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You taught me language; and my profit on’t

   Is, I know how to curse.

   —The Tempest, William Shakespeare



Chapter One



Lythe and listin gentilmen

That be of freebore blode;

I shall you tel of a gude yeman

His name was Robyn Hode.

— ‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’ (anon)



Stanislavski the horse clopped in exactly four-four time. The sun poured down like honey. Was it like this, Bran wondered lazily, for the Greeks returning from that long siege around a town called Troy? Slow, simple, strange?

The post-Three Days ruins were still ruined. The University wall was still there, smoky and battered. Everything looked familiar, but it had changed because they had changed. A band which began as an ill-assorted gang accompanying Bran the Raven to retrieve some slaves, each for their own reasons, had been tried in the fire and found to have cohered. We are an army, now, Bran thought. Originally Swart only came with us to Blackbird for the reward his father offered for finding his lost sister. Mill came because he didn’t fit in. The Twins also, and I brought Dismas because I knew he’d be useful. Now we are one, thought Bran, seeing himself in Scathe’s eyes, stocky and strong, his brown curls blowing into his brown eyes. Bran’s loose cotton sleeve just overlapped the shoulder of his most dangerous and beautiful lover, Scathe, once the Mouth of the Oracle, a transmitting empath who could kill with a touch. His wheat-coloured hair flowed in the breeze.

Through Scathe’s eyes he could see the rest of the Ravens. Swart, stalking along in his trademark black leather, actually smiling at the wilderness woman Ceridwen who had joined them and seemed — unlikely as this had to be — to adore the grim, dark figure. Mill the Hill, the strong man, hulked along on the other side of the cart. An interesting mixture of genetics had made Mill as big as a giant and as sturdy as a carthorse, and the affair at Kingfisher village had given him a woman to match him. They were sparring playfully as they walked, Mill and his Tenar. She missed his ears with a ringing slap and the blow made the side of the cart boom like a gong. Mill chuckled and kissed her. Bran was glad that he had not come between them, or he’d now be crushed flatter than a paper doll.

In his mind he felt Scathe laugh; a fizz like silver bubbles. The telepath directed his gaze to the interior of the cart, where two black piglets sat alertly in their cage, supervised by the Twins and Dismas the Good Thief. The piglets were a present for the University’s pig woman, Sunflower. The Twins loved pigs. And Dismas.

A sweet man, Bran felt Scathe think, dear Dismas, humble, inconspicuous, able to open any lock in seconds, a prince among thieves. First to retreat and easily able to vanish if danger threatened, somehow he had always managed to be in the right place at the right time, and Bran resolved not to underestimate him again. Poor Dismas. The only Raven still alone.

Aethelflaed were twins, long-legged young women so closely twinned that they could not be imagined apart. They had spent some time in their isolated period with a herd of pigs, and the piglets clearly saw them as mothers. The smooth journey home had allowed them time to plait flowers and feathers into their shiny chestnut hair and decorate the edges of their archer’s jerkins with painful stitches. Slim as reeds and curved like bows, the Twins were dangerous, especially with long-distance weapons. Thel and Flae were not to be trifled with. Not that anyone would try.

Mill tried the first gate, and even though he leaned on it, it did not yield.

‘Locked,’ he reported. ‘You want it open, Bran?’

‘No,’ said Bran hastily. Any door opened by Mill stayed open. ‘Funny, there ought to be a guard.’

‘Something …’

‘Wrong?’ asked Thel. She and her sister hopped down from the wagon.

‘Don’t know,’ said Scathe. ‘I can’t feel any danger …’

‘We’ll have a look …’

‘Around,’ said Flae, and the Twins seized their bows and vanished. Swart and Ceridwen joined Bran.

‘I knew it was all going too well,’ exclaimed Swart.

‘You always think the worst,’ Bran told him.

‘That’s why I am still alive,’ Swart replied.

These gates were also shut. Bran did not believe it until he had dismounted from the wagon and tried them himself. The iron shutters clanged as he shook them. A crow cawed in the high tree. Other than that, Grattan Street was as silent as the grave.

‘Shut?’ asked Scathe.

‘And locked. And no one in the gatehouse here, either. I don’t understand it.’

‘Something has happened,’ said Dismas, nervously.

‘And I think we ought to remove ourselves before it happens to us, too,’ replied Swart. ‘Come up, horse.’

‘Yes, we’d better get out of sight,’ agreed Bran, swinging himself up onto the cart. A large brick fence had been built on the other side of the tree-lined street. While Swart manoeuvred the wagon over the ruined gutter and up into the forecourt of a wrecked building which still had Univ … f Mel … ne on its façade, the Twins caught a passing branch and swarmed up into the canopy. A few leaves were shaken down, and the crow cawed again in protest.

‘No need to panic,’ said Bran. ‘Might be some sort of drill.’

‘With no one in the gatehouse?’ scoffed Swart. ‘Oh, very likely.’

‘We’ll unload a little,’ said Bran. ‘I don’t like to say anything against pigs, some of my best friends are pigs, but they’re a little whiffy in a confined space.’

‘And that’s true,’ agreed Mill. He unfolded himself from the cart and lifted down the cage containing Sunflower’s present. Ears pricked. Snouts lifted. Two pairs of intelligent piggy eyes regarded him, decided he meant them no harm, and went back to sleep. Tenar stepped down, savouring the feeling of fine mosaic beneath her bare feet. She was alert, curious, and unafraid. Tenar had never seen any point in being afraid before one had to be. There was enough terror in the world without anticipating it. Mill grinned fondly at her.

‘Is there anyone in the building?’ she asked.

‘The door’s still fast,’ said Swart, trying it. ‘Locked, not barred from inside. It’s a little ruined, but aren’t we all? Dismas can open it for us, if we are staying?’

The smallest of lilts at the end of the sentence gave it as much deference to his leader’s opinions as Swart was able to manage. Bran chewed his thumb.

‘What do you think?’ he asked Swart.

‘There is no reason for the gates to be shut,’ he said. ‘No attack, no fire. We’ve been around the whole wall and all of the gates are both locked and untenanted. Therefore, someone wants to keep us out. Unless they’ve got a plague, of course. If so, you would think that there would be signs.’

‘What, plague within, please come in and loot us while we’re helpless?’ snapped Bran. The silence was grating on his nerves.

‘Even the most shatter-brained lout still alive knows enough to keep away from a plague house,’ replied Swart equably. ‘But they could have left us a message in a variety of languages or symbols. We have a polyglot with us. No, something is definitely really wrong and we must find out what it is.’

‘And we might as well make ourselves comfortable while we do so?’ asked Scathe, acidly.

‘Not comfortable,’ snarled Swart. ‘Secure.’

‘All right, all right,’ sighed Dismas. ‘I’m doing it.’

He took his bag of tools and plodded over to the door. Gashes and scars showed the results of previous attempts to gain entry. ‘The surround is steel,’ said Dismas, largely as a commentary for his own ears. ‘So is the door. They really didn’t want anyone to open this. There’s a keyed lock, as well as a security-coded card swipe. If the system is still operating I can probably open it, but if the power’s failed then it’s stuck forever, and that’s all there is to say about it.’

‘Are you giving up already?’ asked Swart, sweet as a razor.

‘No, just telling you,’ said Dismas, ear to the door. ‘I can hear humming. I reckon it must have had one of those solar-powered backup systems. Lucky it’s been a hot summer. Now this ought to be the control for the card.’ He swiped a magnetic card through the lock, and the buttons glowed green. Instead of typing in any numbers, Dismas locked a small black box to the side of the pad.

‘That should handle the security code. I invented it myself. It can go through a thousand combinations a millisecond,’ he said with quiet pride. ‘I hope there’s some food in this place.’

‘And drink?’ asked Ceridwen, who was amused by Dismas far more than Swart would have liked.

‘Of course. The lock I’ll have to pick,’ he added, and knelt down to angle his bunch of delicate silver strips into it.

‘Bran?’ called a voice from the trees.

‘What can you see, Twins?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. No …’ said Flae.

‘People,’ finished Thel. ‘Plenty of …’

‘Animals and …’

‘All looks peaceful …’

‘No smoke, no …’

‘Fires, no signs …’

‘Of war but no …’

‘People.’

‘Keep watch for a little longer,’ said Bran.

‘Piggies all …’

‘Right?’

‘Just here,’ Bran assured them. Scathe shook his head as if to clear it.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Bran.

‘The Twins say there are no people. But I can feel them. Hundreds. The University feels just as always, but excited, somehow.’

‘Simple,’ said Swart. They looked at him. ‘They’re all inside, and that’s why the Twins can’t see anyone. Some sort of meeting. If it was serious enough to take the guards from the gates then the emotion you are detecting is not surprising. Anyway, I think that it is better to approach circumspectly.’

‘I agree,’ said Bran.

There was a moment of utter astonishment, broken by Dismas crying, ‘There!’ and the noise of a door being shoved open. The unoiled hinges shrieked. Behind, a glow showed that the solar-powered lights were still working. The ruin exhaled. They all recoiled at the musty odour of old death. The air was cold and stale.

‘Whoever shut themselves in this building has clearly died there,’ commented Tenar.

‘They might not all have died,’ said Bran.

‘Then we shall find out,’ said Mill easily, lifting down his bow. He handed Tenar her sword. Swart glanced at Ceridwen, who nodded.

‘Twins go …’

‘First,’ insisted Flae, dropping out of her tree onto Mill’s huge shoulders. He staggered a little, then lifted her down. Thel landed beside her.

‘Swart, will you stay with the cart?’ asked Bran.

‘Leave me Dismas and the crossbow,’ Swart replied.

‘What do you want me for?’ wailed Dismas.

‘Would you rather go into that nasty stinking tower in the dark?’ demanded Swart. Dismas shook his head.

‘You know I wouldn’t. But I don’t think that you have suddenly got all pro-Dismas overnight,’ he said. ‘I never knew you to want to be nice to me.’

Swart smiled unpleasantly, buffing a gauntleted fist on his black leather thigh. ‘My personal feelings aside, Dismas, you are such an ingenious coward that I want you for an early warning system. You detect danger more quickly than the Eye in the Sky.’

‘Thanks,’ said Dismas. ‘I think.’

He took up his post at the opening in the ruined wall, trying to look in two directions at once. Ceridwen went to Stanislavski’s head, backing and turning the cart so that it pointed towards the opening in the wall. Ten years of autumn leaves slushed under the wheels. Then she got up onto the driver’s bench, reins slack in her hands, ready to goad the horse into instant movement. Stanislavski, catching the general mood of wary attention, took the opportunity to demonstrate Noble Horse, ears pricked, nose lifted, nostrils wide. It was an excellent performance and Ceridwen appreciated it, as a wilderness woman who knew about horses.

Outside in the overgrown street, nothing moved, and there was no sound from the locked gates.

Inside, it was also silent. The lobby was empty.

Of people, at least, thought Bran, waiting until his eyes adjusted to the gloom before taking another step. Surprisingly clean, too. No spiders, no webs, no sign of rats. The Twins’ dancing feet made scraping noises on the marble floor. With their usual nonchalance they roved forward, covering both sides of the lobby and holding all of it at arrow point.

The lobby contained a central console with desk, terminal and chair, a bank of security video screens, telephones and a stack of leaflets. Bran walked around it. Apart from a light coating of dust, it seemed undamaged.

‘The air conditioning must have kept the air moving so that dust didn’t settle,’ he commented. ‘I wonder what this place was?’

‘I can’t feel any minds,’ commented Scathe, ‘at least, not really. There is something …’ he shook his head impatiently, like someone trying to drain water out of their ears.

‘Something bad?’ asked Mill.

‘I can’t tell. Not really alive, but …’

Bran patted his shoulder. ‘Never mind. No one down here, anyway. I wonder if we ought to try the computer system?’

‘Why shouldn’t we?’ asked Tenar.

‘Because if there’s something wrong at the University, then the system might be alerted to our presence.’

‘You think there is really something wrong, don’t you?’ asked Mill.

‘There has to be. The gates are shut. But we’ve still got friends. Someone brought Stanislavski down to the railhead, opened the shed and left him there tethered with feed and water to wait for us. However, I think we’d better be cautious, and, as you know —’ Bran grinned, a flash of white teeth in the gloom ‘— caution has always been my watchword.’

‘Stair …’

‘Way here,’ reported Thel. ‘Should we go …’

‘Up?’

‘First secure your exit,’ said Bran. ‘Mill, Tenar, look around for something to wedge the doors open. I don’t trust electronic locks. Scathe senses something which is almost alive, and I want us to stay entirely alive.’

The lobby was bare of anything movable except the chair, which was not strong. Mill went out and he and Tenar manhandled a large rock from the falling wall into the opening. Wedged against the door it provided a secure retreat.

‘Bring another for this fire door,’ ordered Bran, hauling the heavy iron door open.

The stench hit him like a blow and he almost retched. A reek of death mixed with something vinegary; he could not remember where he had smelt that before. The Twins coughed and spat, as offended as cats. Mill dragged his hood over his mouth and said, ‘Whatever died, it died in the stairway.’

‘He,’ said Scathe, who did not fear death or the dead. The figure of a man in a tattered uniform, partly mummified by the cold dry air, was disturbed and tumbled with a terrible small sound like snapping kindling to lie at Scathe’s feet. The others sprang back. Scathe knelt to examine it.

‘He died in some strange way,’ he commented, turning the skull to show that it was riddled with many small holes. ‘His bones are like worm-eaten timber.’

‘Surely that’s post mortem? Flies or worms or predators?’ Bran tried to overcome his disgust and divorce his mind from horror.

‘I can’t imagine what predators would attack bone like this,’ said Scathe. ‘They’ve dug or maybe chewed pathways like the teredo worm in teak. Or a maggot in an apple. Before death, I guess, because they haven’t affected his clothes or his boots. I wonder what they were?’

‘And are they …’

‘Still here?’ asked Flae.

‘The skull is full of what look like iron filings,’ added Scathe, tipping the death’s head and pouring them into his hand.

‘Can you still feel something almost alive?’ asked Bran.

‘Yes,’ said Scathe.

‘Perhaps we can find another …’

‘Place to …’

‘Hide,’ suggested Thel nervously.

‘It’s getting dark and there are dangerous people out there, and we don’t know what’s happening behind those locked gates. I can’t think of anywhere closer than a few k’s away. Let’s get Mill to take this chap outside and ask Swart if he has any ideas about it. The smell’s clearing a bit, anyway. Just up to the next floor, eh?’ Bran coaxed. Thel and Flae swapped a dubious look and nodded.

‘Just the …’

‘Next floor …’

‘Then,’ they agreed.

Mill dumped the corpse on the leaf-mould and said to Swart, ‘Puzzle for you, Swart.’

‘Old puzzle,’ said Swart, bending to inspect the hollow skull. ‘Dead a long time. Curious injuries, though.’

‘That’s what Scathe thought. We’re going up to the first floor. Anything moving out here?’

‘Nothing,’ replied Dismas. ‘Thankfully.’

The stench in the stairwell was gradually clearing as the outside air refreshed the air-circulation system. More iron filings crunched underfoot as they climbed. The light became brighter as they reached a glass door which gave onto a garden.

The Twins exclaimed in delight, snatched open the portal and dived through and into dense foliage. Ferns grew to the high ceiling. The smell of compost and growing was almost palpable. Scathe and Bran stared. Mill leaned in the doorway.

It was as unexpected as finding a perfect slipper orchid growing in the middle of a highway.

‘What is this place?’ asked Tenar. ‘It is beautiful!’

‘It’s a hydroponic system,’ said Scathe faintly. ‘See, there are the conduits for watering, the special filters for sunlight, the heaters and coolers. I’ve heard of them, but I never saw one still alive. The Garden of Earthly Delights …’ he murmured.

‘Don’t forget the dead man in the stairwell,’ said Bran, eyeing the garden suspiciously. What had made those wormholes in the skull? Insects, perhaps? ‘Hieronymous Bosch knew about Paradise.’

‘What did he know?’ asked Mill.

‘That even in Eden there was a worm,’ answered Scathe absently. ‘The almost mind isn’t here. Higher up,’ he murmured, abandoning the garden. ‘Must go higher up …’

‘No, you don’t,’ Bran seized him by the arm. ‘Scathe!’

The compulsion — no, not strong enough for a compulsion, the suggestion, the idea that it would be good to climb higher and not so interesting to stay, was strong in Scathe’s mind, but as soon as Bran became aware of it, it vanished, almost before he could formulate a description of what he had felt. Scathe was staring at him, puzzled.

‘No, perhaps it would be better to stay here,’ he agreed, freeing his arm from Bran’s grasp. ‘Are you all right, Bran?’

‘No. I mean, yes, I suppose so. Something strange here, but it doesn’t seem immediately perilous. Well, we’ve got a forest, and I suppose we can bring the pigs, but we’ll never get Stanislavski up those stairs.’

‘No need. We’ve got some feed and he can stay in the lobby. Twins?’ called Mill.

‘Nice …’

‘Forest,’ called Thel, swinging down out of a huge tree-fern.

‘Any beasts?’ asked Mill.

‘Small …’

‘Scuttlers,’ replied Thel. ‘Climbers …’

‘Slitherers. And …’

‘Flies,’Thel added. ‘Ants. Bees. Nothing …’

‘Bitey.’

‘Any danger to us?’ asked Bran, willing to trust their strange senses.

‘Not …’

‘Here,’ said Flae.

‘Mill, can you go and get Dismas up here? If we aren’t going to explore any higher for the moment, we want the upper doors locked. Ask Swart to bring everyone inside. This isn’t a place to be caught outside in the dark.’

‘There is water,’ Tenar told him. She had followed a paved path and beckoned to him from a concealed alcove. ‘This is where the dead man lived, perhaps,’ she suggested. ‘He would not grudge us; he has no need for food where he has gone.’

Whatever the Twins’ slitherers and crawlers lived on, they had not touched a store of tinned and packet food, the small electric stove, or even the toiletries in a small bathroom. Water gushed when Tenar turned on a tap. It was a self-contained flat, designed perhaps for the gardener.

‘Some of us could stay up here,’ said Bran. ‘But we’d better leave watchers below. I don’t altogether trust this place. I wish we could get a bit more light.’

‘Perhaps Swart can restore the environmental systems without drawing attention to the fact that we are here,’ said Scathe. ‘I, too, wish for more light.’ He took Bran’s hand to share his confidence.

Dismas came reluctantly up the stairs, shoved from behind by Mill. His tool bag clanked as his hands shook.

‘I don’t like this,’ he said. ‘I just want you to know that.’

‘Why do you want me to know that?’

‘Because when some huge snake crawls out of that garden and swallows me whole during the night, you’ll feel guilty,’ said Dismas. ‘Which doors need seeing to?’

‘Any that lead upward,’ said Bran. ‘I wouldn’t worry about the snake. You’d give it indigestion. Just make sure that all the doors are locked. We’ll look at the rest of the place tomorrow.’

‘If we survive the night,’ muttered Dismas.

‘We’re better off inside,’ Bran assured him, and did not pause to wonder where his assurance came from.

From the street, as if on cue, a sudden howling hurt the air. Dismas dropped his bag to cover his ears. Below, Stanislavski panicked, kicked at Swart (and missed) and bolted into the building, dragging the cart and Ceridwen after him. Bran heard Swart’s shout of rage, then the swish and clang of the doors shutting.

In a sudden silence, they all heard a strange, cold slide and click, as of a bolt snicking home.

‘Trapped,’ whispered Dismas. His control box was still outside.

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ growled Bran.

[image: image]

‘We have them now. It will work,’ said the first voice, sweet and breathy but just off key enough to irritate a musical ear.

‘It might,’ said the other.

‘Surely they cannot resist,’ said the first voice. ‘Such seductions, such delights as we can show them, until they are altogether enslaved and incapable of resistance?’

‘One will resist,’ said second voice. ‘Just out of sheer bloody-minded perversity. I ought to know. He’s my son.’



Chapter Two



God, that was of a mayden borne

Leue vs well to spede!

For it is good to assay a frende

Or that a man haue nede.

—‘A Gest of Robyn Hode’ (anon)



‘Trapped, I say!’ wailed Dismas.

‘And if you want to keep your head in its accustomed place you won’t say it again,’ snarled Swart, who had stormed up the stairs like Azrael on a really bad day. ‘What have you got us into, Bran?’

‘I got you into it? Why do you always blame me?’ demanded Bran angrily.

‘Because you’re the leader,’ spat Swart. ‘Our fearless leader has led us right back into trouble and if I want to blame you, Bran Raven, I’ll blame you!’

‘This is not helpful,’ said Mill, laying one huge hand on each heaving chest and forcing the two apart. ‘Stop yelling at each other and let’s have a look at the situation. Nothing’s attacked us yet. Let’s all go down to the ground floor and talk. And maybe Swart can put some lights on. Down we go,’ said Mill, pushing Bran before him and dragging Swart after.

Swart’s dignity would not suffer him to be dragged. He freed his wrist and settled his leather cuffs and followed, cold now and dangerous.

Ceridwen had soothed Stanislavski by appealing to his better feelings and was untethering him from the cart. She had strung a loose rein, unloaded one bale of hay and opened a bag of oats.

‘Well, one of us has some sense,’ said Bran, smiling at her. She did not return the smile.

‘What is this place, lord?’ she asked Swart. ‘I misliked it from the beginning, though now it seems safer than out there.’

‘I don’t know,’ Swart replied. ‘I am waiting for our fearless leader to explain.’

‘Don’t call me that, in the name of the Goddess,’ Bran sat down on the chair, chewing a thumbnail. ‘We’re here and now we have to cope with it. Can you reconnect the environmental systems without letting the University mainframe know we’re here, Swart?’

‘Give me the chair and I’ll try.’ Swart took the offered place and looked at the keyboard, hands in his lap.

‘Aren’t you going to do anything?’ asked Dismas.

‘This is a new system and I want to look at it first,’ said Swart. ‘And if you don’t leave me to do so in peace you can freeze in the dark.’

‘Just asking,’ Dismas put up both hands as if to defend himself from a blow. ‘I’ll … I’ll just go and see to the doors, shall I?’

‘Don’t bother. They’re all electronic locks. If there is something up there you won’t be able to stop them coming down.’

‘Wanna bet?’ Dismas held out a hand, but Swart just glared at it briefly and returned to his contemplation of the system.

Bran had picked up a pamphlet from the desk.

‘This place belonged to the research group of the University,’ he told Mill. ‘Part of it, anyway. Bio-technology wing. That explains the garden.’

‘But not the dead man,’ said Tenar.

‘Might have been the gardener,’ said Mill. ‘Had the remains of a uniform on his poor bones. Might have starved to death.’

‘There was food in that apartment, and water. There’s even water here. Whatever killed him it wasn’t that. What about all those holes in his skull?’

Scathe had moved closer to Bran, his pale forehead creased in a frown.

‘Nearly alive,’ he murmured. ‘But not quite. Something made us scared of the outside, made us take shelter.’

‘Yes, it was him,’ said Swart, laying his hands on the keyboard.

‘Not Bran, something else.’

‘And something else is howling in the street? They aren’t dog’s voices,’ said Ceridwen. ‘I never heard such a noise before, not even from the canoids. It makes my heart chill.’

‘And mine,’ said Scathe. ‘But I cannot feel any minds. Nothing is outside — that’s what my senses say. The occult ones are terrified. It is a puzzle.’

‘And we’re right in the middle of it,’ said Bran, worrying another fingernail. ‘Can we open the door, Mill?’

Mill exerted all his strength but there was no give in the door. It had locked itself fast. Tenar joined him. Pushing as hard as they could, they only made the door creak a little.

‘Right, we are locked in. But there must be a back door. If Swart can get us some more light, we can look for it.’

‘I’ve switched on the monitor,’ said Swart. ‘It’s taking a long time to reboot. Old system, I’d guess. Has to gather up all its pixels and glue them together by hand.’

‘They had good craftsmanship in the old days,’ agreed Bran gravely. Swart lifted his eyes and grinned at Bran. For the moment it seemed that they were alone in the lobby.

Then the screen came alive with light and colour. Loud music with a heavy backbeat and rocket sound effects, as someone sang ‘It’s so very lonely, you’re a thousand light years from home.’

Swart modulated the sound but could not reduce it.

‘What’s that?’ gasped Ceridwen.

‘It’s an advertisement,’ he replied. ‘A small playlet designed to make the consumer desire to buy what the seller is offering. It must have been the first thing the hapless operator saw when he or she booted the system. I have to run through all this before I can get to a menu. You have to admire it,’ he said with a small quirk to the mouth. ‘Such relentless consumerism! Beyond the bounds of reason …’

‘Taste …’ murmured Ceridwen.

‘Sense …’ added Bran. ‘That world ate itself up. Began at the feet and chewed and swallowed up to the head.’

‘A gruesome metaphor, but substantially correct,’ agreed Swart. The screen was strangely fascinating. It took a definite effort to look away from the swirling clouds of stars. Swart looked away. He had serious objections to being seduced.

With a final blare of trumpets, the music died. A voice spoke from the air.

‘Whatever you wish, it can be yours,’ it said. A male voice, sweet but slightly off key. Ceridwen, who had perfect pitch, winced.

Bran grinned and was about to speak when Swart dived from his chair and slapped a hand over his leader’s mouth. Bran struggled. Scathe grabbed Swart, gritting his teeth at the flood of fear and suspicion while Swart flinched at the combined emotions which rushed into his previously private head. But he did not let go. The voice appeared to be waiting. Ceridwen put a finger to her lip, Mill and Tenar nodded. No one spoke.

‘Do not be afraid,’ said the voice, compassionately. ‘I will not hurt you. I am here to serve you.’

Bran relaxed. Linked together, Swart’s suspicion seemed much more convincing. Swart released Bran and went back to the console. A face looked out of the screen at him. A middle-aged man, whose image shifted. Familiar faces raced across his countenance. Professor Lewis. Bran’s own father, dead ten years. Ceridwen’s father. Mill’s grandfather. A gypsyish man with a beard who might have belonged to the Twins. Stern faces and cheerful ones, gaunt and rounded, bald and bearded, they flowed across the countenance of the model, until they settled on an old man’s face. Swart looked interrogatively around. Everyone looked puzzled. The face looked vaguely familiar, but they could not place it. One after another, they shrugged.
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