentle mother as she sickened
         and as she called my name—Sasha—and then she died. I watched her die, and it was the force of that grief, the flight from
         that pain, that made me Change for the first time. No one saw me. No one knew.
      

      
      I lay on the bed from which my mother had been taken to be recycled—not even the beloved dead were allowed to rot in peace,
         not in a closed system—and wept. My cat Tabitha lay beside me, purring companionably. I was in such strong pain that I cried
         out in my mind and demanded, make me a cat, I am sick of being human! And I wept again until I felt my soul lift, and then
         suddenly my pain eased. I felt teeth growing out of my gums, I felt my body shift, the bones re-arranging, the thighs shortening,
         the body lengthening, I dipped my new muzzle and licked my new paws and howled in disbelief. Then I fell to the floor and
         scrabbled under the bed, because the door was opening.
      

      
      The Campusec guard grunted and shut the door again. I was amazed, but only as amazed as a cat could be. I was astonished as
         much as a cat could be astonished, and as grieved as much as a cat could be grieved. My human emotions were blunted and truncated.
         I no longer wanted to die. In fact in the recesses of my cat brain I felt a certain puzzlement—what was this wanting to die
         and not dying? If I wanted to die, in this body, it was easy—I could just die.
      

      
      Then, I remember, scent hit me. I smelt humans, fresh edible meat, so close and strong that I salivated. The realisation that I wanted to eat my fellow humans was so shocking
         that I was propelled out of Change, into my human form again. It did not hurt. It felt— I cannot describe how it felt. My
         Professor Lewis says that when he feels a migraine coming on, he sees a strange aura around objects. He says he feels dislocated,
         not belonging, and that his senses become unreliable and salt tastes sweet and sugar tastes salt. It was like that. Sort of.
      

      
      This first time there was only a sense of extreme strangeness. I did not know what to think, I was dazed with grief, so I
         went to sleep, always my response to things which I cannot help or understand. Oddly enough, it is the cat’s response too.
         I desperately missed my mother, but she was dead, and there was nothing I could do to amend matters, so I curled my metaphorical
         tail around myself and slept.
      

      
      When I woke I wondered if I had dreamed it. I would not worry my father with such matters. He was on the steering committee
         for the Directorate, and when I saw him he was white and shaking with the enormity of what they were making him do. As a small
         child I paid little attention to our position of power, though I took the best food and the first place in any line for granted.
         I was introduced to the machines as soon as I could focus my eyes and coordinate my hands to use a keyboard—perhaps I was
         three. I could program by the time I was six, and had (naturally) my own home page by the time I was seven. Even after things
         fell apart the system of satellite communications called the World Wide Web was still operating. While the technology existed
         to send out the ULF signal, which was bounced off each space-relay, computers would continue to talk to each other on a network more
         complex than even the Steves Jobs and Wozniak, the Originators, had ever envisaged. I have no excuse not to understand machines,
         but that does not mean that I have to love them.
      

      
      I do not love them. In fact, because of what I have seen I hate them more than the followers of the Breaker, the Luddites,
         the Children of the Broken Wheel, whose God enjoins them to destroy every machine more complex than a clockwork egg-timer.
      

      
      The problem faced by the University, my Professor Lewis told me, was twofold. We were sitting huddled close together in the
         cold darkness of his little room. He always smelt comforting, of tweed and—while we still had it—coffee. Sometimes, greatly
         daring and in cat form, I would bring him stolen coffee from Campusec’s stores. He never recoiled or even seemed afraid as
         the Cat-Sasha stalked into his little flat and laid a packet of coffee down on his bed. He always murmured, ‘There’s a good
         creature, a kind creature,’ and Cat-Sasha would purr and snuffle the Professor’s fragile hairless human neck. This day his
         voice was serious. His Welsh accent, which lilted with joy when he was telling some stories, was almost flattened with horror.
      

      
      ‘You see, boyo, they had two problems. One was how to keep their people happy and alive. This University is rich in people,
         a renewable resource. They ensure genetic diversity, new talents, new ideas, and above all—forgive me—new blood. Difference
         is essential for human development and outside there are only lawless mobs and the Luddites, and possibly a few religious communities and maybe some of those medieval role-players,
         but surely they have not survived. So, here we have the students, full of youth and vigour, ruled over by a legion of old
         men—as has always been the way. Me among them, indeed, and your father. The other problem was how to feed the populace. Despite
         various experiments and a few armed sorties into the remains of the city, we did not have enough food for the students. Not
         palatable food. You know that we can grow enough yeast and algae to supply all the requirements of nutrition, but nothing
         can make that muck taste like anything but seaweed soup. So your father—and you must not blame him, Ferox, he was trying to
         keep you alive— invented Total Personality Absorption. One is connected to a machine and one’s mind is taken into the game,
         whatever it is. While wearing it one can eat roast peacock with the Emperor of Byzantium—in cyberspace. And under its orders
         the subject will exercise, wash, eat, excrete and sleep obediently for the promise of more adventure, more pleasure. No human
         loving, they say, could ever reproduce the pleasures of the machine; not even pure heroin could duplicate the high given by
         TPA. Thus the gene pool is preserved, the population kept happy.’
      

      
      ‘It’s wrong, isn’t it?’ I remember asking, leaning on his shoulder. His forehead had wrinkled. It had long ago grown out through
         the light fluff of his white hair.
      

      
      ‘Depends what you think, doesn’t it? It leaves all the power with such men as your father and the University Council, who
         have as their enforcers Campusec. They don’t get machine delights, but real ones.’
      

      
      ‘I know, I steal their coffee for you,’ I murmured.
      

      
      ‘So you do, Ferox.’ He called me this, Latin for Wild Thing, after some song that I had never heard.

      
      ‘But the Council—father’s being on the Council meant that I never had to stay on the machine. I journeyed through a few places,
         all right, but I never stayed. It’s not as good as real life, Professor. It’s not as good as breathing, as seeing, as feeling.’
         I touched his hand and his fingers closed around mine.
      

      
      ‘No, cath bach, it isn’t. It can’t be. But what would their lives be otherwise? This is the argument, by the way, which I recall having
         about battery hens more years ago than I can readily count.’
      

      
      ‘About what?’

      
      ‘Never mind. If they were not in TPA, where would they be?’

      
      ‘Out here,’ I said, thinking about it. ‘Or out there, of course, beyond the walls.’

      
      ‘Would that be good or bad?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. I’ve never been outside.’

      
      ‘And the answer to your question is, it’s wrong. The students are in TPA not for their own good, or even their own perceived
         good, but because that way they are under control. Foolish, really,’ he reflected. I plucked at his sleeve.
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Because if the power fails and the dreams vanish, Ferox, where will the University Council be amongst the angry young defrauded
         of their lives? What would they do, if they learned that instead of lying down with the lead singer from Jam Sunshine they
         have been having sex with a member of the University Council, and are moreover bearing his child? It’s a great pity that the universities were the last bastions of male power, Ferox. More women and they might not have been so horrible.
         But as it is, nothing stands between them and revolution but the electricity generation system and Campusec. Not a nice thought
         to go to sleep with.’
      

      
      ‘And you, Professor Lewis? What are you doing at the University?’

      
      ‘Ah, that’s the question, isn’t it? They offered me endless dreams on the TPA but I’m a Celt, we never liked being absorbed.
         I might have disagreed with it, anyway. I’m too old a morsel to be easily digested. And I studied for years to learn so that
         I could teach and teach I will until they actually stop me instead of just forbidding me. In the intervals, when the awakened
         ones wander round like zombies, required to wake for one day out of eight, some of them find me. I tell them things and teach
         them things, and sometimes they remember them through seven days of technicolour dreams, and I reflect that the human mind
         is a pretty impressive instrument. If I can send them back with something else to think about I have done something useful.
         Black adolescent nihilism is no base for seven-days dreaming.’
      

      
      I wondered what would happen if the power failed. I wondered how closely I was watched, and whether the University knew that
         I was a shapechanger. I was getting used to my skill or my curse. I was ten when it all happened, and now, at sixteen I could
         almost control the moment when I felt the paws form, the claws start from my fingers, the ears shift back on my skull.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      XAN

      
      Xan listened to the rest of the talk, but Aaron had concluded his tales for the night and everyone was hurrying to get home
         before Deep Dark fell, the cold night which followed the twilight of early spring. The climate, she had been told, had changed
         since the Three Days. Once the nights had been warm, the days long. But since the Fire had scorched the planet, the nights
         had fallen hard and it was not unusual to find ice on the goat’s pond in the morning.
      

      
      This, apart from consideration of robbers, was why Gan Eden stabled its flocks, and Xan could hear Mara, her mother, hustling
         the last of the goats into their tent as Xan hefted her pack and walked carefully along the path to their small house.
      

      
      The smallness of the house was one reason why Xan travelled. There were far too many people living in only three rooms. Mara,
         her father Ezra, three younger siblings and the baby Joel. Plus, of course, the dog and cats and the occasional baby goat
         or lost possum in need of nurture.
      

      
      The scent of her family came to her as she opened the door. Soup. Baking bread. Human smells. Mint from a bunch of herbs hung
         over the door to discourage flies. Honey from the Sabbath cake still in the slow-combustion oven. Dried apricots and burning grass from the
         herbal mixture that her father smoked. Home. She stood at the door and savoured it.
      

      
      Her brother Matthew looked up from his drawing and snarled, ‘Shut the door!’

      
      ‘Shalom, Xan,’ said Xan, dropping the pack on Matthew’s picture. ‘Nice to see you, sister. What’s the news of the river?’
      

      
      ‘My picture!’ gasped Matthew, dragging at the edge of the paper. Xan noted sourly that while there was a general shortage
         of paper, there was always some for Matt to scribble on. Rebecca, aged five, grabbed at the pack, demanding, ‘What have you
         brought for me?’ This drew her studious sister Anna out of her trance to say, ‘Did you find me a book?’ The baby Joel sensed
         the atmosphere and decided to augment it by breaking into a whining cry which made Ezra wake up from his doze before the fire
         and bellow, ‘What’s going on? Xan, are you teasing them?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ snapped Xan. ‘And if this is called a welcome, I’m going back onto the river where I can get some peace.’

      
      She dragged the pack off Matthew’s drawing, pulled the straps over her shoulders, slapped Becky’s hand away and was at the
         door when she met her mother coming in. For a moment, they stared into each other’s eyes. Xan was now as tall as her mother.
         It was the daughter who glared, but she could never really be angry with Mara. She was so placid. It would be like arguing
         with cream.
      

      
      Mara sized up the situation instantly. She put a hand on her daughter’s arm, quite gently, and asked, ‘Surely you’re not going yet? Matthew, stop crying and roll up the paper, yes, even if it is torn, we can mend it. Xan didn’t
         mean to do it. Becky, fetch the tablecloth; put the book away Anna and get the candles, this is Erev Shabbas, have you all forgotten? Ezra, take Joel, give him something to chew, it’s that tooth, I wish it would come through. Xan,
         my dear, you look well, a little sunburned, sit down and let us look at you. Have they been badgering you, my heart? It must
         be strange to come back into this crowd after being so solitary. There now, daughter, put the pack down and sit here by the
         fire, it’s getting cold.’
      

      
      Impossible to tell Mara that she would not sit down, would not eat, impossible to flounce off into the night when it really
         was getting cold and soon the Deep Dark would bite all unprotected flesh. With as good a grace as she could manage, Xan folded
         her long limbs into the one chair by the fire, toasted her toes, and watched her family clear the table, set out the Sabbath
         tablecloth, carefully darned by Mrs Goldstein, and strove to compose her temper.
      

      
      She was helped by Mr Whiskers who was occupying the hearth rug. He was not annoyed by the noise. He had warmth and food and
         to his clear uninvolved cat mind that was sufficient.
      

      
      If only, she thought, they didn’t annoy me so much. If only, she added to Mr Whiskers, they weren’t so full of their own affairs
         and uninterested in mine. Mama tries to pay attention, but Papa is more interested in a new process for capturing methane
         and the children are only concerned with what I bring them, greedy little beasts. You’d think they might be proud of me. I’ve
         travelled further than any of the others, even as far as the port. Fought Cave Rats and River Raiders. Slipped under bridges as Towersec patrols went past.
      

      
      That remembrance made her shudder. Towersec were well feared and for good reason. No one had ever come back from their clutches.
         The memory of hiding her little boat Sunflower under the low bridge and listening as they went over was chilling enough to reconcile her to warmth and food and safety—at
         least for tonight.
      

      
      She watched her mother light the candles and breathe her own prayers, wafting the flame towards her smooth, intent face. This
         ritual was quite as old as time, as old as history. Sabbath dinner was set out on the white cloth and Xan took her place next
         to her father. He patted her hand. He was a bear-like man with a grey beard and his hands were as hard as a goat’s hoof.
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