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The death of earth is in water. The death of water is in air. The death of air is in fire.

— Heraclitus




Chapter One


It is impossible to resist your courteous request extended on an occasion of such moment in the life of your journal.

— Nikola Tesla, in Thirtieth Anniversary Number of The Electrical World and Engineer, March 5th, 1904



‘I have told you exactly where my sister Brangwyn is,’ said Swart.

‘But you have not brought her to me,’ responded his father.

‘Well now, that was not part of the contract,’ insinuated Swart, smoothing back the black hair that gave him his name. ‘She knows you want her, and she knows where you are — and you know where she is.’

‘In a place called Blackbird, as the attendant of some mad old woman who thinks she is a prophet? She has become the new Mouth of the Oracle?’ His father’s voice was perilously quiet. One further increase in emotion would convert it into a snarl.

‘Just so,’ confirmed Swart. ‘She has vowed herself to the service of the God Apollo, shaved her head, and sits outside the cave, reading the Braille leaves which the Sibyl flings to the winds. The Sibyl is never wrong. You might consider that …’

‘Why should I?’

For the first time, there was a wariness in Professor Tregear’s voice and his hard gaze faltered against Swart’s flat certainty.

‘Because, Father, she gave me a prophecy concerning you, and it was confirmed by Scathe.’

‘Scathe? That freak Bran brought back as some sort of souvenir? The toy boy with the long blond hair?’ Professor Tregear relaxed.

‘That is not very respectful,’ commented Swart without emotion. ‘I might remind you, father, that the University sent us out — Bran the hero, the thief, my clever-handed accomplice Dismas — don’t play at any game of chance with him, because Dismas doesn’t agree with the concept of “chance”, with him it is always “certainty” — Mill the Hill, who is useful if one needs a giant, the Twins, Thel and Flae, and your very own only son — to do two things; locate the lost ones and free the slaves. And we went, by train, to the said town, and we cast down the Rat who was its tyrant and we did free the slaves. I might just point out, since you have not read, or perhaps understood, the report we made to the Council, that we had to kill one of the lost ones and Yseult rather rescued herself, and of course Brangwyn chose to stay — but at the end, Father, Scathe was useful in that battle, and we won it.’

Professor Tregear glared at the black-clad figure lounging negligently against his desk. This glare had always been effective in the past, but something seemed to have happened to Swart on the journey with Bran the Blessed. He did not shift his eyes. He stared back, giving no clues to what he was thinking. Tregear’s uncertainty increased.

‘And Bran and this Scathe …’ the Professor allowed the sentence to tail off, but Swart showed no signs of finishing it. After a moment’s silence, Professor Tregear was forced to add, ‘… are they lovers?’

‘Oh, certainly,’ said Swart promptly. ‘Hearts and flowers all round. Soul mates. A sickening sight for all right-thinking persons, as you have always told me. Now, about my reward …’

‘I’m not paying you,’ said his father. ‘I wanted Brangwyn back. You haven’t brought her.’

Swart did not protest. He did not state, as he usually did, that his father was unjust, inviting the question about where it was written that things should be just. Instead, a small, cold smile lifted one corner of his perfectly-cut mouth.

‘I see,’ was all he said.

Then he turned, allowing his father just time to notice how beautifully his leathers clothed his well-made back. He was almost at the door when Professor Tregear called, ‘Wait!’

Even then he did not return, but paused with one slender hand on the latch.

‘Yes?’

‘You can’t ask for a reward without returning the girl,’ protested his father. The small smile appeared again. Swart did not speak, but gazed at his father with perfectly flat, perfectly black eyes. Snake’s eyes, thought Tregear distractedly. Reptile eyes.

‘What are you going to do?’ he asked his son.

‘Why should that concern you?’ asked Swart in return.

‘Of course it concerns me,’ snarled Tregear. ‘If you are about to tell …’

With serpent speed Swart was across the room, both hands on the desk, his face only centimetres from his father’s.

‘What could I tell?’ he whispered. ‘What the Oracle told me about why you want my sister back? What Scathe said? And if I told the Council? Would anyone trust you again? Shall I say the word? It’s only two syllables. It starts with i. In …’

‘No!’ Tregear shoved violently at Swart’s chest and the young man staggered, regaining his feet with difficulty. He stood there, brushing at his leathers as though his father’s touch had contaminated them. ‘But there’s something you should know, only son.’

‘And what is that, Father?’

Professor Tregear talked uninterruptedly for ten minutes. At the end of it, Swart said, ‘I expect there is some good parental reason why you have not told me of this before. Will that be all? Or have you any further revelations of a family nature to make before I collect my reward?’

Tregear flung an electronic card at his son. ‘You can have the reward. All of it. Just take it and get out.’

‘Well, now, did you really think that I wanted to stay?’ asked Swart softly, and went out, closing the door behind his immaculate back with a quiet decisive click.

Then he hurried along a corridor, dived through a door, found an empty cubicle, and was thoroughly and comprehensively sick.
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Mill the Hill was clumsily attempting to apply a wet cloth to a graze on the back of his shoulder when Dismas found him.

‘Give that to me and bend forward,’ ordered the thief. ‘In the name of Saint Dismas, what hit you, Mill dear?’

‘Wall,’ said Mill succinctly. ‘I went to help them mortar a new wall, and I sort of leaned on it, and it fell on me. Ouch.’

‘That’s a nasty gouge,’ said the thief, stemming the blood and patching the damage with a sticky bandage. ‘There. We’re not having a good time, are we, since we got back from gallivanting with Bran?’

‘No,’ said Mill slowly. ‘I’m out of place here. I don’t want to go back on Total Personality Absorption, endlessly playing computer games. I’m too big and strong and things just come to pieces in my hands,’ he said sadly, looking down at his empty hands, huge and scarred, in his lap.

‘Whereas out there you were valuable because you are big and strong and enemies come to pieces in your hands,’ said the thief. ‘And so was I. I can open any door, no lock has ever stopped me … but here, there’s nothing to steal and no one will play cards with me. “Don’t play with Dismas,” I hear them say. “He cheats.” Well, of course I cheat,’ he said passionately. ‘I’m a thief! That’s what thieves do!’

‘Buy you a drink?’ asked Mill, sympathetically. ‘We might see if we can find the Twins. They’re not too comfortable, either. People keep propositioning them, and you know how they are.’

‘Wild,’ agreed Dismas, falling into step beside the huge man. ‘I marvel at their courage, trying to seduce Thel and Flae. Who’d risk being hunted across the park by the pair of them if they didn’t like the idea? They’ve taken up the longbow and they’re lethal. Saw you out on the campus in armour, too.’

‘There are groups out there who fight in medieval fashion,’ said Mill. ‘Thought it might be useful to know how. You’ve been a fighter, haven’t you?’

‘Back in the old days,’ shuddered Dismas. ‘Nasty heavy armour, nasty clumpy swords, always the chance of getting your head cut off, not my idea of fun, but I wasn’t a complete failure … what do you mean, might be useful to know? Are you going somewhere, Mill?’

The big man hung his head.

‘Might just get out of here,’ he mumbled. ‘The walls press too close, now that I’ve been out. Want to come with me?’

‘Me? The well-known coward? The Olympic gold medal holder for running away?’

Mill stopped and grinned at Dismas. The thief was an unmemorable person, thin, with brown hair and brown eyes and forgettable features — his most useful endowment, he considered, from his patron saint, Dismas the Good Thief.

‘You’re not such a coward as all that,’ rumbled Mill. ‘You’re just cautious.’

‘So cautious that I don’t think I want to leave,’ said Dismas. ‘Got everything I want here. Three meals a day …’

‘Of yeast derivative which tastes like nothing at all,’ said Mill.

‘Better than what it used to taste like, and much better than no food,’ responded Dismas. ‘Safety …’

‘With walls all round,’ said Mill.

‘I like walls. Walls keep the bad people out.’

‘And in,’ said Mill.

‘Got things to do …’ Dismas was beginning to sound less convincing, even to his own ears.

‘What? Steal from the food stores? And no one to play cards with,’ said Mill.

‘I’m not going out there,’ protested Dismas. ‘People get dead out there.’

‘I’m not asking you to,’ said Mill. ‘Seen Bran lately?’

‘He’ll be in the hall, that’s where he usually is.’

‘And Scathe?’

‘He’s usually in the library,’ said Dismas. ‘The elite … all right, I know that there isn’t supposed to be any elite since the Revolution, but the ex-elite, Bran’s friends, haven’t taken to Scathe. He’s uncanny. I mean, you might just be luxuriating in a nice little fantasy about what you’d like to do with a person on the other side of the room, you know, to pass the time during a long debate, and you look around and there’s Scathe, a transmitting empath, who knows exactly what you are feeling. And probably doesn’t like it, knowing Scathe. And if you lose your temper and grab him, he’ll strike you brain-dead. Not a comfortable person, Scathe.’

‘Beautiful, though,’ commented Mill, whose tastes ran to girls but who knew beautiful when he saw it.

‘That’s another problem. Lots of them wanted Bran, and they used to get him. Now he’s got Scathe, he isn’t just not interested, he’s actively unimpressed. He delivers lectures on pure love to them. They don’t like it.’

‘I’ve still got five beers on my allowance,’ said Mill. ‘It’ll make my shoulder feel better.’

‘And a nice game of … shall we say … poker?’ asked Dismas hopefully.

‘As long as you don’t mind being paid in pebbles. I don’t own anything else.’

They entered the large building which contained the hall, a huge room where most of the decisions about the University were made by its newly elected Council, and where a large number of people were always to be found. The food was, as Mill had said, a dry tasteless rissole made of yeast derivatives, green salad and bread. But the University’s talent with yeast meant that the beer was excellent. Mill obtained two pots and came back to the table where Dismas was already shuffling his cards.

‘Bran,’ Dismas heard Amelia Ratcliffe say, ‘nice to see you without your appendage.’

There was a roar of laughter. ‘Where is the beauteous Scathe?’ Amelia continued, acid etching the words.

‘He’s in the library,’ Bran replied shortly. ‘What’s for dinner?’

‘Yeast burger and weeds,’ said someone else. ‘Your giant and your fool are over there, if you want to join them.’

‘Why not?’ asked Bran listlessly. ‘You’re not very amusing.’ He wandered away. Dismas waved him to a seat and he sagged into it. ‘Shall I cut you in?’ he asked. ‘Pebble a point.’

‘It used to be easy,’ said Bran, ignoring him.

‘When used it to be easy?’ asked Mill.

‘Before,’ Bran did not want to complete the sentence. He slid his ration-card over the table at Mill. ‘Get us all some beer, Mill, would you? I’ve got lots of points. Give me some cards, Dismas. And just this once try not to cheat. I’m curious about your luck when you aren’t stacking the deck.’

Bran’s voice was flat. His brown eyes were troubled. Even his hair had lost its usual vigorous curl. Dismas refrained from protesting at this wicked implication and dealt. Mill returned with the beer. They played peaceably while the voices chattered around them, about cooking and politics and girls, and philosophy and classics and boys, and rebuilding the world ten years after the Three Days of Destruction had ruined it. They were describing the fire which fell from malfunctioning satellites and striped the green world with five-kilometre-wide burns, killing most of the population in the next year from starvation or war.

‘We are the incredibly fortunate survivors,’ he heard Tully say. ‘We have the responsibility to mend what can be mended with the rags and remnants of our learning and our skill.’

A typical Tully speech. Rescued and settled in, Rob and Yseult joined in, passionate on the subject of food crops. Several tense, caffeine-loaded techies were discussing computers in a language so abstruse that only Swart could have understood it, Bran thought, wondering where his arrogant second-in-command had got to. He hadn’t been sighted since he went to talk to his father.

At the high table, he could see the white head of Professor Lewis and the dark hair of Professor Hopkins, close together, discussing something more interesting than the food. Anything was more interesting than the food. Major Thomas and his son Damien were drawing diagrams on the table; something about defence, perhaps. The Geek was staring into space while Ish tugged at his sleeve, trying to attract his attention. Sasha LaTrobe, a shapechanger, sat in a corner with his wilderness woman, perfectly self-contained and silent, as befitted someone who could be, at his choice, a very handsome human or an extraordinarily good-looking tiger. The usual cast, thought Bran despondently. They haven’t changed. But I have.

And my beautiful one, my Scathe, my only love, is being driven away from me by this noise and all these feeling bodies and thinking minds. And he’s the only one I can ever love and I don’t know what to do.

‘It’s …’ said Flae.

‘Boring here,’ complained Thel.

‘You want …’

‘Some …’

‘Wine, Scathe?’ asked Flae. Bran jumped up, scattering cards.

Scathe flicked back his long wheat-coloured hair and evaded Bran’s embrace, slipping through his arms like a cat unwilling to be caressed. He looked, to Bran, like an angel, in a loose shirt with flowing sleeves. A severe angel, who came to announce bad tidings. He was shielded to the limits of his strength against the wounding roar of emotions which roiled all around him, battering at his empath’s talent and threatening to swamp him, to drag Scathe down and annihilate him. He closed down his mental shield so that he could feel nothing at all, observing only that his lover’s face showed distress which he could not alleviate. Scathe was wishing that he was dead, which at least would shut out the noise.

The Twins, skinny girls in army uniforms, took Bran’s ration-card and went to the bar, returning with Swart and a bottle of wine.

‘Why is it boring?’ asked Mill.

‘Too many …’ said Flae

‘Walls and …’ added her sister.

‘No hunting.’

‘I got hit by a wall today,’ commented Mill. ‘You want to play, Swart?’

‘No.’ The refusal was so curt that Bran stopped worrying about Scathe for a second and stared at Swart. He was soigné, as ever, in black leather. He was pale, but he usually was. He had not a hair out of place, but even when fighting for his life Swart seldom had. But he seemed to have frozen, and Scathe, who had been about to sit next to him, took his chair to the other side of Bran to avoid an accidental touch.

So Scathe thought that there was something unusually cold about Swart, too. His interview with his father must have gone badly, perhaps. The Twins and Scathe sipped their wine, a rough but palatable red at least three months old. Swart looked at his glass, picked it up, put it down, then shoved back his chair.

When he returned he was carrying a bottle of a fluid which the blackboard called ‘raki’ and which opinion said was derived from boiled-down aniseed stalks and rectified spirit. It was the only distilled liquor available and it was very expensive. Swart was obviously well off at the moment. Perhaps his father had given him his reward, after all. In which case, what was wrong with him?

Swart poured the red wine into Scathe’s glass and filled his with spirit, swallowed, filled the glass and gulped, and filled it again.

‘Hey, Swart, that’s strong stuff …’ protested Bran. Swart smiled at him. Scathe flinched. So did Bran. The last time he had seen a smile that mirthless the deceased owner had been experimenting with strychnine as a recreational drug.

‘I have just found out something,’ said Swart, ‘so intolerable that I need to drown it. Don’t try and stop me,’ he added.

‘Then why not drown it in private?’ asked Dismas, worried that he would be called as a witness at an inquest.

‘Because …’ Swart’s terrible smile vanished. ‘Because I … needed some company.’

This was such an astounding thing for the legendarily self-contained Swart to say that they turned back to the game without another word.

‘Two new cards,’ demanded Bran, throwing his down. ‘Damn it, Dismas, are you cheating after I told you not to cheat?’

‘No, it’s like I said,’ said Dismas. ‘Just the luck of the cards.’ Stay with me, Saint Dismas, he silently alerted his heavenly patron to his peril. Your Majesty. This situation’s getting ugly. Especially since they’re all losing and I’m winning and I’m not really cheating at all. Much. You know how it is, Saint. Sir. Now we’re all stroppy. Mill because of the wall. The terrible Twins because of not being able to shoot things. Swart looks like a black angel and Scathe a white one and they both look incredibly miserable. And Bran is going red and he’s about to lose his temper and I think I want to be somewhere else.

Quite quickly.

Bran leapt to his feet. Dismas gathered the cards. Decks of cards were hard to come by in a post-Three Days world. Besides, he really didn’t want these examined. Mill stood up and put a soothing hand on Bran’s shoulder, which Bran shook off, irritably. Swart drank another glass of raki. Scathe exchanged a glance with the Twins. They shrugged in perfect harmony. Dismas closed his eyes.

At that moment, a trumpet sounded. Campusec had never needed to announce themselves in the old, tyrannical days. Now they were fewer, they communicated by trumpet until the techies could repair the mobile phone system. One blast. A visitor. Bran, distracted, joined by the others, moved until he could get a good view of the door. Visitors were rare.

This one was dressed in tattered medieval clothes — a tunic with a device on the front in embroidery so blurred by dirt that it could not be guessed at. A dragon, perhaps. She had doffed her battered leather hat and her travel-stained green cloak as she entered the hall. She walked with the step of someone who had been walking for so long that it is hard to stop, because she knows that once halted, she will not be able to go on. She carried a bag, which she dropped with a clank as she came to the high table and fell to her knees. The two Campusec guards who accompanied her stood away so that the whole room could see the visitor. Complete silence fell, even on the techies and the quarrelling philosophers.

‘Are you the wise ones of the place called University?’ asked the visitor in a clear, treble voice.

‘This is the University,’ replied Professor Lewis kindly. ‘And there are some who have called us wise.’

‘My name is Tenar. I come from far away. I have been long on quest, for I lost my horse to bandits and have walked for many leagues all alone, seeking this place. Many had heard of it but none could tell me where it lay, until I came to a place once called the Realm of the Rat and now named Blackbird. We trade with this city for leather, and the market was not complete when I came there, and a woman called Ryan bade me travel along the steel rails and expect a fair welcome, for you were gentle folk and brave and wise.’

‘That’s our Missis Ryan,’ whispered Mill, proudly. Dismas, nodding, waved him to silence.

‘We welcome you, indeed,’ said Professor Hopkins. ‘Get up, now, Tenar, and sit in this chair, and take a little wine and some food, and then you can tell us what you have come so far to learn.’

‘I came to beg, so I must stay as I am,’ said the young woman.

‘Ask, then,’ said Sasha LaTrobe, unexpectedly.

‘I need an answer to a hard question, and help for my village,’ said Tenar, swaying. ‘Why does lightning fall upon us? What is the great tower in the valley? And we are burning, dying. Rescue us from the Stormbringer! We beg you to help us.’

‘We will try,’ said Professor Lewis. ‘But why come to us?’

‘They say that the people of the lightning came from here,’ said Tenar faintly. ‘But if you are wise, you will know that. I have brought papers which show the Tesla construct and the lightning nest.’

Swart, who never dropped things, dropped a half glass of raki and it smashed. The sound echoed in the silent hall. He was leaning forward, eyes alight. Bran laid hold of his arm.

‘If that is so, then we must look up the records. That will take some days. But I will send people with you, Tenar, to help in your distress. In fact, I will show them to you now. They are nostoi, returned heroes, and have found return difficult. I need someone who understands such machines,’ said Professor Lewis, looking straight at Swart. His eyes were kind but very discerning, and there was very little that Professor Lewis did not know. Swart wavered to his feet, one hand on the table. Even drunk, Bran thought, he contrived to look well groomed. ‘Someone who understands subterfuge and secrecy,’ Professor Lewis added, pointing at Dismas who stood frozen, hands full of marked cards, mouth gaping, ‘a strong man who understands gentleness, and two archers who can move like lightning.’ The Twins and Mill stood up. ‘Someone to whom the secrets of all hearts and tongues are open and his sworn brother, who has already led such an expedition with great success.’ Scathe, for the first time that evening, touched Bran. Bran covered the bare hand on his chest with his own and almost sobbed with relief. His own, and Scathe’s. Escape from all this noise. Escape from the intolerable pressure of humanity.

Scathe began to wonder if not dying might be preferable to dying.

‘Not me,’ protested Dismas. ‘You don’t need me! I singe easily!’

‘Come along,’ rumbled Mill. ‘You know you’re bored.’

‘Bored is better than dead!’ wailed Dismas.

‘Shut up,’ hissed Swart with such menace that Dismas caught his tongue between his teeth.

Tenar looked with dust-rimmed eyes at the huge facade of Mill, the wavering Dismas, the mirror-image Twins, the beautiful Scathe and Swart and the stocky, strong Bran of the recently restored confidence. He gave her both his hands but it was Scathe who spoke.

‘Lady,’ he said very gently and with transparent sincerity, ‘thy cause is our appointed quest, and we will serve thee and thy village. We come with thee willingly, and we will solve this problem if we can.’

‘I bless thee,’ said Tenar, her control undone by hearing her own dialect. She tottered to her feet, bowed creditably, then collapsed into Mill’s ready arms.

Saint Dismas, Saint Dismas, I hope you know what you’re doing, said Dismas, darkly, to his protector. If this is another one of those adventures which are long periods of boredom interspersed with short periods of acute terror, I am going to be very disappointed in you.

‘Swart?’ asked Bran, as his second-in-command walked away from Mill, who was carrying the unconscious Tenar to the infirmary to be cared for, washed and fed.

‘I’m too drunk to consult the system tonight,’ said Swart. ‘I might as well finish the raki.’

Bran asked ‘Why did you drop that glass?’

‘I heard something that surprised me,’ replied Swart.

‘Yes, but what was it?’

‘I am not drunk enough’, said Swart, picking up the bottle, ‘to tell you. In fact, I may never be drunk enough to tell you.’

‘If it bears on the quest, it might be better to tell me,’ said Bran, all his ill-temper gone like breath off glass, with Scathe beside him radiating relief.

‘Can’t your little pet read it from me?’ snarled Swart.

‘I can feel you,’ said Scathe. ‘I feel your anger and fear. But I cannot read your thoughts.’

‘I am not afraid,’ said Swart. Scathe looked at him, ice-blue eyes which had stared into prophecy and horror. No one knew fear better than Scathe the Accursed. Swart shifted his glance.

‘My father told me …’ he began. He disdained a glass and gulped raw spirit from the bottle. Bran sat down, gathering Scathe into his embrace, and watched as Swart coldly made himself drunk enough to speak about something so dreadful that he could never speak of it sober.

‘My father told me, among other things which I can never tell, never, that I still have a brother. That he did not die. That he and my mother were separated from us — my father and I and my sister Brangwyn,’ here he choked, coughed, and regained his voice, ‘during the Three Days, but that they went to another place, set up a Tesla grid, and were in communication with the Tower before it fell.’

‘And what made you drop the glass?’ asked Bran carefully.

‘Lightning nests, Tenar said. That’s what a Tesla tower is. A lightning nest. A stormbringer,’ said Swart, and slid gently — and elegantly, Bran saw — off the chair. Bran caught him before he hit the floor.
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