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      raven trickster, bird of ill-omen, alternatively (in some North American cultures) bird of good omen; war-bird, bringer of storms,
         one who rides on the wings of war: wise, cunning, an advisor of Odin.
      

      
      — An Encyclopaedia of Symbols, E. Segal.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      

         This it is that leads me to stay awake through the quiet of the night, studying how by choice of words and the poet’s art
            I can display before your mind a clear light by which you can gaze into the heart of hidden things.
         

         — Lucretius, On the Nature of the Universe, trans R.E. Latham, Penguin Classics.
         

      



      
      Scathe, Mouth of the Oracle, caught the leaf. Three bandits, sitting out of arm’s reach just in case, watched anxiously as
         the slim, clever fingers felt over the surface. Like hungry dogs, thought Scathe. Waiting for the bone of prophecy.
      

      
      He took a moment to heighten the tension, tossing back his long corn-coloured hair and allowing a frown to cross his face.

      
      ‘She says …’

      
      They leaned forward.

      
      ‘The Oracle’s words are difficult to interpret, oracle-seekers,’ teased Scathe.

      
      ‘Speak,’ growled the largest bandit, biting a filthy thumb and risking, Scathe thought, instant poisoning. Scathe bent his
         head over the pierced leaf again as if considering the meaning of the Braille.
      

      
      ‘Speak!’ demanded the bandit. ‘You are just the Mouth of the Oracle, boy, not the Oracle herself. I know that it is death
         to touch you, but is it death to shoot you with an arrow?’
      

      
      ‘Well, now, you will have to find that out for yourself,’ said Scathe sweetly. The bandit swelled with outrage. Abruptly, bored, Scathe abandoned the game. ‘She says this: Comes the
         stranger: he is Death. Flee from the Raven. North is safety.’
      

      
      ‘Clear enough,’ grunted the bandit. ‘Don’t know about the Raven, but north is our way, boys.’ He dropped a bag of apples,
         a hard cheese and a flask of wine insolently close to Scathe’s feet and led his men eagerly down the hill. Scathe watched
         them go.
      

      
      The Sybil’s cave was in the workings of what had once been a gold mine in the side of a hill called Sovereign in the Kingdom
         of the Rat. Winter was hard here, but there were always the theopropoi, the oracle seekers, and they kept Jocasta the Sibyl and Scathe fed. And never had there been such need of prophecy. The
         world was unsure.
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      Ten years ago, Scathe knew, he had been seven years old and living in a house with lights that switched on at a touch. Scathe
         and his mother and his aunt. They had been happy, he supposed; he could not recall the emotion clearly. But he had been fed
         and kept safe against the cold and the heat and he remembered someone combing his hair and crooning to him. And the taste
         of something called chocolate.
      

      
      Then he remembered both women watching in horror as the fire came by. A satellite, perhaps a weapon, had malfunctioned and
         fallen, triggering the others as it fell, and Scathe had hidden his face against the glare as far away they saw the cities
         dry, flame and burn as the weapons striped mile-wide swathes of destruction across the earth. Intensive study in the Rat’s
         library had not allowed Scathe to reach a conclusion. It might have been deliberately done. It might have been an accident. One text suggested,
         ‘If it is a choice between a considered act and a foul-up, choose the foul-up’, and Scathe considered the writer wise. Three
         Days, the people called it. The Three Days of Destruction. After it some people were still alive. Most who were going to die
         died in the first year, when food was very scarce and there were still guns in the world. These became useless as ammunition
         ran out, and the remaining communities settled into their own ways of surviving, fishing, growing food, herding. Some were
         nomads, repeating the wise ways of the first people. The Worldnet was, Scathe had heard, still in operation, as it relied
         on a Tesla grid which used planetary motion for electricity. From the few remaining computers, one sometimes heard news. For
         instance, he had that morning swapped a treacly love poem he had copied with Spiro Vasilopoulos for the news that the Tower
         had fallen and the University had rebelled. One more dictatorship gone, this time a technological one. The University had
         kept its students in artificial subjection, linking them into TPA, Total Personality Absorption. Now they were free of dreaming
         someone else’s dreams, would a new tyrant be appointed to subject them again?
      

      
      Scathe thought it likely. His favourite historian was the world-weary Thucydides — a man who had the right view of human nature.

      
      Scathe and Mother and Aunt had existed well enough on the farm until the day he got up and found both of them murdered and
         the bandits in the house. He had not heard a sound. Ever after, Scathe slept like a cat. One bandit had grabbed the little
         boy by the arm, intending rape and murder, and Scathe’s curse had become manifest. Somehow, he had become an empath. Scathe had felt the bandit’s emotions,
         shrieked in terror, and struck back with his fists and his mind, or perhaps his heart. He could never adequately describe
         the pleasure he received from that action, whatever it was. All his horror and fear was forced under pressure into his attacker,
         and the man had convulsed and died.
      

      
      The bandits ran away. Scathe could not stay in the house with the bodies and he could not bury them. He packed his knapsack,
         quite calmly, and kissed each bloodied, silent, cooling cheek, and then he left the house. He loosed the cows and the chickens.
         He opened the gates and left them open. He took the only horse, a brown thoroughbred called Tierce.
      

      
      He knew there was a town quite close. He turned the horse’s head for the road.
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      Now, I would never do that, thought Scathe. Not the road. But if I hadn’t been an innocent I would never have met Jocasta.

      
      Another handful of leaves came floating down to where he sat at the mouth of the cave, a cool breeze behind them, smelling
         of earth. He caught them neatly with the skill of practice. They were mirror-plant this time, glossy and hard to read, even
         with his sensitive fingertips.
      

      
      ‘I need a prophecy,’ said a hesitant voice. ‘But I only have this kitten. She is the daughter of a famous mouser,’ the voice
         went on. Scathe looked up from his lapful of leaves.
      

      
      A young woman was sitting in front of him, far too close. Scathe waved her back.

      
      
      ‘Don’t approach me,’ he said coolly. ‘My touch is death, didn’t they tell you? Take a leaf,’ he said, flinging them into the
         air. The girl grabbed one.
      

      
      ‘How do you know it’s the right leaf?’ she asked.

      
      Scathe analysed her; long hair, velvet gown, golden earrings. One of the Rat’s women, but soft-voiced and suitably deferential.
         He would answer her question.
      

      
      ‘Because you caught it,’ he said, taking the leaf in his gloved left hand and feeling over it with his bare right hand. ‘Therefore
         it’s the right leaf. Think of your question.’
      

      
      The girl closed her eyes. Scathe read the leaf.

      
      ‘Bendigeidvran,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘That means nothing to me,’ she said sadly.

      
      Something was wrong. The prophecies always referred to something which struck a spark in the pilgrim. Perhaps the word referred
         to Scathe, not the oracle seeker. He decided to experiment. He needed a non-human intervention.
      

      
      ‘Choose, daughter of cats,’ Scathe said to the kitten, and it leapt and caught a leaf. Scathe felt it and said immediately,
         ‘Lie down with monsters and breed monsters; the lips of the loved one drip honey.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ said the girl. She dropped the kitten into Scathe’s gloved hand. Scathe put the small creature down and read
         the next leaf, automatically, pleased with the creature’s poise. If his touch did not kill it, perhaps it could stay. Jocasta’s
         old cat might accept it.
      

      
      The leaf said, ‘The Raven will tear your heart.’

      
      If all these references to ravens, which had been intruding into ordinary prophecies for days, had to do with Scathe himself,
         his prognosis appeared to be reasonably dire. The kitten climbed his knee and curled up in his lap, purring. He did not dare to touch it with naked skin, but it seemed to approve of his gloved caress, angling its small chin
         and whiffling absurdly short, straight whiskers.
      

      
      It was getting dark. Time to carry the spoils of the day into the cave, light a fire and cook dinner.

      
      It took him two trips to carry all the food into the living cave, and the kitten rode on his shoulder, adjusting to his movement.
         It was a silver tabby and matched Scathe’s grey and white robes as though it had been a fashion accessory in a previous life.
         He hoped that it would live. But he would not name it yet.
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      Jocasta had come staggering along the road that the eight-year-old Scathe had ridden, still shocked and drained of emotion,
         and Tierce had swerved to avoid her. An old woman, he noticed, walking as though her body hurt. He would have passed her but
         she turned to him her mutilated face and grabbed his foot.
      

      
      Tierce halted. What had come to the woman, Scathe wondered. Who had torn out her eyes? There was nothing under the grey brows
         but dreadful pits filled with blood. But she had felt him in her darkness, and now he was afraid.
      

      
      ‘Let me go,’ he said, ‘or I will kill you.’

      
      ‘Child,’ she said through a dry throat, ‘I wish you could.’

      
      Scathe slapped his palm onto her bloody forehead and jolted with shock. His own childish fear and anger, his puny killing
         fury, were swallowed into Jocasta’s despair like fresh water into salt. The woman encompassed oceans of pain. She was right.
         He could not hurt her. Nothing could hurt Jocasta more than she already hurt. She chuckled.
      

      
      
      ‘You see? I feel you, boy. Your name is Scathe. We are wounded both. And we are going to the Kingdom of the Rat to find the
         Sybil’s cave. There you will be my mouth, and I will serve the God of Prophecy, and we will live until we die. Thus it must
         be,’ she said, climbing up behind him on Tierce.
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      Thus it was, thought Scathe, shouldering the sack of potatoes as the kitten danced aside and moved to his other shoulder.
         Jocasta had told the Rat that she was going to the cave and he had allowed it; he had bought Tierce from Scathe for a huge
         price, and he had never interfered with them.
      

      
      It occurred to Scathe, going back for the apples and the wine, that the Rat was afraid of Jocasta. And, perhaps, of Scathe.

      
      The kitten nudged his neck and licked at his earlobe. Scathe stood still. But the small body vibrated with purring and the
         kitten stretched both paws around his neck, inflicting minor scratches.
      

      
      Scathe fetched a sharp breath of relief which he didn’t know he had been holding and cupped the small body in his bare hand.
         The kitten squirmed a little and bit his thumb with needle-sharp milk-teeth.
      

      
      ‘Since you are still alive, daughter of cats,’ he said, ‘And since you are enchantingly grey, your name is Liath.’

      
      Jocasta had taught him languages so that he could read to her and Braille so that he could read the prophecies. She had shaped
         him to her will; not harshly, but unrelentingly. He learned because he was naturally quick, and because she beat him if he
         did not try. He could not harm her. She did not want him to love her, and he did not. But he served the Oracle.
      

      
      
      Liath the kitten dropped lightly as a leaf to the hard earth floor and walked without fear under the nose of Old Tom, Jocasta’s
         scarred and dangerous black cat. Tom sat back on his haunches, nose wrinkling at this new scent. Liath curled around his legs,
         mewed a greeting, then fell on the piece of smoked fish which had been Tom’s supper and began to devour it, purring like an
         engine.
      

      
      Old Tom, affronted, watched through slitted eyes. Scathe smiled. He had named the kitten in his most difficult language, the
         Gaelic of Ireland. Liath the Grey.
      

      
      Cut off from all contact except that conveyed in words, he had accepted his fate. He had made some acquaintances amongst the
         boys of the Rat’s kingdom, but none of them were close. Boys played games, communicated by slaps and pushes and blows, and
         Scathe could not touch. And he was set apart by Jocasta and his gift. He had boasted of it. He was proud of it, Scathe who
         needed no one and who saw all human miseries and desires pass before his cave, unmoved and unmoving.
      

      
      Lately, however, he had been restless. Perhaps it was the dreams. But he would not think of them now. He had potatoes to roast
         and the cave to sweep out.
      

      
      Bendigeidvran? What language was that?
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      ‘Bran? Where are we now?’ asked Swart.

      
      ‘I think this is … Rockbank. Yes, there’s the remains of a signboard. How’s the engine, Mill?’

      
      Mill the Hill, huge and benign, turned his shaved head and said, ‘All within limits. We’ll need some water soon. The temp’s
         up a bit.’
      

      
      ‘This is …’ said Thel,

      
      
      ‘The way to …’ said her sister Flae,

      
      ‘Travel!’ finished Thel. ‘It took us three …’

      
      ‘Days to walk this bit and …’

      
      ‘There’s bandits and packs of wild …’

      
      ‘Dogs,’ Flae informed him.

      
      The twin girls, dressed identically in the old army uniforms favoured by tribeswomen of The Women, stared out of different
         windows of the railmotor as it chugged down the tracks into what the University maps called ‘disputed territory’.
      

      
      The maps had been updated since the Revolution. Until scant weeks ago, the University had been an enclave, cut off from the
         world since the Three Days, run first by its professors for their own ends and then by a much more evil organisation for its
         infinitely more evil ones. A strange alliance of animal, human, shape-changer and the communities of the River had ended the
         Tower and cast it down in ruin, and a general mixing of people and resources had freed many students from electronic bondage
         and sent many of the professors and the elite to a well-deserved death.
      

      
      The University was now run by a council which seemed to spend all its time arguing. Sasha La Trobe, at huge personal risk,
         had downloaded the Tower records seconds before the Tower fell. A team of analysts had pounced on them immediately, students
         who could not bear to leave TPA but who wanted to help, who dived through seas of data, turning aside ACCESS DENIED with light
         laughter. As one had said to Bran. ‘Access denied? To us?’ They were rendered aghast at the scope of the Tower’s influence and the magnitude of its evil deeds. Groups were formed
         to attempt to remedy the worst abuses — such as the sale of students to local warlords.
      

      
      
      Bran the elite, son of a professor, fomenter of revolt during the domination of the Directorate of the Tower, had taken on
         himself one of these quests. He was allotted the retrieval of three people sold, most shamefully, to a local tyrant called
         the Rat — two young women, Yseult and Brangwyn, and a young man, Glade.
      

      
      He had not had to choose his team. They had come to him. He was Bran, stocky, strong, Bran of the curly brown hair and the
         infectious laugh, Bran of the unshakeable, transparent certainty. He had worked for a revolution and it had come, and it had
         succeeded. How, he felt, could he fail?
      

      
      He had agreed to take Mill the Hill, a massive student who had dreamed very simple dreams but was strong enough to push over
         a house. He was required to take Swart, a fellow elite, cool darkness to his bold brightness. He had somehow ended up with
         the student Dismas, self-named after the patron saint of thieves, whose skill with locks was as great as his ability to vanish
         if there was trouble. Then, as he was about to leave, two girls had walked in with a message from a River community called
         The Women, and when they heard what he intended they instantly fell in behind him and refused to be detached.
      

      
      He had been unwilling to take them; they were young, fragile-looking and female. They would need looking after. He had continued
         in this opinion until the group had been attacked in the railyards by a gang of bandits.
      

      
      Thel and Flae, scouting ahead, whistled their warning and then drew their bows, which did not look formidable either. They
         were light crossbows, easily wound, not heavy to carry, with thin metal quarrels.
      

      
      Thel and Flae, talking to each other all the time, had killed one bandit and wounded four others and the attackers were in flight before Mill had lumbered to his feet to catch the
         first wave head-on.
      

      
      After which Bran treated the sisters with a great deal of respect. He still shuddered a little as he recalled the light, girlish
         voices calling ‘There’s …’ ‘Another! Got him. To your left …’ ‘Through the eye. Behind you …’ ‘Through the belly — I bet that
         …’ ‘Smarts! Oh, they’re …’ ‘Running away!’ and Thel’s treble voice calling to the retreating backs, ‘Won’t you come back and
         …’ Flae added, ‘Play some more?’
      

      
      ‘Why are you called Thel and Flae?’ he asked them, accepting a cup of tea-tree-leaf tea and a slab of bread from Dismas.

      
      ‘When The Women found us, lost and hungry, we …’

      
      ‘Spoke our own language, we called …’

      
      ‘It Twinspeak. No one else …’

      
      ‘Could speak it so we learned …’

      
      ‘English. But they said we were so close …’

      
      ‘So identified with each …’

      
      ‘Other, that they gave us part of the …’

      
      ‘Same name. We’re Aethelflaed.…’

      
      ‘Lady of Mercia, the greatest …’

      
      ‘Female warrior. I’m Aethel …’

      
      ‘And I’m Flaed, Flae.’ She bowed to her sister.

      
      ‘And Thel.’ She echoed the gesture.

      
      ‘How old are you?’ asked Bran, fascinated. They shook their heads. They did not know. He could not tell. They might be anything
         between fifteen and twenty, skinny, tanned girls with bright blue eyes and long, decorated plaits.
      

      
      
      ‘Dismas, Dismas,’ they chorused, as he handed out more bread and tea.

      
      ‘Well, Robin Hood, you have your merry men,’ said Swart, stretching. ‘This is a nice conveyance you’ve stolen.’

      
      ‘We stole it. Well, liberated it. And who ever called you merry? I don’t think merry is in your database.’

      
      Swart smiled thinly. ‘I understand the meaning of the word,’ he said. ‘I just don’t see anything to be joyful about.’

      
      ‘Well, why did you come along, then?’ demanded Dismas, sitting down cross-legged on the train floor and producing a pack of
         cards from his pocket.
      

      
      ‘Because one of those stolen girls is my sister Brangwyn,’ snapped Swart. ‘I promised to get her back. I didn’t like her when
         I knew her and I doubt I’ll like her when we find her — if we find her — but my father has offered me a large sum if I can
         bring her back, so I will. For the money, Bran. For the privileges. Not for the adventure.’
      

      
      ‘If she’s your sister, how did they end up selling her?’ demanded Mill. ‘You’re an elite. She would have been one too.’

      
      ‘Brangwyn was involved in your Revolution,’ snarled Swart. ‘And she was caught. And sold into slavery.’

      
      ‘I can see you’re still angry,’ said Bran gently. ‘But it was your Revolution, too, you know.’

      
      ‘Of course it was. If I hadn’t joined, I would have been dead in that bloodbath in the lecture theatre when Professor Lewis
         freed the slaves.’
      

      
      ‘So you were only in it for yourself,’ mused Bran, not angry.

      
      ‘Why does anyone do anything except for themselves?’ demanded Swart, ruffling the perfectly black, perfectly smooth hair which had given him his name.
      

      
      ‘Thel, if everyone thought like …’

      
      ‘Swart thinks, the slaves …’

      
      ‘Would still be slaves …’ said Flae, disapprovingly. Swart glared at them.

      
      ‘If you had more than half a brain between you …’ he began.

      
      ‘Time for a game,’ said Dismas. He did not like conflict. Shouting distracted him from assessing what he could steal in the
         immediate neighbourhood. ‘Red ace? Pontoon? Or what about a few tricks? Here she is, take a good look!’ He held up the Queen
         of Hearts. ‘Three cards, only three cards, now quick — find the lady!’
      

      
      Swart scowled and stabbed a finger at a card.

      
      ‘Two of spades,’ said Dismas, trying not to grin.

      
      Bran leaned over and gently extracted a card from Dismas’s sleeve. He showed it to Swart. It was the Queen of Hearts.

      
      ‘Well, how did that get there?’ asked Dismas innocently.

      
      ‘Just because I’m a revolutionary,’ said Bran to Swart, ‘doesn’t mean that I’m stupid.’

      
      ‘Let’s just get where we’re going,’ snarled Swart. ‘I’m bored with this already.’

      
      ‘Coming into a station,’ reported Mill.’ And there’s a tree trunk across the tracks.’

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

         Robin Hood he was a fine young man

Of courage stout and bold.

         — ‘The Ballad of Robin Hood’ (anonymous)

      



      
      Scathe served Jocasta with the evening meal — roast potatoes, roast fish, and a handful of bitter salad herbs drizzled with
         oil. Yanni Vasilopoulos had brought lemons as a gift to the Oracle. His family ran a citrus plantation upstream from the lake,
         in which they also fished. Scathe had dressed the tasteless river fish with their juice. He placed the plate in its hollow
         on the wooden table and guided her hands to either side of it.
      

      
      ‘Scathe,’ she said, ‘you serve me well.’

      
      ‘Oracle,’ he agreed.

      
      ‘But there is something in the wind. I feel it.’

      
      ‘I have felt nothing,’ said Scathe evenly.

      
      ‘Have you received strange messages amongst those you have read today?’

      
      ‘All messages are strange,’ he responded. Something was stopping him from telling Jocasta about the references to the Raven
         and the strange word in an unknown tongue. It was the first time he had not told Jocasta a material fact. His opinions, since
         the beginning, were always his own.
      

      
      ‘Nothing you could not understand?’

      
      ‘As the Oracle says,’ he stripped the backbone out of his fish and dropped it; Liath instantly dived on it. Jocasta heard
         the almost imperceptible rush of air and the pad of kitten feet.
      

      
      
      ‘There is a new inhabitant?’

      
      ‘A grey kitten. Her name is Liath,’ he told the old woman. ‘She was payment for a prophecy. Tom has accepted her.’

      
      ‘She can endure your touch?’

      
      ‘She can,’ he agreed. ‘Or I should not have named her.’

      
      ‘What is the news?’ asked Jocasta, her invariable dinnertime question. Scathe felt surprising relief that she was not going
         to pursue the matter of strange prophecies. He started into speech more loudly than usual.
      

      
      ‘The weather has been blustery and unsettled, early spring. The wattle is almost over and the plum trees down by the river
         are in leaf. Palliser and his brother are trying new dyes; they think they may have found an indigo substitute. When the fair
         comes they will have blue leather to sell. The Griffiths’ youngest daughter Maia has decided to marry Manny Calleja after
         all and both families are annoyed — the Griffiths because they don’t want to lose her artistic skill with the weaving and
         the Callejas because they wanted Manny to take the Caruana girl, who has her own olive grove next to theirs. It should be
         successful, though. Maia is fated to lie with Manny. Sandyman the Miller’s been putting sand in his flour — the Pilgrims had
         to soak it first to purify it before they could make beer, and Mayor Clarke went to see Sandyman. He’d better get some response
         quickly, or Pilgrim will send his sons. Iron Molly’s young men started a fight in the tavern and it took eight of the Rat’s
         guards to break it up. Ceres Tanner has been here again, seeking news of her daughter. But all that the Oracle said was “dark”,
         just as it said yesterday. She’s the third one who has just gone missing, the town doesn’t know what to think. Eurydice, Mud-head Griffith and Christo Vasilopoulos. It’s a mystery which doubtless the God will reveal to
         us in time. Oh, and one of the Rat’s women is thinking of running away.’
      

      
      ‘Which one?’

      
      ‘I do not know her name. She has long dark hair, a foreign accent, and — I think — brown eyes. Also a blue tattoo like a set
         of parallel lines on her wrist.’
      

      
      ‘Ah!’ Jocasta pushed the plate away and sucked her remaining teeth. ‘I thought that one would cause him grief. Fool of a Rat,
         puffed up in his pride. Buying girls, when they belong somewhere and someone is going to miss them — and maybe want them back.
         Did you like the girl, my son?’
      

      
      ‘I? I like no one,’ said Scathe, watching Liath dislocate the fish bones. ‘Especially not girls who belong to the Rat.’

      
      ‘You are wise.’ The cracked mouth smiled. The scars where her eyes had been had long since healed. Her hair hung white almost
         to her waist, tangled beyond brush or comb. Scathe thought she resembled an illustration he had seen in a book of blind fish
         and eels which live in perpetual darkness, losing their eyes and their colouring. Jocasta, earthbound for nine years, was
         white as salt. She smelt loamy but not dirty. She bathed every day in the cold water which collected in a stone basin. Her
         feet were bare and as hard as hoofs, and winter and summer she wore the same grey and white robes, which Scathe washed in
         the river.
      

      
      It occurred to Scathe, as it had not occurred for years, to ask her what tragedy or crime had brought her on the road at the
         same time as he passed. But he did not know how to frame the question, unasked for so many years.
      

      
      
      Instead, he collected the plates, gave Tom his piece of fish and the kitten her own portion, and cleared dinner away. He settled
         Jocasta in her own chair and asked, ‘What would you have me read?’
      

      
      ‘Tonight,’ she said, ‘Shakespeare, I think. Find a poem called “Blow, blow, thou winter wind”.’

      
      He leafed through the books and found it.

      
      

         ‘Blow, blow, thou winter wind
Thou art not so unkind
As man’s ingratitude.
         

         Thy tooth is not so keen
Because thou art not seen
Although thy breath be rude.’
         

      



      
      Scathe, reading in his mellifluous tenor voice, wondered if the choice of poem had any personal application.

      
      He could not see that it should.

      
      ‘How sharper than a serpent’s tooth,’ said Jocasta, from another play, ‘it is to have a thankless child!’
      

      
      ‘I am not thankless,’ responded Scathe to what seemed to be a direct accusation.

      
      ‘Are you not? Are you open with me, boy, ingenuous, pleasant, affectionate?’

      
      ‘You did not teach me to be affectionate,’ said Scathe quietly. ‘I am as pleasant as I can be. I doubt I have ever been ingenuous.
         And what do you mean by open?’
      

      
      ‘You are concealing something from me!’ cried Jocasta, grabbing for his arm. He moved it fractionally so that her fingers
         closed on nothing and became an angry, empty fist.
      

      
      ‘You are upset,’ said Scathe. Nothing short of torture would now drag a confession from him. He was affronted. Even if she laid hands on him, Jocasta would only learn how he felt, not what he thought. ‘I am going to consult the library.
         I suggest that you sleep. You will feel better in the morning, Oracle.’
      

      
      He stalked out of the cave, rigid with offence, leaving Jocasta to wail his name after him.

      
      She’s never done that before, thought Scathe. What has come to my world? New prophecies and missing people and strange behaviour
         and rages.
      

      
      But out here, he thought, it is the blustery end to an uncertain spring day and I need to get to the library unseen. Which
         would be the best route? Yes. Over the roofs.
      

      
      Liath might have been able to pace Scathe, but no human could have followed him. Scathe as a child had mapped the roofs of
         the Rat’s town, both lower and upper. The upper town was surrounded by a high stockade, difficult but passable at several
         points. The lower town had only a light fence and a gate on the two main roads, and he could move through it without ever
         being seen. Up onto a balcony, up a drainpipe onto a palisade, thence to a low wall and a leap across the gap, thence again
         to the roofs. He moved very softly, and only occasional dogs heard his feet on their territory, woke, barked, and were cuffed
         for howling at a leaf or a branch or a possum.
      

      
      Scathe passed through the Kingdom of the Rat like a shadow or a thought. The one woman who caught a glimpse of him at the
         edge of sight crossed herself as the grey-white shroud flickered past. She thought he was a ghost.
      

      
      Feeling with his bare toes for the difficult edge of the baker’s warehouse, a sidelong leap onto treacherous slate, Scathe
         was not thinking. Danger pleased him, tickling something which he supposed was an emotion. The occasional glimpse of wet street, far below, did not disorient him. He was
         allowing for the gusts, which might affect his flight to the lower balconies of the Town hall. Leaves blew into his face.
      

      
      He scrabbled for a hold as he landed, slid, and sat down until his limbs stopped trembling. The library was below.

      
      He opened the French windows and went in, closing them silently behind him.

      
      Long ago, before the Three Days, this had been a Municipal Library. It had been locked — the door was still barred — but the
         owners were dead and no one now wanted books, except as fuel. Scathe had found it after Jocasta had prophesied, and he kept
         his private entrance secret, as he kept all things which the world did not directly require to know. A curly staircase reached
         almost to the balcony, and he dropped onto it, lit a small lamp that he kept there with a flint and tinder, and prowled down
         into the dark shelves, which groaned with knowledge.
      

      
      The library was Scathe’s stronghold, his refuge, his consolation. Jocasta had taught him to read from an old school book that
         someone had given her, and at once he had fretted at the lack of other things to read. Then Jocasta, desiring recitations,
         had told him of this storehouse, and he had entered like a mouse into a grain silo, squeaking with delight. Here were languages
         beyond counting, philosophers still strange, all the concentrated knowledge of those who went before; those who had brought
         about their own destruction. He had found their prophecies in their books, though no one had specifically spoken of the stars
         falling and the burning of the Three Days.
      

      
      
      They had known that it would happen. Yet they had not prevented it. Their world had been overused, abused, their forests logged,
         their precious fossil fuels wasted, their rich obscenely wealthy, their poor reduced to beggary. They had been powerful enough
         to put up the satellites, they had plated the landscape with their roads, crisscrossed it with their machines.
      

      
      And now where were they? The cities were wasted, their machinery idle, their mastery gone, and only tyrants like the Rat and
         those of the Tower were left to gather petty power and make the miserable lives of their serfs more miserable. He wondered
         if the Rat’s success had been at least partly due to the old name of the town, Ballarat. It was close to the Irish baile na rat — fortress of the rat. The signboard on the road leading into town had been broken, and now read Rat.
      

      
      Scathe had nothing but contempt for humanity as a species. Better, he thought, that they had never come down out of the trees,
         if all of their wisdom should lead only to destruction.
      

      
      Better for Scathe, too, if he had never existed. He remembered an ancient oracle’s words: ‘Never to have been born is better’.
         He looked down into the small bead of light in his lamp, made like a Roman one he had found in a book and fuelled with olive
         oil. Perhaps better to light a candle than curse the darkness? He shook himself. Where were all these emotional thoughts coming
         from? What was he here to research?
      

      
      Ah, yes. The Raven. And the strange word. Bendigeidvran. He hauled down the Irish dictionary and failed to find it, checked German and the Scandinavian languages and finally leafed
         through Welsh. Hmm. Bendigeid meant blessed. Vran was probably a name. He had not studied Welsh. Perhaps it had mutations, like Irish, which changed the
         name Séamus to Hamish depending on whether one was talking about him or to him. This required a Welsh grammar, which he did
         not have. Perhaps one might have been mis-shelved. He would have to search for it later. However, he had other clues. He took
         his little light over to the huge, twelve-volume encyclopaedia of myth and folklore which provided a lot of his mystic information.
      

      
      Ravens. There were a lot of entries on ravens.

      
      Scathe stretched out. He put the light on a shelf and opened the first huge, lavishly illustrated volume. Beware the Raven.
         The Raven will tear your heart. Not encouraging.
      

      
      He was even less encouraged as he began to follow the references.

      
      The Raven was a trickster in Pacific–North American Indian religions, a creator god who tricked the Fire People out of their
         fire by pretending to be a child and crying for a ball of light. He bestowed gifts on humanity, but also made fools of humans
         and laughed at them. Raven was a bird of augury. The Roman priests made prophecies on the placement and behaviour of crows
         and ravens, bird of tempests, both ill- and well-omened. Christianity said that ravens fed the prophet Elijah in the desert,
         but the raven was also much criticised for not returning to Noah when it was sent out to ascertain if the Flood waters had
         fallen. In the Koran it was sent by God to show Cain where to bury Abel. Pausanius recorded that a raven revealed the grave
         of the poet Hesiod, though whether this was piety or a desire to eat the deceased’s eyeballs was not disclosed. In Anglo-Saxon
         poetry it was always a bird of battles, possibly because it ate carrion. The raven probably considered some of those Anglo-Saxon Kings excellent providers, thought Scathe, reading on. The Old Norse God of Wisdom, Odin, when asleep,
         could take the form of a raven, but his attendant birds, Huginn and Muginn, were not ferocious beaks with a liking for entrails
         but Thought and Memory.
      

      
      So far, Scathe thought, opinion was equally balanced between useful bird and evil bird, with a series of Germanic saints tormented
         by ‘evil, winged demons’ laid against the ravens’ defending dead Saint Vincent’s body from the carrion beasts.
      

      
      And Aristophanes said that there was perpetual war between the owls and the crows. Scathe thought about this. Unlikely, he
         decided. Owls were nocturnal and ravens rigidly diurnal. How would they ever meet?
      

      
      It was getting late. He would need a few hours’ sleep before he had to return to the cave. For the first time he was reluctant
         to do so. But he was the Mouth of the Oracle, he reminded himself, and had no other function. The last reference told him
         that a hero in the collection of old Welsh legends, the Mabinogion, had the Raven as his symbol. The Rescuer, he read, as
         his eyes began to swim. His little light failed.
      

      
      Scathe fell asleep with his head resting on a picture of Bran the Blessed, sailing the sea to Ireland to rescue his kinswoman,
         with a flock of ravens flying overhead like a black, beaked, storm cloud.
      

      [image: image]

      
      ‘What do you think? Do we hit the trunk and try and knock it out of the way, or do we stop?’ asked Bran.

      
      ‘Evidently it was placed there by someone to make us halt,’ said Swart. ‘I don’t see that we should comply with their plans, which probably wouldn’t amuse us.’
      

      
      ‘It’s pretty hefty. I don’t think we can bounce it aside, and if we’re derailed then we can’t get this engine back on the
         rails — not even Mill could do it. Slow down, Mill. Swart can take the driver’s seat. Thel, Flae, get ready to leap out and
         cover Mill and me. Approach it slowly, Swart, and we may not have to come to a complete stop.’
      

      
      The Twins grabbed their bows and poised at the doors as the engine slowed to a walk. They leapt, landed lightly, and danced
         down either side of the track, searching for enemies. They were hard to see, dressed in camouflage gear, and they stalked
         like deer, lightfoot and dappled.
      

      
      I need your support here, Dismas, said the thief to his patron in the privacy of his own mind. Your Sainthood. Lord. I’ve
         always avoided fights, like you did, and here I am in the middle of one. That’s what happens if you sign up with a hero. He
         goes out to be heroic. I should have known better. Can you take some time off protecting pickpockets and glance this way,
         Your Majesty?
      

      
      The permanent way was grass-grown and treacherous. In places the rails were unsupported. By all signs, thought Bran, no one
         had come this way for years. Who would bother to keep an ambush manned if they saw no trains? It didn’t make sense. With any
         luck this was just a chance fallen tree.
      

      
      In a treeless waste? Nothing for miles but low scrub? He shook himself and jumped.

      
      Mill and Bran landed heavily and ran to the trunk. It had been felled with an axe; the marks were still clear. Bran strained
         his eyes looking for the attackers and his back trying to lift something which felt as immovable as a building. Mill settled his belt, spat on his hands and grunted, ‘On three. One, two, three!’
      

      
      They had lifted the cut end and started to swing it aside when the attack came without warning, down from the bank and out
         of the gully. Seven men, perhaps, with haggard women and filthy children following.
      

      
      The crossbows spoke with cold voices. One ragged man crashed down the embankment, pierced through the throat. He gagged, vomited
         blood and died horribly at Bran’s feet. His dimming eyes reproached his killer, then glazed. Another staggered away, screaming
         in agony, clutching at his knee. The women and children echoed the shriek. Bran was close enough to smell them, a gamy, animal
         reek. Mill hauled at the tree. Swart slowed the engine and it approached at a creeping pace. Dismas, surprising himself, kicked
         a bandit who jumped into a doorway and stomped on another’s fingers. He yelled ‘Hurry up!’ to Mill. Bran grabbed a branch
         and used it like a club, flattened one attacker, backhanded another across the face and grabbed the tree again.
      

      
      ‘Haul!’ gasped Mill. Muscles flexed in his broad back and locked in his great arms. Tree bark tore Bran’s palms, unused to
         manual work. After what seemed like years, expecting at any time to be felled with a rock, they moved the tree again at last.
         Mill shoved it until it fell into the gully onto a climbing bandit, who fell back, crushed underneath it. The others ran away,
         wailing.
      

      
      Except one. Across the tracks lay a boy. Bran looked down at him, panting with effort. Rage drained out of him. The child
         was only twelve, perhaps, and Bran had hit him hard. I was afraid, he raged at himself, and I have nearly killed a child.
         What a hero! What a big, brave, hero. A fine deed to the glory of the Raven. Disgusted with himself, he dragged the boy over his shoulder, caught the doorway as it went
         past, and fell inside. Thel and Flae retreated to the far end of the carriage. Swart sneered. Mill said nothing. Dismas goggled.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ asked Bran as the train put on speed. ‘Any comments?’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ asked Swart. ‘A souvenir of your first battle? A pet?’

      
      ‘I shouldn’t have hit him so hard. I was afraid. Someone find the medical supplies. Least I can do is repair the damage a
         bit.’
      

      
      ‘But he’s a …’ Flae said.

      
      ‘Bandit,’ objected Thel.

      
      ‘What are you going …’

      
      ‘To do with him? He might be …’

      
      ‘Dangerous!’

      
      ‘Not at the moment,’ said Bran. The Twins agreed, but kept their distance. Mill, still panting with effort, brought him the
         metal box marked with a mysterious red cross.
      

      
      Bran wetted a swab in cold disinfectant solution and cleaned up the scratches and the flat, broad abrasion which had robbed
         the boy of consciousness. Bran the Raven. His mark. Bran felt sick. He pushed back the child’s filthy hair and bandaged the
         wound. Somehow, reading accounts of old battles, he had imagined them as more stately, giving the leader time to think and
         direct — not the fast, breathless, sordid, violent and bloody action he had just conducted. The whole thing, he estimated,
         had taken less than five minutes.
      

      
      And one of those attackers was certainly dead, and several had wounds which might fester and probably kill them in time. He had not taken this quest upon himself to act as executioner.
         But what could he do? They had attacked the train and given him no time to explain or parley. What else could he do but kill
         in his own defence?
      

      
      But there was no excuse for hurting this child. He was very thin. Through rags of what might have been a tracksuit, his bony
         knees and pitiful elbows showed, scabbed with old grazes. On the ribby body several welts and burns were noticeable. He hadn’t
         been having a comfortable time with the bandits, either.
      

      
      The boy’s eyes opened, sky blue. He blinked. He was clearly puzzled. Then he struggled up on to his elbows and stared around
         the train; at Mill huge in one corner, at the deadly girls, at Dismas who was searching the metal box in case it contained
         medicinal brandy. Bran said, ‘It’s all right,’ then, ransacking his careful tutoring from the trader Xanthippe on bandit-language,
         ‘Y’r safe,’ he said.
      

      
      “S ’n wha’ I c’ll safe,’ muttered the boy. ‘Who y’?’

      
      ‘Bran.’

      
      The blue eyes examined him. ‘’S y’r train?’

      
      ‘Yes. What’s y’r name?’ asked Bran. ‘Oh, sorry, no, it should be what’s y’r tag?’

      
      ‘Me tag’s Matt,’ said the boy. He put up a hand, felt the bandage, winced and let the hand fall. He and Bran stared at each
         other, lost for a common language. The thief, disappointed of his brandy, took over.
      

      
      ‘Y’ wan’ go back?’ asked Dismas easily. ‘Y’ b’long t’ tha’ tribe?’

      
      ‘Nah,’ said Matt. ‘Th’y stol’ me. Fr’m me dad’s. Where y’ headed?’

      
      ‘Tha’ way,’ Dismas waved ahead.

      
      
      ‘Y’ got food?’ the boy’s eyes gleamed. ‘C’n I come too?’

      
      ‘Dunno,’ said Dismas. ‘Ask ‘im.’

      
      Bran looked at Dismas with reluctant admiration.

      
      ‘Where did you learn Banditspeak?’

      
      ‘Same place you did, but I paid attention,’ said Dismas. ‘And I never stayed in the University for long. They never knew how
         I got out. Rats have tunnels, and so have thieves. Need to talk Cityspeak to trade with the River Rats.’
      

      
      Bran laughed. Matt grabbed him by the sleeve with a small, dirty hand.

      
      ‘Tak’ me, Bran!’ he struggled with the long ‘a’. ‘I kn’w ways. Y’ goin’ t’ the City o’ th’ Rat? I kn’w a way in. I come fr’m
         there.’
      

      
      ‘What do you think?’ Bran asked the others. Thel and Flae shook their heads. Dismas raised an eyebrow. Mill offered no opinion.
         Swart said, ‘You trust this little piece of refuse? He’ll hand us over to anyone who can give him a good meal. Put him off
         now and he can find his way back to the tribe.’
      

      
      ‘N’t ’ere,’ urged the boy, who had never released Bran’s sleeve. ‘Th’ll kill me ’ere. Pl’se, Bran. N’t ’ere.’

      
      ‘At least we can feed you, anyway,’ said Bran.

      
      ‘Tell me,’ asked Swart, never taking his eyes off the track, ‘why do you ask us all for our opinions, and then do just as
         you intended to do all along?’
      

      
      ‘I want to know what you think,’ grinned Bran, handing over a slab of bread and a lump of cheese. ‘Then I decide accordingly.’

      
      Swart snorted. Thel and Flae relaxed a little. Mill rumbled. ‘I don’t reckon a little ’un like that could cause a lot of trouble.’
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