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PART ONE


      AMPHITHEATRE

      
   
      
      ONE
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      Little Ullii, the mildest and meekest person in the world, tested the blade of the pilfered dagger concealed in her coat. She
         was going to revenge herself on the man who had been her first friend and only lover, and the father of her dead baby. She
         was hunting Nish, and when she found him she planned to cut out his heart, for that was just what he’d done to her.
      

      
      ‘Seeker? To me!’
      

      
      Ullii started and looked around guiltily. She loathed Chief Scrutator Ghorr almost as much as she hated Nish, but she feared
         Ghorr as only the truly helpless could. He was a brute, a monster, and she was in his thrall. She scurried to his side to
         betray the rest of her friends.
      

      
      The Council of Scrutators had attacked the ancient fortress of Fiz Gorgo before dawn with overwhelming force and complete
         surprise, taking most of their victims in their beds. With Ullii to pinpoint them, mancers as powerful as Yggur and as subtle
         as Malien had been captured within minutes, along with dozens of lesser victims. Now only a few remained, but among them were
         the two that Ghorr wanted most desperately.
      

      
      His victory was almost complete and Ghorr was going to finish the rebellion here and now. The trials would be swift, the executions
         swifter. By the end of the day no one, from the least scullery maid at Fiz Gorgo to Lord Yggur himself, would be left alive. And every detail of the trial and the bloody executions was to be recorded devotedly by the war artists, recorders
         and tale-tellers. The whole world had to know that there was no escape for traitors, not even those hiding in distant territories
         under enemy occupation. Every citizen of Santhenar, down to the smallest child, must hear the tale of the rebels’ brutal end,
         and take the lesson.
      

      
      But Ullii plotted a different fate for Nish; Nish who had slain Myllii, the beloved twin brother for whom she’d searched since
         she was four. He had claimed it was an accident but Ullii knew better. She had to take retribution with her own hands. Without
         it, neither Myllii nor her son Yllii could ever find peace in their graves. She was going to carve out Nish’s treacherous
         heart and feed it to the carrion birds that were already circling above the walls of Fiz Gorgo in expectation of the feast.
      

      
      Ullii crept down the corridor beside the chief scrutator. Her eyes were masked against the torches of his troops, for Ullii
         was so sensitive that bright light burned her eyes. Fortunately she did not need to see. Her mental lattice, her unique and,
         to others, incomprehensible way of viewing the world, told her where she was even in darkness.
      

      
      Her ears were covered to keep out the clangour of battle and bloodshed, the roars of the soldiers, the screams of their victims,
         the thud of weapons against armour, flesh and bone. Ullii could not see Nish in her lattice because, lacking any talent for
         the Secret Art, he did not appear there. But her most sensitive sense was not veiled in any way. She was tracking Nish by
         his scent. Nowhere he could go, nothing he could do could prevent her from finding him among the myriad of other smells and
         stenches that threaded the frigid air of Fiz Gorgo.
      

      
      Fortunately Ghorr was not aware of that talent and, in the afterglow of a victory more complete than he had ever dared hope
         for, he seemed to have forgotten about Nish. He was not in the same league as the great mancers Gilhaelith, Malien and Yggur.
         Nish was insignificant compared to the unexpected discovery of Tiaan and the priceless flying construct, not to mention the
         powerful and enigmatic amplimet, a crystal that drew power from the field without human intervention. Ghorr’s personal guard had already secured all of them and the chief scrutator
         could not help gloating over it.
      

      
      He heaved her back by the arm. ‘Stay behind, Seeker. Don’t endanger yourself. We’ve yet to find the arch-fiend, Xervish Flydd,
         and he could slay you with a single glance.’
      

      
      Ullii knew that wasn’t true, and moreover Flydd had treated her far more kindly than the chief scrutator ever did. However,
         she stopped at once; Ghorr took pleasure in inflicting pain, particularly on the weak and powerless.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ he said, pulling off her earmuffs to roar in her ear, though she could hear him clearly through them, and he knew
         it. ‘Where is the renegade, Seeker?’
      

      
      Before she could answer, a soldier came running. ‘Two people have barricaded themselves in a chamber down to your left, Chief
         Scrutator, surr. Mancer Squilp says the place has a strong tang of the Art.’
      

      
      ‘Is it Xervish Flydd, Ullii?’ said Ghorr, crushing the bones in her gracile arm.

      
      She closed her eyes behind the mask, the better to visualise her lattice. The noise hurt and the violence frightened her,
         making it difficult to concentrate. The lattice was faint again today. It had been fading for weeks now, and that filled her
         with dread. What if she lost it completely? Ullii had created her lattice as a lost and lonely little girl and, in the desperate
         years since, it had been the only thing keeping her sane. Her solitary achievement had given her pride in herself. It was
         now the only crutch she had left.
      

      
      ‘Hurry up!’ hissed Scrutator Fusshte, thrusting his pock-marked reptilian face at her behind Ghorr’s back.

      
      Ullii recoiled. Fusshte was a creeping monstrosity whose nearness brought her out in goosepimples.

      
      Ghorr urged him out of the way. ‘She can’t be forced, Scrutator,’ he said acidly. ‘Won’t you ever learn?’

      
      Fusshte backed off, but Ullii saw his malevolence as a corrosive knot in her lattice. Even Ghorr was preferable to the slithering
         horror that was Scrutator Fusshte.
      

      
      ‘Well, Seeker?’ said Ghorr.
      

      
      ‘It’s Xervish,’ she conceded. Ullii had once regarded Flydd as a friend and knew she was betraying him to his doom, but she
         wasn’t strong enough to resist. Even if she had been, Ghorr would happily break her to find his enemy. ‘And Crafter Irisis.’
      

      
      ‘Splendid,’ said Ghorr. ‘What are they doing, Ullii? Surely they know that locking themselves in is useless?’

      
      ‘Breaking the floor,’ said Ullii with lowered head.

      
      ‘Reinforce the mancers just outside the door,’ snapped Ghorr to a messenger, who hurried away. ‘Captain,’ he turned to a hulking
         officer, each of whose intricately tooled military boots could have accommodated Ullii’s head and neck, ‘lead us to the room
         below Flydd’s. Bring two squads. Fusshte, take a third squad down the far stairs and cut off the other exit.’
      

      
      Ghorr allowed his troops to take the lead, then caught Ullii’s arm and hauled her down the stone staircase. As they crossed
         a landing, a muffled roar shook the building.
      

      
      ‘Quick, Captain!’ said Ghorr. ‘Flydd’s broken through. Take him and Irisis alive and there’ll be a bonus for you.’

      
      The soldiers hurtled down the steps, swords raised. Ghorr kept well back. The chief scrutator guarded his life like a miser
         his hoard.
      

      
      They reached the bottom step, rounded the corner and there, in the flickering light of the soldiers’ torches, stood the fugitives.
         Irisis had stopped dead when she saw the soldiers, then raised her sword. Flydd glanced over his shoulder at the cluster of
         dancing torches and his skinny shoulders sagged. Scrutator Fusshte and his heavily armed troops blocked the only way out.
      

      
      Ullii lifted her mask for a moment. Xervish Flydd, a small man of some sixty years, looked more scarred and emaciated than
         ever. Though it was bitterly cold, he wore just a bedsheet, hastily knotted about his hips. Beautiful Irisis Stirm was dressed
         in brown woollen pantaloons and a loose shirt which could not conceal her luxurious figure. Her yellow hair was unbound. They
         were both covered in grey dust.
      

      
      Ullii pulled the mask down, as if to hide from her former friends, but Flydd had already seen her. He shook his head, a moment of desolation, and Ullii knew she had done a terrible wrong. But what else could I do? she thought plaintively, slipping
         into the shadow behind Ghorr before Irisis could see her.
      

      
      ‘Xervish Flydd,’ said Ghorr in a treacly voice. ‘Irisis Stirm. I’m so pleased to see you both again.’

      
      Irisis shifted her weight, holding the sword two-handed, but Flydd drew her back. ‘There’s no point, Irisis. Put it down.’

      
      After a long hesitation, she let the sword fall. The soldiers took hold of the pair and swiftly bound their hands.

      
      ‘These are the last,’ said Fusshte. ‘Let’s get the trials underway, Chief Scrutator. The executioners grow impatient.’

      
      ‘The executioners wait upon my pleasure,’ Ghorr said icily. ‘Take the prisoners out to the yard, Captain.’

      
      Ullii pressed back into a niche in the wall, hiding from herself. Flydd had let her down, certainly, but he’d been kind to
         her too, and always looked after her. And she’d betrayed him to a monster.
      

      
      Taking off the mask, she rubbed her eyes, trying to work out where it had all gone wrong. As Flydd was dragged past, his eyes
         met hers for a second. He knew Ullii had betrayed them; he was looking right into her heart and, worst of all, he understood.
      

      
      The guard jerked on the rope; Flydd stumbled away. Ullii crouched down in her niche, shivering violently. Cold rarely bothered
         her but now she felt like a statue carved of ice. She was just as bad as Ghorr.
      

      
      Irisis was dragged past. Hastily pulling down the mask, Ullii turned her face to the wall until the crafter had gone by. Irisis
         would neither understand nor forgive.
      

      
      The troops led their prisoners upstairs, gloating and calculating their shares of the reward, and getting in vicious blows
         when Ghorr wasn’t looking. Ullii remained where she was. Ghorr took little notice of her at the best of times and, now that
         he had his enemies at his mercy, would not give her a moment’s thought. It was easy to conceal herself in the darkness, for
         no one was more skilled at hiding than she.
      

      
      She slipped into a room that had already been checked while Fiz Gorgo was searched one more time. Finally, the soldiers tramped out into the yard. The scrutators had gone. Ullii tracked the knots they made in the eye of her lattice. They went
         out through the broken front doors of Fiz Gorgo and up onto the outer wall, from whence they were hauled up in rope chairs
         to the comfort of the hovering air-dreadnoughts, doubtless to indulge themselves in an orgy of congratulations. The prisoners
         and their guards were left to shiver in the ice-crusted yard until the preparations for the trial were complete.
      

      
      Fiz Gorgo was silent now. Ullii put her head out the door. The darkness was comforting and she felt the lattice strengthen
         a little, but she had lost her purpose. Seeing Flydd that way had thrown her. Then a familiar tang raised bumps on her arms.
         Nish!

      
      She tasted the air, nose up like a mouse. To Ullii, Nish was his smell, and she could have identified him anywhere. She’d picked him out from sixty thousand soldiers and slaves when
         he’d been sentenced to haul bogged clankers out of the sodden battlefield at Snizort last summer.
      

      
      There was a trace of his spoor down here, though the scent was old. On the ground floor it had been stronger. Ullii took off
         the mask and earmuffs. Her sensitive eyes could see well enough in the dark, not that she needed to. She eased up the farther
         stair, the one Fusshte had come down. The stench of him drowned out all other smells: stagnant water in the flooded labyrinth below, mould growing on the walls, the faint odour
         of woodworm and rotting timber, and even the unwashed, sweaty reek of the soldiers. Fusshte had a sour, festering stink that
         made her nostrils pucker and her toes curl.
      

      
      It was brighter on the ground floor. A gloomy daylight seeped in through the broken front doors, though it cast little light
         around the corner to this narrow hall. The breeze was blowing away from the doors and she could not tell if Nish was out there.
         Dare she look? Easing to the shattered remnants of the great doors, Ullii covered her eyes with her fingers and peered out.
      

      
      She didn’t see Nish. The prisoners were kept apart, save for Flydd and Irisis, and each was surrounded by burly guards. All
         the men of Ghorr’s guard were tall and Nish, a small man, would not be visible behind them.
      

      
      Ullii went back and forth, testing the air for every tendril of odour, and, around the corner, picked up an old scent. She
         could even tell that Nish had been weary when he’d come this way. He’d plodded down the corridor before stopping for a moment.
         Why? Ullii smelt Irisis’s fresh, creamy tang and her fists clenched involuntarily. Nish and Irisis had been lovers once, before
         Ullii had met him. She sniffed the air. He’d gone into her room!
      

      
      She tracked him to the bed and he’d been in it. He’d lain with Irisis just hours ago. How dare he? Ullii didn’t operate on
         logic – as far as she was concerned, Nish had been hers ever since they’d made love in the balloon in the treetops near Tirthrax,
         at the end of last winter. He’d made her pregnant there, and even though he’d killed her brother since then, she would share
         him with no one.
      

      
      It firmed her faltering resolve. She tracked Nish to his little room. The bed was cold but a fresher scent led around the
         corner, into the main hall and up in the direction of the front door. There she lost it.
      

      
      Ullii crept along the hall on her toes, keeping to the left-hand wall, ready to dart away should someone approach. She could
         hear the guards talking in the yard, gravel crunching under their boots and an occasional mutter or plea from the bound prisoners,
         always answered with a jeer or slap.
      

      
      She headed for the stairs to one of the tower balconies she’d seen from Ghorr’s air-dreadnoughts, so she could look down into
         the yard. A few steps up, she detected Nish’s spoor once more, and it was fresher. He’d gone this way in the last few hours.
      

      
      Unfortunately he’d come down again; she smelt him on the other side of the staircase as well. Nonetheless, she continued up
         to a landing on the second floor, where she went down on her belly and crawled to the edge. The scent was stronger here. He’d
         spent some time with the tall mancer she now knew to be Yggur.
      

      
      Ullii looked down into the mist-wreathed yard and made out Yggur easily, as well as the even taller mancer with the frothy
         hair whose attempt to escape had enabled her to find Fiz Gorgo in the first place. They were bound hand and foot, and tightly gagged to prevent them speaking any spell or word of power.
         Flydd and Irisis stood together, not gagged but surrounded by a double halo of guards. The old Aachim mancer, Malien, was
         by the wall, also bound and gagged, and watched by a pair of Council mancers. The other rings of guards enclosed people she
         could not identify, but Nish was not among them.
      

      
      So how had he, alone of all the clever people here, managed to escape? Not knowing the answer, Ullii crawled back to the steps
         and allowed her senses to guide her.
      

      
      A faint odour led up, though only to chaos that was also her doing. Using her lattice, Ullii had pinpointed the locations
         of several uncanny devices designed to protect Fiz Gorgo. The top of this horned tower had housed one of them, but it and
         the other devices had been blasted by amplified sunbeams from the air-dreadnoughts at the beginning of the dawn attack, melting
         the very stone and destroying everything inside. Nish could hardly be up there now, though she could detect no track coming
         down.
      

      
      Nonetheless, the lingering scent trail went up, so Ullii followed. By the next turn of the stair the stone had grown perceptibly
         warm and she smelled the peculiar dry odour of overheated rock. On the turn after that the steps were sprinkled with ash,
         charcoal and gritty granules of slag.
      

      
      It was hard to move silently here for the grit squeaked underfoot, a high-pitched abrasive sound that irritated her sensitive
         ears. She trod as softly as she could but by the next turn of the stairs the ash and grit were ankle-deep. At the landing
         after that the stairs were blocked by a crusted flow of melted stone, black on the outside but deeply cracked and glowing
         within. The crust, resembling dirty glass and slag, was embedded with pieces of charcoal and half-burnt wood. A sagging pewter
         mug protruded from one edge.
      

      
      The flow was so hot that it dried out her eyes. Ullii could not find any way through the smoke and heat haze so she went down
         to the main hall, crisscrossing the building like a mouse hunting for food. None of Nish’s scent traces led out of Fiz Gorgo. The most recent was the one that had gone up the steps to the destroyed tower. Perhaps he’d gone up twice and only
         come down once.
      

      
      Climbing an adjacent tower, one that hadn’t been attacked, she peered through an embrasure. The mist was growing thicker and
         turning to light rain that drifted on the breeze. It was miserably cold and dank but Ullii preferred cold to heat.
      

      
      From here she had a good view of the ruined tower. She’d led Ghorr’s forces to it, had pinpointed exactly where the defensive
         devices were, and where to aim their incandescent, rock-melting beams of crystal-boosted sunlight. The horned tower was now
         bent like a banana, a couple of floors below the top. The beam had burned in through an embrasure, liquefying everything inside
         that chamber. The thick outside wall had bent like toffee then set again, though the stone was sadly cracked and fretted.
         Pieces of stone fell as she watched, and the wall steamed gently in the rain.
      

      
      If Nish had been in that chamber, he could not have survived. Even had he been in the rooms above, the heat must have burned
         him alive. Not a pleasant death, nor what she’d intended for him. Before Ullii cut out his heart, she’d wanted him to know
         why.
      

   
      
      TWO

            [image: image]


      
      After leaving Irisis in the early hours of the morning, Nish had gone back to his cold bed, but had not managed to get to sleep.
         He couldn’t stop thinking about the morrow. They were due to leave in Malien’s thapter to attack the Council of Scrutators’
         secret bastion, Nennifer, and attempt to overthrow them, for the Council was never going to win the war. Indeed, it no longer
         seemed that it wanted to, for the war kept the scrutators in power. But Nennifer was defended by a thousand crack troops,
         hundreds of mancers and all manner of uncanny devices, so how could a handful of people, even including Flydd, Yggur and Malien,
         hope to breach it? It seemed, at the least, suicidal. And why were he and Irisis suddenly being kept in the dark? It hurt,
         after all they’d done over the past months.
      

      
      Despairing of ever getting to sleep, Nish dressed in his discarded clothes, which had already taken on the frigid dankness
         of the room. Pulling on icy boots, he laced them up and stamped his feet, trying vainly to maintain the warmth he’d had from
         the bed. At the noise, someone muttered angrily from the next room.
      

      
      Nish shrugged into his coat, pulled a floppy hat down over his neck and ears, and went to the door. With his hand on the latch
         he thought about going back for his sword, but Fiz Gorgo was the safest place on Santhenar. He left it leaning against the
         wall.
      

      
      He had planned to go out the front doors and pace around the outer wall, but as he cracked the door open, such an icy wind
         coiled in that Nish closed it and headed for the tower instead. This time he did not stop at Yggur’s balcony, but felt his
         way up the snake-coiled stone stair to the very top. It was pitch black outside – he could see nothing through the embrasures.
      

      
      On the fourth- and fifth-floor landings, open doors led to black rooms. Nish didn’t look inside; he hadn’t brought a lantern.
         The rooms on the sixth and seventh floors were locked and, he suspected, sealed with the Art. They held some kind of defensive
         artefact – Nish had once overheard Yggur telling Flydd about it. He trudged up to the eighth level, a lookout tower that had
         not been manned during Nish’s time in Fiz Gorgo. Not even the lyrinx, who owned the rest of Meldorin, came near Fiz Gorgo.
      

      
      At the top he peered out the western embrasure towards the town of Old Hripton, several leagues away around the bay, but the
         icy breeze made his eyes water and he couldn’t see any lights. Pulling his coat around him, he sat on the stone bench that
         ran around the circumference of the room. As soon as he sat down, Nish felt drowsy, so he folded up the hood of his coat for
         a pillow, lay on his back and closed his eyes.
      

      
      Despair chased the drowsiness away. The world lay in ruins. The Council had failed, the war was in its last desperate stage
         and the enemy was going to win it. Whole nations had been wiped out, vast regions depopulated as if a great plague had crept
         across them. Few people had any hope now. They were just going through the motions of fighting and dying. From the lowest
         peasant to the rulers themselves, hopelessness was all-pervading.
      

      
      The scrutators attacked despair as they attacked every other crime – with violence – but violence no longer had any effect.
         A people without hope were glad to die. Human civilisation was going to fall and even its precious Histories would disappear
         as though they had never been. Nish felt like weeping but his eyes were gritty dry.
      

      
      And so, Flydd’s mad plan to attack Nennifer. If the corrupt Council could just be overthrown, men and women of stout heart might still be able to hold back the horde and set the world to rights. If anyone could do it, it would be Flydd, who
         had made the protection of humanity his life’s work. But Nish knew it was folly; no attack could succeed against such defences.
         They were all going to die, yet somehow it seemed worth it to go out in such a noble, reckless endeavour. Humanity was going
         to disappear anyway, and falling in battle against the scrutators was better than being eaten by the lyrinx. There wasn’t
         a person on Santhenar who did not shudder at that thought. It didn’t seem right that all humanity’s greatness should be extinguished
         in such a lowly, savage way.
      

      
      Nish was drifting in and out of sleep when he heard a curious squelchy plock, like a hammer being whacked into wet dough some distance away. He thought about getting up to see, but weariness overcame
         him. Surely it was just a frog jumping onto the stone floor.
      

      
      Plock, plock. His subconscious must have continued to puzzle away at the sounds, for Nish woke with a jerk. It wasn’t a frog – it was
         the sound made by a crossbow bolt embedding itself into a human body.
      

      
      He shot up, heart pounding, and stumbled to the nearest embrasure. It was growing light outside, the sun’s first rays illuminating
         a layer of mist that blanketed everything below the treetops. Nish looked out and the blood froze in his veins.
      

      
      There were air-floaters everywhere – no, air-dreadnoughts – gigantic vessels each supported by five airbags, and three or
         four times the length of Flydd’s air-floater. The sides of each vessel were lined with soldiers and at the prows fluttered
         the silver pennant of the Council of Scrutators. Nish counted nine airdreadnoughts, then six more from the other side of the
         chamber. No, seven – a sixteenth hung high above, on watch. Fiz Gorgo was surrounded.
      

      
      Nish opened his mouth to roar out a warning, but snapped it closed. They’d already shot the sentries and would do the same
         to him. Besides, no one in Fiz Gorgo would hear him from here. As he ran for the stairs, eye-searing beams lanced out from cartwheel-sized mirrors on the air-dreadnoughts, converging on the secret chambers of the tower below him.
      

      
      The floor swelled beneath his feet, grew burning hot and the world exploded in his face. The last thing he saw was a nebulous,
         shield-like bubble rise through the stone like some phantom created by a master of the Art. A corner of it enveloped him just
         as his head thudded into the wall.
      

      
      Nish roused to the odours of burning cloth and smouldering leather. He lifted his head but it hurt. He was lying on what had
         been the floor of the lookout, but was now a jumble of cracked and broken slabs collapsed onto the domed ceiling of the secret
         chamber below. An edge of rough stone dug into his ribs. Nish slid off it onto a flat slab, which proved to be uncomfortably
         warm. He rolled onto a cooler one and looked straight through the wall. A triangle of stone had fallen out leaving a hole
         he could have put his head through. He moved and the walls appeared to shift before his eyes. No, the top section of the tower
         was tilted and was surely going to collapse.
      

      
      The slab under him was growing hotter. Nish rolled off onto the next without checking it first, and pain seared through his
         back and buttocks. He pulled himself to his feet and picked his way across the rubble, his boot soles smoking. The floor in
         the centre was burning hot. The blast had made an inferno of Yggur’s secret chambers and the floor could collapse through
         the dome at any moment. He could feel the stone quivering.
      

      
      He sprang across to the nearest embrasure, where the floor seemed a little more solid, and began beating at the smoking cuffs
         of his trousers. A section of cloth the size of a saucer fell out and the skin underneath began to blister. He pressed it
         against the damp stone, then did the same with his boots until the fumes disappeared.
      

      
      His calf was really stinging now. Scrambling from slab to slab around the perimeter of the chamber to what looked like a marginally
         safer position, Nish discovered that seepage had frozen on the inner lip of one embrasure to form grey ice. He broke off a piece and held it to the blistered flesh until the burning eased, though as soon as he took the ice away the pain
         came back, worse than before.
      

      
      There was nothing he could do about it. Edging to an embrasure that looked over the yard, Nish peered out, careful to make
         no sudden movement that would betray him. The sky was full of descending ropes, each bearing a squad of armoured troopers
         clinging to hand- and foot-loops. Several ropes had already touched down on the outer wall and troopers were running along
         it, taking charge of the defences and picking off Yggur’s guards as they ran from their barracks.
      

      
      Another squad, already in the yard, was preparing to storm the front doors. Across the far side of the yard a group of twenty
         or more soldiers, dressed in the distinctive uniforms of Chief Scrutator Ghorr’s personal guard, were breaking into the shed
         in which the thapter was stored. How could they have known it was inside?
      

      
      It was the Council! Fiz Gorgo had been betrayed. Nish slid out of sight as an officer glanced up at the smoking tower. Had
         he been seen? He couldn’t tell. He heard the thunder of boots as a host of troopers surged through the broken front doors.
      

      
      They’ll get a shock inside, he thought. Yggur, Flydd and Malien would together be the match of a small army. He looked down
         again and saw a group of warrior mancers follow the advance guard, staves at the ready, and after them squad after squad of
         heavily armed men. No, there was little hope; the scrutators were too well prepared.
      

      
      Smoke began to seep up through cracks in the dome. Tossing away the fragment of ice, Nish snapped off another and pressed
         it to his burning calf. The stone he was standing on was growing hotter and he couldn’t see any way out. The stair was completely
         blocked by hot rubble. He couldn’t possibly climb down the wet stone on the outside of the tower. His only means of escape
         was by jumping out one of the embrasures, though below him the drop was eight floors to the paved yard – certain death. In
         the other directions, the fall was five floors onto the sloping roofs of Fiz Gorgo, which were tiled with thick slabs of lichen-covered
         rock. He’d either crash straight through, tearing himself to shreds on the broken slabs, or, more likely, break all his leg
         bones as he landed.
      

      
      The yard offered a quick death; the roof, lingering agony. If he stayed here, he’d be either cooked or smoked to death. The
         stone groaned and the tower lurched, as if a lower layer had become plastic. Falling into the inferno was his other doom.
         Nish hopped from foot to foot. The soles of his boots were smoking again. There was nowhere to go. Or was there?
      

      
      The horned roof above him was framed with metal rods that had to be cooler than what he was standing on, and if the tower
         collapsed, there was a faint chance that the roof might hold together. If the tower stayed up, he might, just possibly, survive
         up there until the inferno went out. It didn’t seem likely but he had no alternative.
      

      
      Nish eased a smouldering beam out of the rubble, with much burning of fingers and the soles of his feet, and propped it against
         the wall. He dragged himself up it, caught hold of an iron rod and pulled himself up onto the roof framing.
      

      
      It was worse than uncomfortable, for the rods cut into his flesh wherever he perched, but it was safer than where he’d been.
         Before long a curving crack appeared in the top of the dome. The chamber below had turned the orange-red of molten rock. If
         the conflagration inside was hot enough to melt stone, his end could not be long in coming.
      

      
      And why delay it, he thought bitterly, since everyone I care about is going to die. Nish had no illusions about his friends’
         fate once they fell into the hands of the scrutators. There were no prisons on Santhenar. Minor miscreants were punished by
         servitude in the front lines, for men, or the breeding factories for women, or by other forms of slavery appropriate to the
         needs of the unending war. All other criminals were executed as an example to all, the only variation being in the ironically
         appropriate manner of their deaths.
      

      
      Tears pricked his eyes when he thought about Irisis, his dearest friend, being tormented by the scrutators. No – he had to
         cling to hope, no matter how slender. Surely Yggur and Malien, two of the truly great figures from the Histories, were still at large? Yggur was a mancer of overwhelming power and cunning,
         a legend who had struggled against Rulke himself, back in the time of the Mirror, and even before that. Yggur was more than
         twelve hundred years old; had seen everything and survived everything. How could the scrutators beat him?
      

      
      And yet … the Council had known where Yggur’s secret defences lay, and had destroyed them from afar without being detected.
         What if Yggur had been targeted the same way, as he slept? If he was dead, all hope was lost.
      

      
      The tower gave another of those plastic shudders that made his stomach lurch. Nish clutched the rod with both hands. Waves
         of colour like inverted rainbows shimmered in the air and, suddenly, he saw right through the stone dome, as he had that ghastly
         night last summer after his father, Jal-Nish, had forced Nish’s hands into those uncanny quicksilver tears distilled from
         the destroyed node at Snizort.
      

      
      He was looking into a seething hell – a cauldron of molten stone seemingly suspended in mid-air where the floor of the lower
         chamber had once been. What could be holding it up? The roiling globe drifted toward the side wall, only to be repelled back
         towards the centre. It rotated one way and then the other, emitting little bursts of glowing plasma that licked the soot-coated
         walls clean wherever they touched.
      

      
      Nish could only imagine that the ferocity of the blast had been contained by some unknown aspect of Yggur’s secret defences.
         He prayed that it stayed contained, for the radiating fury looked potent enough to consume the walls of the tower.
      

      
      The fiery globe swelled, contracted, swelled again and burst open, sending an incandescent jet straight up. Burning through
         the top of the stone dome, it sucked back then blew an orange spurt of molten rock-glass up through the hole. It arched high
         across the room, solidifying into a glass lance that split down its length as it cooled, forming a pair of curving blades
         as sharp as a giant’s scimitars.
      

      
      The strange-sight that had allowed Nish to see the globe vanished so suddenly that he cried out. An attack of vertigo had
         him clinging desperately to the rods, his sweating hands slipping on the warm metal.
      

      
      There came another molten squirt, splitting to form another pair of glass scimitars, and then another and another until the
         chamber was webbed with them. Nish hung suspended above a hundred razor-sharp blades. It had to be a residue of Yggur’s Art
         – such perfect, deadly blades could not have formed by accident – but it had trapped him as effectively as any weapon of the
         enemy’s. If he tried to get down, he’d be sliced like a slab of buffalo on a butcher’s block.
      

      
      Heat billowed up through the hole, streaming directly over him. His eyelids began to rasp when he blinked. After ten or fifteen
         minutes Nish could feel his skin drying and cracking in the heat. He was desperate for something to drink.
      

      
      From his refuge he could see part of the yard. A bound and gagged prisoner was led out to its centre, surrounded by soldiers.
         The prisoner was an elderly woman, one of Yggur’s kitchen servants. Other servants followed, each with an escort of the scrutators’
         finest, then several of Yggur’s guard. After them came Malien, heavily bound, Gilhaelith and, to Nish’s despair, a stumbling,
         bloody Yggur.
      

      
      Each new prisoner was a further blow to his hopes. Nish counted them down, and when Flydd and Irisis were dragged into the
         yard, he gave a groan of despair. The scrutators had them all, from the least to the greatest. He was the only one still free.
         Ghorr had out-thought them. All the time that Yggur and Flydd had been planning their secret assault on Nennifer, Ghorr had
         been readying his own vastly superior forces. By the time Tiaan and Malien had reached Fiz Gorgo in the thapter, five days
         ago, Ghorr’s fleet of dreadnoughts had already been on its way. The irony was bitter.
      

      
      Down in the courtyard the prisoners were still, all but one. Irisis was struggling, ignoring the cuffs and kicks of the guards.
         She would do so to the end. Irisis was a rebel and could never be anything else, and Nish loved her for it. The realisation
         shocked him. He did love her and that made it so much worse.
      

      
      Nish had expected the search of Fiz Gorgo to take some time, but shortly the scrutators emerged, along with the remainder of the soldiers, and were lifted up to the air-dreadnoughts in
         suspended baskets. The prisoners and their guards remained in the yard, shivering and stamping their feet.
      

      
      The inferno below him had begun to cool, but the broken beams on the floor were smouldering, coating him with soot and catching
         at his lungs. Nish shifted on the rods, trying to find a way down without cutting himself to shreds. He could see none. He
         might have broken one or two glass blades with his boots, but the ones below were out of reach and dropping onto them was
         out of the question.
      

      
      He climbed up under the roof, trying to see if any of the rods could be unfastened. They were fixed solidly, but while he
         was there Nish happened to glance up through a cracked roof slab and saw that the scrutators’ mechanicians were building a
         vast ropework construction, like a horizontal spiderweb, above Fiz Gorgo.
      

      
      They had begun by anchoring the air-dreadnoughts to the outer walls with vertical cables as thick as a big man’s biceps. Now,
         working a good fifty spans above the ground, suspended ropers were hauling across horizontal ropes, stretching them drum-taut
         and lashing them into a network.
      

      
      The instant the great rolls of canvas were lowered, Nish understood what they were doing. They were building a suspended amphitheatre,
         and it could only be to try the prisoners here. Ghorr wasn’t going to give such a collection of great mancers the least opportunity
         for escape, but he’d not miss the chance to consolidate his power either. The Council of Scrutators loved its spectacles,
         and the tale of such a trial would spread like wildfire throughout the known world, to bolster its dread reputation.
      

      
      Nish tried to calculate how long the construction was going to take. Though the ropers worked with such dexterity that they
         must have practised the operation many times, it would take hours more to adapt their general design to the specific configuration
         of Fiz Gorgo. He didn’t know what time it was, for a thick overcast had rolled in from the west and not a glimmer of sun came through it. Nish thought it must have been around ten in the morning. The scrutators would want to complete their
         grisly business well before dark, which was around five at this time of year, so he didn’t have long at all.
      

      
      Didn’t have long for what? He was trapped in a half-molten tower likely to collapse at any moment, being cured like a ham
         in a smokehouse, and his arms could barely hold him up. Half dead from dehydration, he had been reduced to licking the sooty
         condensation off the underside of the roof slabs. He was unarmed, opposed by hundreds of the toughest fighters in the world
         and dozens of mancers aching to impress their masters. Furthermore, the scrutators, collectively, represented the most powerful
         force ever assembled on Santhenar. The very idea of trying to rescue his friends was absurd.
      

      
      But it would not go away.

   
      
      THREE
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      The western side of the horned tower had stopped steaming. Ullii hoped it had cooled enough to climb, for there was no other
         way of getting to the top. Unfortunately it was also the side that faced the yard.
      

      
      She went up the stair as far as she could go, eyeing the hot rubble in case a way past it had opened up. She could now discern
         a gap below the under-spiral of the stair, but everything radiated such heat that she could not get near it. Here and there,
         ribbons of molten metal, shiny as quicksilver where their coatings of grit had cracked, congealed in puddles on the treads.
      

      
      It had to be the outside. Ullii squeezed through an embrasure that did not face the yard and found herself just above one
         of the roofs of Fiz Gorgo. She lowered herself to a roofing slab, adjusted her mask so it allowed in just a slit of light,
         and looked up.
      

      
      The tower had been built of rough stone and the joins offered many hand- and foot-holds. Ullii was naturally dextrous, so
         the climb would not have been beyond her, had the tower been dry. Besides, her lattice revealed its secret strengths and flaws
         in a way that no one else could see. She looked up, closed her eyes and its network of cracks, crevices and stress-points
         opened up to her.
      

      
      She pulled herself as far as the next floor, the fifth, but above that the stone was too hot to hold on to. Ullii edged sideways
         around the tower, one eye on the yard. If anyone looked up she would be seen, for her pale clothing and skin would stand out
         against the dark stone.
      

      
      Fortunately the rain had become heavier, and colder, and the soldiers in the yard had their hoods down. Curling her toes around
         a projection no thicker than her finger, Ullii eased around the curve of the tower until she was directly above the yard.
         If she fell, she would die.
      

      
      Above her, at the lower point of the bend, the wall was networked with horizontal cracks. If she could cross above them the
         worst would be over. She went up, stretched sideways to reach a convenient crack shaped like a lyrinx’s smile, and up again,
         sliding the fingers of her left hand deep into a crevice. She jerked them out and thrust them into her mouth – the inside
         was hot. She turned her head from side to side, eyes closed, sensing the heat on her cheek. There, to her left and above,
         where the rock was cracked like a mosaic, it felt cooler. It didn’t look very stable, though.
      

      
      Ullii edged left as far as she could go, made sure her footing was sound and reached up. The first piece of the mosaic grated
         under her fingers and she had to hastily press it back before it dropped on her face. She fingered another, which also moved.
         The whole area was loose. She would have to go further and hope she could find a way around it.
      

      
      It proved to be hard, slow work, for Ullii had never regained the wiry strength she’d had before she lost the baby. She edged
         along a tiny crack, just wide enough to get the tips of her toes inside. A span to her left and a span up she saw an easy
         path, though she wasn’t sure she could get to it. She felt very tired.
      

      
      Suddenly her head spun and the lattice vanished. Ullii let out a cry of anguish, lost her grip with her left hand and nearly
         fell. She clung on with her toes and her right hand, scratching at the rock with her left and breaking her fingernails.
      

      
      Ullii recovered quickly, though her heart was thundering and her calf muscles screaming. Her toes slipped. She worked them
         back into the crack but couldn’t find a comfortable position. Her left foot had begun to cramp and panic was eating away her
         confidence. The lattice was her life, her being, and compensation for all her other frailties. It made her unique and allowed
         her to survive in this cruel and hostile world. What if it didn’t come back?
      

      
      She’d lost it before, briefly, after times of extreme stress, but never when her life had depended on it. At such moments
         it was normally at its strongest. Since Nish had killed Myllii, and Ullii had lost her baby, the lattice had slowly weakened.
         She lived in dread that it would disappear completely.
      

      
      Concentrating on her breathing, Ullii let go with one hand and massaged her calf until the cramp was gone. The panic faded
         but the lattice did not come back. She would have to do without it.
      

      
      Opening her eyes, she worked out a path upwards and closed them again. Her supersensitive fingers and toes would tell her
         all she needed to know. Vision would just be a distraction.
      

      
      After much trial and error she found a way around the cracked area and up onto the bend in the tower, here clotted with glassy
         dribbles of melted rock that had oozed through cracks in the walls and congealed on the outside. Some knobs were too hot to
         hold, and others would not have borne her weight, but she found a pair rooted deep in the wall that were as solid as a staircase,
         allowing her to rest for a while.
      

      
      Ullii wasn’t thinking about retribution now, for the climb had taken too much out of her. She no longer knew why she was climbing,
         only that Nish had come up and not gone down again. She didn’t see how he could have lived but she wouldn’t believe he was
         dead until she saw his body.
      

      
      The other urge that kept her going was the need to hide from Chief Scrutator Ghorr. Ullii did not know how she was going to
         survive on her own, but she was never going back to Nennifer.
      

      
      She was clinging on with her toes and the fingers of one hand, while she wiped the trickling moisture off her forehead, when
         she heard a glassy crack from inside the open watch-house at the top of the tower. It was followed by a muffled groan or curse.
      

      
      It could have been the tormented rocks contracting as they cooled, but Ullii did not think so. It had sounded human, and very familiar. She sniffed but could smell only hot rock. If Nish was up there, the breeze was blowing his scent away. She scrabbled
         up to the seventh level. Her fingers were aching and she’d broken most of her toenails. Ullii needed to rest but drove herself
         on; she had to know. The wall and the embrasure above her were steaming, and a trickle of smoke issued from a deep fissure
         to one side of it.
      

      
      Ullii peered over the lip of the embrasure and was confronted by a network of hundreds of spears and blades of rock glass,
         arching up like scimitars from a hole in the centre of the floor. The room was full of them. A hole in the jumbled floor was
         blocked by congealed glass, still cracking as it cooled.
      

      
      Now she smelt Nish, though it was a strange, baked odour, the arid smell of desiccated skin. Ullii felt for the knife in her
         pack but did not pull it out. It was enough to know it was there. A trail of smoke drifted across her face, burning the membranes
         in her nose. She breathed through her mouth, her eyes watering as she scanned the floor. There was no sign of him. She looked
         up through the network of glassy blades and there he was, his arms and legs wrapped desperately around the iron rods that
         supported the roof. He looked as if he could barely hang on.
      

      
      Instinctively she bared her teeth, but the gesture faded as her eyes adjusted to the gloom. He was coated, no, crusted with smoke and soot. His hair and skin were black and the individual hairs of his beard stood out like bristles. Skin was
         flaking off his nose and lips, the whites of his eyes were like chips of marble on black velvet, and he was shaking so hard
         that his teeth clattered.
      

      
      Nish licked cracked lips and Ullii saw blood on his tongue. She pulled herself up onto the sill of the embrasure, staring
         at him, overcome. Rage warred with a most desperate longing for him to put his strong arms around her and make everything
         all right.
      

      
      Nish saw her and let go with one hand, reaching out. ‘Help me, Ullii.’

      
      His agony showed in the crevices around his mouth, the shuddering of his arms, the staring eyes, but that was nothing to her own pain. He’d lost nothing; she had nothing left. He’d torn it all away.
      

      
      ‘Water,’ he croaked, tongue rasping over his lips. ‘Please.’

      
      The begging made her think less of him. Nish had always been strong. Now he was weaker than her and she felt nothing but contempt.
         ‘Come down.’
      

      
      ‘The blades will cut me to ribbons.’

      
      She hoped so. Ullii wanted to see his blood run free. ‘Jump!’

      
      Nish considered all possible ways down, biting his sooty lip. ‘I can’t.’

      
      Ullii had always resisted using her initiative. In the long years when the only thing she’d wanted had been her brother back,
         it had been easier to drift. Now the desire for retribution was so strong that it seared her.
      

      
      She moved around to the next embrasure, out of sight from below. Taking her boots out of her pack, Ullii put them on then
         climbed onto the sill and hurled her pack up into the middle of the chamber. The fragile glass sang as it smashed and, with
         a tinkling roar, the central part of the network fell to the floor. She wove between the remaining spears, glass crunching
         under her soles, and eased her head over the sill on the yard side. Several guards had looked up at the sound, but only briefly.
         Pieces were falling off the tower all the time.
      

      
      Nish was staring down at the gap. The pack had carved an elongated scar through the glass spears, though it wasn’t much wider
         than a human body.
      

      
      ‘Can you throw the pack again?’ he said.

      
      It lay under a network of quivering spears, so precariously perched that a breath could have dislodged them. She shook her
         head.
      

      
      Nish pulled himself along the supporting rods, choosing the spot carefully. He couldn’t drop – he had to throw himself through
         at just the right angle and, even had he been fit and strong, that would not have been easy. His hands were shaking. He rubbed
         his palms down his trousers, coating them with greasy soot. He tried to rub it off again but only smeared it everywhere. Nish gripped a rod, lowered himself until he was hanging full stretch, and began to sway back and forth.
      

      
      Ullii could see the fear on his face but it no longer gave her any pleasure. Nothing gave her pleasure any more. She pulled
         out the knife, just to be ready.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ he said, hanging motionless.

      
      ‘You killed Myllii.’

      
      ‘Myllii?’ he whispered dazedly.

      
      Surely he hadn’t forgotten? He truly was a monster. ‘I’m going to kill you for that, Nish.’

      
      He closed his eyes, which turned his face into an ebony mask, then opened them with a flash of white. ‘I’m sorry. It was an
         accident. He just reared back –’
      

      
      ‘It’s too late to say you’re sorry now,’ she whispered, overcome by memories still vivid and clear.
      

      
      ‘Ullii,’ he begged. ‘Please.’

      
      ‘Too late. Too late.’ She turned away, the blade hanging down. Ullii couldn’t look at him. Why was he saying it now? Why not
         back then, when it had mattered?
      

      
      ‘What about our baby?’ croaked Nish. Sooty flakes of skin broke from his lips and drifted upwards in the rising air. ‘Would
         you kill our little baby’s father?’
      

      
      ‘There is no baby!’ she said in a thin scream. ‘Yllii is dead and that’s your fault too!’

   
      
      FOUR
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      Nish’s hand slipped and he flailed about wildly before getting another grip. ‘Yllii?’ he rasped.
      

      
      ‘Your son!’ It was an accusation – how could you not know his name? And an attack – it’s your fault.
      

      
      ‘My son?’ That threw him. His lower lip trembled. ‘Dead? How?’

      
      How could he not know? Having lived Yllii’s death every possible way over the past four and a half months, she found Nish’s
         ignorance incomprehensible. It didn’t occur to her that he had no way of knowing these things. ‘You killed him!’ Ullii shrieked,
         half-mad with rage and grief.
      

      
      Nish clung desperately to his perch. ‘You ran away, Ullii, and I couldn’t find you. I don’t know what happened from that day
         to this. But whatever happened to our son, I wasn’t there.’
      

      
      ‘You weren’t there,’ she whispered. ‘You were never there when I needed you, Nish. You didn’t care.’
      

      
      ‘I wept tears of blood for what I’d done to Myllii but I couldn’t undo it. Please, Ullii. What happened to our son?’

      
      She swept the blade through the air. ‘Come down.’

      
      ‘Put the knife away first.’

      
      She gave a half-hearted slash, screwed her eyes up, then laid the knife on the floor among the shattered glass, within easy
         reach. Nish would come down. He had to know what had happened to his son and it gave her the upper hand. At least he cares about Yllii, she thought, even if he hates me.
      

      
      ‘Come down, Nish.’

      
      She studied him from under her eyelids. He seemed to be weighing her intentions. Now he began to swing his legs, trying to
         line himself up with the gap. Ullii could have done it with her eyes closed but he lacked her natural dexterity, and that
         pleased her selfish little soul. It wasn’t often that she felt superior.
      

      
      Nish sucked in a breath, swung, and threw himself at the gap.

      
      Before he let go, Ullii knew he’d miss. He’d swung out a little too far, a fraction too hard. His legs went through the gap
         but his body wasn’t lined up properly and he was heading straight for a pair of razor-sharp blades.
      

      
      Nish jerked backwards and twisted sideways at the last instant, and his torso passed through safely. He whipped his head back,
         the blade shaved a clump of hair off the left side, nicking his ear, then he was through, all but his flailing left arm. It
         went side-on into a blade, cutting a deep gouge in his forearm before the glass broke. Blood spurted up as he slammed into
         a sloping slab of stone that was mercifully free of glass.
      

      
      He didn’t move for a second or two. Blood pumped straight up from his forearm, coating one of the blades above him before
         dripping all over his face. Moving painfully, he got a thumb to the artery and the flow stopped. He looked up at her, the
         blood still dripping on his face, and across at the knife. She did too.
      

      
      Ullii still planned to kill him. She took up the knife but Nish didn’t move. Blood welled out under his thumb and he pressed
         harder. She hated him for all that had happened to her since she’d been taken to the manufactory a year ago. Because of him
         she was alone in the world. She had no brother, no son, no friends, and now the lattice, her last resort and only comfort,
         had gone away. She didn’t know how to get it back.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know Myllii was your brother,’ Nish said quietly, his voice barely audible over the singing of the blades in the
         wind. ‘I thought he was attacking you. Or holding you so the soldiers could carry you off to the air-floater.’
      

      
      He looked ghastly, with his face and arm drenched in blood, and the rest of him covered in soot and flaking skin. She wavered.
      

      
      Nish went on. ‘I told Myllii to stop but he reared backwards and the knife went straight into him. I’m so very sorry.’

      
      Ullii closed her eyes. She was back at the campsite, holding Myllii and feeling his shock as the knife slid into his back.
         Tears welled out through her eyelids like drops of blood from a wound. Had Nish said that? She couldn’t remember – she’d been too overcome with joy at finding her twin after so many years of searching.
      

      
      Nish could be lying. He’d used her before and he was, after all, the son of his father, Jal-Nish, the worst man Ullii had
         ever come across. She’d been a good judge of people once, but Ullii couldn’t tell about Nish any more.
      

      
      ‘What happened to Yllii?’ he said softly.

      
      You killed him too, she wanted to scream while stabbing Nish to the heart. Ghorr had told her so, many times, and so had Scrutator T’Lisp, the
         wicked old woman who had trapped Ullii with Myllii’s binding bracelet. They’d told her that Nish was evil incarnate and had
         to be destroyed. Ullii had believed them at the time, and for a long time after, but looking back on her months in Nennifer
         she began to doubt. Chief Scrutator Ghorr was a monster whose handiwork she’d seen many times in Nennifer, and on the long
         journey here. He’d ruined Fiz Gorgo, killed dozens of innocent people and planned to torture the rest of them to death. And
         she had helped him, and betrayed every one of her former friends, so what did that make her?
      

      
      ‘Tell me everything, Ullii,’ he said softly. ‘From the moment Myllii first appeared in the clearing, until now. I have to
         know.’
      

      
      She began haltingly, fingering the bracelet that still clung to her wrist, immovable. Just reliving that night of Myllii’s
         death was torment, and the time after was worse. She could still feel Yllii’s sharp fingernails scrabbling at her insides.
      

      
      ‘She did it,’ Nish said when Ullii had finished that part of the tale. She turned her face up to him blankly, lost in another
         time, another place.
      

      
      ‘Scrutator T’Lisp killed our baby,’ he went on. He reached out to her, thumb still pressed against his arm, but she pulled away. ‘I did you wrong, Ullii, and I’m sorry, but I’m not the
         real villain. Ghorr ordered Yllii’s death so you would be free to track down Xervish Flydd for him. No one else could have
         found him.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘No one could but me.’

      
      ‘T’Lisp worked her Art so that you’d take Myllii’s bracelet, and the instant you put it on you came under her control. But
         then you let slip that you were pregnant, and T’Lisp knew that while you carried our baby you’d be no use to her. She directed
         her scrutator magic against Yllii, through the bracelet. She lied to you and she killed Yllii. And now Ghorr –’ Nish broke
         off, as if he’d thought better of it.
      

      
      Ullii sank down among the shards of green glass, not noticing as they dug into her calves. She didn’t want to believe Nish.
         If what he said was true, in serving Ghorr she’d been using Yllii’s death for an even greater evil.
      

      
      She thought it through ponderously, for her mind was sluggish and reluctant to face the truth. It had been easier to blame
         Nish; to think that the agony of Myllii’s death and the grief at his loss had caused the death of her baby. But how could
         that be? She clutched at her belly, and the knife which she still held in her left hand, pricked her; the memories that T’Lisp
         had wiped from her mind came cascading back.
      

      
      Yllii had been all right until the following night, when she’d touched the bracelet – still immovably fixed to her wrist by
         scrutator magic – and seen that vision of Ghorr and T’Lisp again.
      

      
      ‘Myllii,’ she gasped, clasping the bracelet in panic, but again came that flash of the scrutators.

      
      Come to us, little seeker, mouthed Ghorr. We’ve work for you.
      

      
      ‘Leave me alone,’ she said aloud. ‘My little baby needs me.’

      
      Baby? Ghorr said to the others. She can’t have a baby – it’ll ruin her precious talent.
      

      
      She must have dreamed that, for the next instant they were gone as completely as if she’d only imagined it; then gone completely,
            her memories of the moment wiped clean.

      
      Myllii wasn’t there either, but that awful screaming rang in her ears again. She reached out to the baby’s knot, for the screaming seemed to be coming from there. An agonising pain, far worse than the baby’s kicks, sheared through her belly. She wrapped
            her arms around her stomach, trying to protect the baby, but the pain grew until it was like barbed hooks tearing through
            her.

      
      Ullii made a supreme effort to reach beyond the pain but the barbs ripped through her flesh and she felt a great convulsion
            inside her, a bursting agony, as if the baby’s sharp fingernails were tearing desperately at the walls of her womb. Something
            burst inside her, then water gushed out between her legs, carrying the baby with it.

      
      ‘No!’ Ullii screamed, falling to her knees and clawing at the ground, but it was too late.

      
      The baby, a little boy no longer than her hand, lay in a puddle, kicking feebly. She picked him up, staring at him in wonder.
            He was pink and healthy, and so beautiful that she felt a flush of love, but as she nursed him in her hands, the cord stopped
            pulsing and her stomach contracted again and again to expel the afterbirth. Ullii lifted the baby to her breast.

      
      ‘Yllii. Your name is Yllii,’ she said, as if that could protect him.

      
      She desperately wanted him to live, for it was the only happy link left between her and Nish, the only good memory of their
            time together, and she loved him so.

      
      Yllii gave one feeble suck, a little sigh, but his head fell away from the nipple and blood from his mouth trickled down her
            breast. Ullii tried to blow the breath back into the infant but the pink colour faded steadily from his face. The baby breathed
            no more.

      
      Ullii looked up at Nish, not bothering to brush the tears away. ‘T’Lisp did kill our baby,’ she said at last, her voice as
         brittle as the glass underfoot. ‘She did it to please Ghorr, using this bracelet.’ She rose, letting the knife fall. Ullii
         did not look at Nish. Her fingers tore at the bracelet on her wrist, but it didn’t move. She took a deep, shuddering breath.
         ‘And all this while I’ve been serving and helping them. I brought them here so they could kill the only people who have ever
         been good to me.’
      

      
      ‘You couldn’t have known.’ Nish’s eyes were fixed on the bracelet.

      
      ‘I knew what they were doing,’ Ullii said, wrenching at it until it cut into the skin. She didn’t care. It burned her now;
         it made her Ghorr’s creature. Ullii would cut off her hand if there was no other way to be rid of it. ‘And I knew I was doing
         wrong, serving them. I was afraid of Ghorr; that’s why I did it.’
      

      
      ‘Is that all?’ said Nish, who knew of old how obsessional Ullii could be.

      
      ‘I wanted retribution for Myllii and Yllii. No!’ she said savagely, ‘I called it retribution but it was just revenge. I wanted
         you to suffer. And Flydd too, because he didn’t save Myllii.’
      

      
      ‘What about Irisis?’

      
      ‘I didn’t want to harm her,’ said Ullii uncomfortably.

      
      ‘But you have, Ullii. You’ve condemned her to die like everyone else. And Tiaan too, who never did anything to you. Not to
         mention Malien and Yggur, whom you’ve never met, and Inouye, the pilot of the air-floater. She’s such a quiet little woman,
         not much older than you, Ullii. And she’s so afraid.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ said Ullii.

      
      ‘Inouye is terrified that her man and her little children will be punished because she obeyed Fyn-Mah and helped to save Flydd’s
         life and mine. She’s afraid that wicked Scrutator Ghorr would even torture her innocent children.’
      

      
      ‘He wouldn’t …’ Ullii said, uncertainly. ‘How old are her children?’

      
      ‘Sann, the boy, is nearly four. Inouye’s daughter, Mya, would be two and a half, I suppose.’

      
      ‘So young,’ she whispered. ‘Have you met them?’

      
      ‘No, but Inouye often mentioned their names. No mother ever loved her children more,’ he said deliberately.

      
      ‘I loved Yllii more than anyone else could ever love their baby!’ she wailed, jerking the bracelet up and down her wrist until
         it scraped off the skin in crumpled strips.
      

      
      ‘I know you did,’ he said, very quietly. ‘But would you let Ghorr kill Inouye … if you could save her?’

      
      ‘I don’t know her,’ Ullii said sullenly.

      
      ‘Would you allow Scrutator T’Lisp, who murdered our baby, to torment innocent little Sann and Mya?’

      
      Ullii shuddered and pulled the mask over her face, then scuttled between the glassy blades into the darkest cranny of the
         chamber.
      

      
      ‘Ullii?’

      
      She put her hands over her ears. She had to block him out. She knew what Nish wanted of her, but it was too hard. It was much
         safer to drift, to hide.
      

      
      He kept calling. She couldn’t block him out completely, and of course Nish knew that. Eventually she took her hands away from
         her ears.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ she said quietly.

      
      ‘I need your help, Ullii.’

      
      ‘What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘The gash in my arm is still bleeding. If you can’t fix it I’m going to die.’

      
      ‘Good!’ she said mulishly, though Ullii had a shrinking feeling inside. Already she’d taken a little comfort from his presence.
         She didn’t feel quite so alone. ‘I can’t do anything about it.’
      

      
      ‘Of course you can. You always carry a needle and thread in your pack, to sew up your spider-silk underclothes.’

      
      ‘Can’t reach it,’ she muttered.

      
      ‘See that long spear of glass, there? Reach under and hook it through the strap of the pack and drag it out.’

      
      ‘It’ll cut me.’

      
      ‘Wrap your shirt around your hand or something. Don’t you have any initiative?’

      
      It was the wrong thing to say. Ullii simply closed her eyes and scrunched herself up in the corner.

      
      ‘Ullii?’

      
      She blocked him out.

      
      He was quiet for a while, and then he said, ‘If I die, you’ll be all alone up here.’

      
      ‘I can climb out.’

      
      ‘Down to Ghorr and the scrutators?’

      
      She scrunched herself up into a tighter ball. ‘You can’t help me, Nish.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t planning to. Ullii, I’ve been a fool. I treated you badly, and hurt you terribly. I’ve done stupid things and I’m sorry for them …’
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ she said when he did not go on. She liked hearing him talk like that.

      
      ‘I have to do something good to make up for it …’

      
      She didn’t reply at once. Ullii was no fool – he was trying to lead her somewhere and she didn’t want to follow. But neither
         did she want to be alone again.
      

      
      ‘What, Nish?’

      
      ‘You’ve done wrong too, Ullii. You betrayed your friends. You’ve condemned Flydd and Irisis, and everyone else in Fiz Gorgo.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t my fault. Ghorr made me do it.’

      
      ‘No, Ullii. You chose to help Ghorr.’

      
      ‘He forced me.’

      
      ‘You didn’t have to find this place. You could have told him that you couldn’t see anyone in your lattice.’

      
      ‘He was too strong. He was going to hurt me!’

      
      ‘You could have resisted.’

      
      ‘He threatened me with Scrutator Fusshte. He’s the most evil scrutator of all, Nish.’

      
      ‘You could have resisted even Fusshte,’ Nish said inexorably. ‘You could have pretended that you’d lost the lattice. They
         wouldn’t have known any different.’
      

      
      ‘It was as if Fusshte was looking at me though my clothes; even through my skin.’

      
      ‘I’m sure that was horrible, but you betrayed your friends and now they’re all going to be put to death in the most awful
         way. Once the scrutators have killed them, the last hope of the world will be gone. We’ll lose the war and the lyrinx will
         eat us all, even you, Ullii. And it’ll all be your fault.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said in an almost inaudible squeak. ‘No, no, no!’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Nish said.

      
      Ullii couldn’t make herself any smaller or any more insignificant. She couldn’t close down her senses to keep him at bay and
         she couldn’t escape. She had no choice but to take in what he was saying, though she knew he was manipulating her.
      

      
      She had betrayed her friends and, for the first time, Ullii had to face up to it. She’d known it all along, but had put it out of
         mind – even those awful sounds as the guards on the wall had been slain without warning.
      

      
      And how many people were yet to die? Dozens stood in the yard, waiting in the freezing cold for their doom. She looked out
         the embrasure. The vast rope-and-canvas platform would soon be finished. Two prisoners were being hauled up in a rope net,
         their arms and legs dangling out through the mesh.
      

      
      She heard a faint, mournful wail – a young woman’s cry of soul-rending anguish. It wasn’t Irisis, for she would never have
         given way like that. Was it little Inouye? Was she wailing because she would never see her babies again, or because she knew
         that even they would suffer for the crime she’d been accused of?
      

      
      Nish stood up, still holding his thumb over the gash, and looked over her shoulder. ‘It’s nearly midday. The trials will begin
         as soon as the last prisoners are lifted up to the amphitheatre, and Ghorr will want it well over before dark. He won’t dare
         stay here after the sun goes down. Air-dreadnoughts are too vulnerable to flying lyrinx.’
      

      
      His nearness made her uncomfortable, though the scent of him had always calmed her. Ullii tried to rouse her previous fury
         by thinking about all the things Nish had done to her, but at the look in his eyes, so familiar, so guilty, so vulnerable,
         she could not. Violence was simply not in her nature. What would be the point, anyway? Myllii and Yllii couldn’t be brought
         back and the sooner she joined them the better. ‘What do you want from me, Nish?’
      

      
      ‘I want you to help me. We’ve got to try and save them.’

      
      ‘They have hundreds of guards,’ she said dully. ‘And dozens of mancers watching over them. I can’t do anything and neither
         can you.’
      

      
      ‘We have to try.’

      
      ‘I’m too scared.’

      
      ‘I’m scared too. But look – we’ve both done wrong, Ullii, and this is the only way we can make up for it. We have to atone
         for what we’ve done.’
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      The operation on his forearm was more painful than it should have been, because Ullii couldn’t bear to look at the gash and
         insisted on sewing him up with her eyes closed. Each time the bloody needle, trailing its red threads, came at him he flinched
         and Ullii jumped, then forced it through his skin and flesh as if to cause the maximum of discomfort. Nish gritted his teeth
         and restrained himself from crying out, though it wasn’t possible to remain silent when she roughly pulled the sides of the
         gash together and tied the threads.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said once it had been done and bound with the tail of a spare shirt from her pack. ‘Now we’d better find a
         way out of here.’
      

      
      Nish knew it was hopeless. Ullii was too timid; if he’d had his choice of all the co-conspirators in the world, he couldn’t
         have found someone with less initiative.
      

      
      He looked out the window and blanched. How had she climbed the tower without ropes or irons? It was beyond him and that wasn’t
         cowardice. Nish simply didn’t have the skills to climb down that sheer face. If he tried, he’d certainly fall to his death.
      

      
      The rubble blocking the stair was still too hot to approach. The rods that supported and tensioned the roof were immovable;
         he’d tried them earlier.
      

      
      ‘Ullii, you’ll have to climb down and find some rope. I can’t get out any other way.’
      

      
      ‘Rope?’ she said, as if she’d never heard of such a thing. ‘I don’t know where there’s any rope.’

      
      He thought for a moment. ‘Do you know where the front door of Fiz Gorgo is?’

      
      ‘Yes. I went through it with Ghorr.’

      
      ‘If you can climb down –’

      
      ‘Of course I can climb down,’ she said, tossing her head.

      
      ‘Then go out into the yard. It’s empty now, but be careful. Ghorr might have guards posted. Around to the left, near the wall,
         there’s a little stone shed that Inouye uses – she’s the air-floater pilot. The innocent one whose little children are going
         to be murdered,’ he said deliberately. ‘The door won’t be locked, and you’ll find coils of rope in there. Can you bring one
         back? And make sure it’s long enough …’ He gauged the distance down to the roof. ‘You’ll need about eight or nine spans. Do
         you know how much a span is?’
      

      
      She gave him one of her famous looks and climbed out the embrasure on the side away from the yard. Nish watched her go down,
         amazed at how easy she made it look, and even more amazed that such a timid person could do it at all. But then, Ullii could
         be surprisingly competent when she had no choice in the matter.
      

      
      He glanced up. The amphitheatre looked almost complete now. The ropers, who earlier had been swarming like sailors in the
         rigging of a merchant vessel, were gone apart from a few above a tower on the other side of Fiz Gorgo, who were tensioning
         lines with a complicated array of pulleys. He couldn’t see what was going on above the deck.
      

      
      Nish looked further up, to the nearest of the airdreadnoughts, but immediately jerked his head below the sill of the embrasure.
         For a moment he’d thought the grey robed mancer had been staring straight at him. He took another peep. The brass spyglass
         was not pointed his way at all, but at the horned tower to his left. It had also been struck by that initial blast, but whatever
         the strange energies or magics inside, they had not been completely liberated. The tower was sagging more than this one and glowing redly three floors below the roof.
         Bladder-like extrusions of molten material were being forced out of the slit embrasures. One burst, filling the air with shards
         of brown glass which set instantly, glittering in a momentary ray of sunlight, before tinkling to the paving stones of the
         yard.
      

      
      The tower slowly tilted as if the stone were made of toffee. One of the horns fell off and plunged through the roof, smashing
         its thick slabs to fragments. For a few seconds it looked as though the tower would go the same way but it subsided suddenly,
         twisting like a length of barley sugar, and landed in the yard with a crash that shook the whole of Fiz Gorgo. Residual magics
         fumed and flickered, then went out.
      

      
      Nish’s tower shuddered and leaned a little further from the vertical. Ants swarmed in the pit of his stomach, but the tower
         stabilised. Cries came from the amphitheatre and a wave churned across the canvas, snapping several of the guy ropes. A roper,
         caught by a lashing end, fell backwards from his perch, plunging head down and arms spread, to his death. Nish lost sight
         of the man as he passed behind the roof on the other side of the building.
      

      
      His tower gave another, smaller shudder and rock spalled off the walls. It couldn’t last long. Nish scanned the air-dreadnought,
         keeping his head below the embrasure. The mancer was watching the drama on the amphitheatre. Nish prayed that he hadn’t seen
         Ullii climbing down, or she’d have walked into a trap. He couldn’t see her in the yard.
      

      
      Nish’s thoughts went to his friends. The trials would soon be getting underway and they wouldn’t take over-long. Long enough
         for the theatre and the lavish spectacle, and long enough for the artists, recorders and tale-tellers to get each victim’s
         story down, but not long enough for anyone to receive a fair trial. The scrutators did not believe in fair trials.
      

      
      Come on, Ullii. What’s keeping you? Ghorr might have tried Irisis first, for she’d once discovered a secret that threatened
         every mancer, and the chief scrutator didn’t want it to get out. If the punishment was carried out after each trial they might
         be readying her now. Before she was tortured and slain, Irisis would be stripped naked and exposed to the icy wind and the leers
         of the witnesses. The artists and tale-tellers would be ordered to capture every detail of her magnificent body before the
         punishment, and afterwards. In this prudish world the human form was rarely depicted unclothed, but where criminals were concerned
         nothing was left to the prurient imagination. If such a beauty could be brought low, it could happen to anyone, and few people
         would fail to take the lesson.
      

      
      And then, the flaying knives … Nish ground his fists into his eyes but couldn’t keep the hideous images at bay. How could
         they do that to anyone, much less to Irisis?
      

      
      There was still no sign of Ullii. He paced back and forth in the narrow space between the glass spears. It was as confining
         as any dungeon cell, though at least the floor was cooling down.
      

      
      Nish stepped onto a chunk of stone, which ground underfoot. He picked it up and, without thinking, hurled it into the network
         of glass blades, bringing down a good half of them. It made a colossal racket but he felt better for it. It was good to smash
         something, and it gave him more space to move in.
      

      
      The drizzle began to turn to cold rain which would make Ullii’s climb even slower. But it might speed up the trial; the scrutators
         liked their comforts.
      

      
      Across he went, and back, having to tread carefully on the tilted slabs, then around the glass-clotted hole in the centre
         that was still too hot to approach. Nish kept going until, suddenly, his knees gave out. He’d been too anxious to eat dinner
         last night, and there had been nothing since. He was ravenous, and so very tired. He found a relatively cool perch by the
         cracked embrasure and squatted down with his back against the wall. Resting his cheek on his arms, he tried to think of a
         way out.
      

      
      Nish was continuing to run outlandish schemes through his mind, like a schoolboy daydreaming about being a hero, when a shrill
         cry rang out. He got up and twisted his head out the embrasure. He saw nothing but the sixteen air-dreadnoughts hanging in
         the air above the canvas amphitheatre.
      

      
      He looked down. No sign of Ullii either. She must have been taken, in which case his hopes were gone. He was trapped until
         the tower eventually collapsed and took him with it.
      

      
      There was no point waiting tamely for his death. Weaving across to the other side, he climbed into the narrow embrasure and
         crouched there, looking down. Was there a chance, if he jumped? He didn’t think so. The roof had only a gentle slope below
         him and, though the slabs were thick, they were also old. Even from here he could see that they were cracked and pieces had
         flaked off. He wouldn’t slide – the slab would crumble under the impact and he’d go right through.
      

      
      Nish crouched, then stood up straight. He chose his point, bent his knees and prepared to spring. He straightened up again.

      
      ‘What are you doing, Nish?’

      
      He turned hastily, slipped and had to clutch at the edge. Nish’s knees were shaking as he stepped down. He felt a fool. Ullii
         had a coil of rope looped over her shoulder.
      

      
      ‘What took you so long?’ Nish snapped. He couldn’t help it, but he regretted the outburst at once.

      
      In the olden days Ullii would have curled up and gone into one of her states, and he would have got nothing out of her for
         hours. Something had changed. She simply said, ‘The shed was locked. I had to search Fiz Gorgo.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I thought they’d caught you.’

      
      ‘Ghorr will never touch me again,’ she said with such intensity that Nish shivered. It was hard to believe that she was the
         same person as the cringing Ullii he remembered.
      

      
      ‘What do we do now?’ he said.

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      Nish hadn’t expected a positive response; he had only spoken aloud because it gave him the illusion of not being so desperately
         alone.
      

      
      ‘Is there anything you can do?’
      

      
      She stared at him blankly.

      
      ‘With your talent, Ullii?’

      
      ‘No,’ she said.

      
      Nish couldn’t, wouldn’t give up his friends. He had to believe there was a way out. ‘Ullii,’ he said carefully. He moved closer, but not so close that she would feel he was using her, though
         of course he planned to. ‘Do you remember how you got Irisis out of Nennifer?’
      

      
      She leaned away, almost touching one of the remaining glass blades. ‘How did you know that?’

      
      ‘Xervish Flydd told me. And I’ve talked to Irisis about it, too.’

      
      ‘What of it?’ she said mulishly.

      
      ‘I just thought you might be able to use that talent again …’

      
      ‘Can’t!’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Lost my lattice.’

      
      ‘When did that happen?’

      
      Ullii turned away, looking down at the floor.

      
      ‘If you don’t tell me, Ullii, how can I help you?’

      
      ‘No one can help me.’

      
      She said it with a remote edge of despair that tore at his heart. It was almost as if it didn’t matter any more. He couldn’t
         imagine what was going on in her mind.
      

      
      ‘Then please, please help me, Ullii. No one else can. Do you want all the good people up there to die at the hands of Ghorr?’
      

      
      ‘No one can save them.’

      
      ‘And Scrutator T’Lisp, who murdered Yllii?’

      
      ‘Our son,’ she said dreamily. ‘Our son, Nish. How could anyone do such a wicked thing?’
      

      
      He couldn’t think of anything to say, but he put his good arm around her and held her close. It didn’t help him but it might
         help her.
      

      
      Ullii shuddered, a wrenching spasm that shook her from head to foot, then turned his way, staring at Nish with wide, colourless
         eyes, shiny with tears. The light was hurting her but she would not put on her mask.
      

      
      ‘And she’ll murder other little babies if you don’t stop her,’ he said brutally.
      

      
      Nish was acting on a hunch that Ullii hadn’t lost the lattice permanently. In the past her talent had come and gone, but it had always been available when she’d really needed it. Could he draw it out of her now? Or if not, could he get her into
         a situation where she had to use it to survive?
      

      
      Nish was aware that he was manipulating her again, but there was little he wouldn’t do to save his friends. Time was running
         out and he’d worry about the consequences later.
      

      
      The tower shook and pieces of heat-scarred rock crumbled off the walls. ‘Try your talent again, Ullii. Can you see anything
         in your lattice now?’
      

      
      She strained, rather obviously. ‘No.’ The word was just a breath. ‘Can’t see past it.’

      
      ‘Past what?’

      
      She looked down at the floor. ‘Blocking me.’

      
      Nish scratched his head. ‘Do you mean there’s something down there below us that’s stopping you seeing the lattice?’

      
      ‘Don’t know where it is. Could be anywhere.’

      
      He sighed. ‘Perhaps you’d better give me the rope.’

      
      After much trouble – for he had to swing back and forth along the rough stone of the tower and was worried that it would rasp
         through the rope – Nish caught the edge of an embrasure below the bend in the tower. The stone was warm to the touch. He pulled
         himself onto the ledge and peered in. He could see the ash-littered stairs and, if he craned his neck up to the left, the
         point where they were blocked with a glassy slag of melted rock.
      

      
      They climbed in. Ullii cut off the remainder of the rope and coiled it over her shoulder.

      
      ‘We have to get up onto the outer wall without anyone seeing us,’ he said. ‘Though I don’t see how –’

      
      Ullii pushed past him and trotted down to the ground floor, where she crept through the empty halls of Fiz Gorgo.

      
      ‘Are you sure you know where you’re going?’ he said after they’d been wandering for a good ten minutes, apparently aimlessly.

      
      Ullii didn’t deign to answer. Nish followed, more despairing with every step. Irisis’s time could already have run out. Now
         they were going up again, along a dark and narrow stair that Nish hadn’t known existed. Yggur hadn’t encouraged exploration
         of Fiz Gorgo. After several turns they entered an open chamber topped with a cupola made of copper crusted with verdigris.
         Ullii peered out and up. Nish joined her.
      

      
      They were not far from the outer wall of Fiz Gorgo, a section bordered by swamp forest. Some ten spans to his right, one of
         the huge rope cables, thicker than Nish’s upper arm, anchored the amphitheatre to the wall. Forty or fifty spans to his left
         was another, and so they went all the way around the fortress. The cables ran vertically up to the floor of the amphitheatre,
         a good thirty spans above his head here, then continued to the circle of air-dreadnoughts even further above that.
      

      
      ‘Can you see anyone?’ he said.

      
      Ullii shook her head. Nish stood edgewise at the opening and searched the walls. He couldn’t see a solitary guard, though
         that wasn’t surprising. Ghorr believed Fiz Gorgo to be empty, and the air-dreadnought guards would see anyone coming from
         Old Hripton a league before they could get here. There were no lyrinx in this part of Meldorin and, given their fear of water,
         no risk of an attack on foot through twenty leagues of swamp forest. The only risk was from the air, and the sixteenth air-dreadnought
         had been placed on high to keep watch.
      

      
      ‘I meant with your talent,’ said Nish. ‘Has it come back at all?’

      
      She didn’t answer. Whatever Ullii was thinking, she didn’t want to share it with him. She hugged her little triumphs to herself,
         while problems simply made her close down. She was the most frustrating human being on the planet.
      

      
      He moved away a couple of steps then glanced at her, covertly. The haggard, haunted look was gone. She did have the lattice back, he was sure of it. She just wasn’t going to tell him until it suited her.
      

      
      ‘What can you see, Ullii?’ he said ever so softly, trying to be no more than a whisper in her ear. It took all the self-control
         he had. He wanted to scream at her – my friends are being tortured up there. Your friends, too. Do something!

      
      Again she pretended to strain, screwing up her eyes, clenching her jaw until the sinews of her neck stood out, knotting her
         little fists.
      

      
      He wanted to slap her. Was she mocking him? But it was fruitless to go down that path, and it reminded Nish that he was as
         much to blame for her state of mind as anyone.
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      ‘Tell me what’s wrong,’ Nish said, taking her in his arms.
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said, her voice muffled. She went rigid but made no attempt to pull away.

      
      ‘Where did the lattice come from, Ullii? It really is the most marvellous thing …’

      
      ‘I made it!’ she snapped. ‘It’s mine.’ Then, plaintively, ‘No one else can understand.’

      
      ‘Of course they can’t. There isn’t anyone like you in the world, Ullii. You’re unique.’ He wasn’t just cajoling or flattering
         her. She was unique.
      

      
      She rubbed her cheek against his chest, not in any suggestive way, but as if it comforted her. In times past she wouldn’t
         have been able to bear the coarse cloth against her skin. Was she losing her sensitivity as well?
      

      
      ‘When did you make the lattice?’ he murmured to the top of her head.

      
      ‘When I was five. To look for Myllii.’

      
      ‘And now that he’s gone, you don’t need it any longer.’ Nish could have kicked himself as soon as the words left his mouth,
         but it was too late to take them back.
      

      
      ‘I don’t need it,’ she said wonderingly, then with resolve: ‘I don’t need the lattice any more. I know where Myllii and Yllii
         are.’ She pulled away and sat down, her back against the stone wall, staring into some inner space as if Nish didn’t matter either.
      

      
      Nish knew she meant it. He’d been clinging to the hope that Ullii could somehow perform a miracle, as she’d done to break
         Irisis out of Nennifer, but it wasn’t going to happen.
      

      
      He couldn’t take on hundreds of alert soldiers, all those watching mancers and the scrutators themselves, except by dying
         with his friends in a symbolic act of defiance. And that would only make the scrutators’ victory complete. If they didn’t
         get him, it would be one tiny flaw in their control of the world, he rationalised. He would devote his life to finishing the
         job Flydd had started – bringing the Council down.
      

      
      But it wasn’t any comfort, and the thought of his friends’ approaching torment brought to mind those dying soldiers at Gumby
         Marth, begging Nish to put them out of their misery. He hadn’t been able to; he simply hadn’t had the courage, if you could
         call it that, to put a knife to their throats and end their suffering. Just so had his father begged for death after he’d
         been maimed by the lyrinx, and Nish had failed him too. He couldn’t bear to let his father go, monster though Jal-Nish had
         become – and look at the misery that failure had produced.
      

      
      Nish couldn’t save his friends, but he might be able to give them a quick and merciful death, and spoil the scrutators’ victory.
         Would that be good for the morale of the common people, or a fatal blow in the endless war against the lyrinx? There was no
         way to tell. He could only try to make the best decision, and leave the world to fate.
      

      
      Either way, it was something else he’d have to atone for, but it wouldn’t be another reckless folly. Recklessness had been
         burned out of him. He would coolly plan the deaths of his friends and weep for them afterwards. He would find the courage this time. But how was he to do it, and how much time did he have? He had to know what was going on in the
         amphitheatre.
      

      
      Leaving Ullii to her inner contemplation, Nish fastened her rope to the opening, climbed down to the roof and scuttled across
         to the outer wall. Clots of mist drifted in the air but he could still be seen if an alert guard chanced to look down. Or if they realised he was missing.

      
      Sooner or later, someone must discover that Nish was not among the prisoners, and Ghorr would send a squad into Fiz Gorgo
         to hunt for him. Nish knew he was, relatively speaking, a minor criminal. Nonetheless, his execution would serve as another
         lesson to all – not even the son of a scrutator was immune from the justice of the Council.
      

      
      Nish raised his head. There was no one in sight. Voices echoed down from the amphitheatre, though he couldn’t tell what was
         being said. Slight depressions in the taut canvas marked points where groups of people were standing to witness the trials.
         Unfortunately, he couldn’t establish the positions of individuals.
      

      
      Nish crept to the nearest vertical cable, reached up as far as he could and heaved. He managed to pull himself up a couple
         of body lengths before his fingers slipped and he slid down again, burning his hands. The cable was thick, taut and smooth,
         and damp as well; he couldn’t grip it tightly enough to hold his weight. He’d never climb it this way.
      

      
      He went down the inner stairs of the wall to the yard, thence to one of the equipment sheds for an axe. The edge hadn’t been
         sharpened for a while but he couldn’t hone it on the wheel without making a racket. It would have to do.
      

      
      Up on the wall again Nish judged his mark, drew the axe back over his shoulder and swung it with all his strength. The blade
         bounced off – the cable was as taut as stretched wire. Besides, he realised belatedly, chopping one cable wouldn’t make any
         difference, since the amphitheatre was held up by fifteen of them, each solidly braced with cross-stays.
      

      
      If he could collapse one side of the amphitheatre, his friends would fall to a merciful death, though that would require the
         simultaneous failure of at least three adjacent vertical cables. Once that happened the highly tensioned ropes would spring
         back, tearing the canvas deck apart or forming a slope too steep to stand on. Quick-thinking people near the edges might survive
         if they caught hold of the remaining ropes, but all those in the centre would fall to the ground or the roofs of the fortress.
         Not a pleasant way to die, and it wouldn’t just be the prisoners, either. Hundreds of soldiers and witnesses might be killed as well.
      

      
      Nish couldn’t dwell on that or he’d never be able to do it. This was war, and there were always casualties. It was the only
         way to save his friends from their barbaric fate, and at least it would be quick. Neither could he worry about the scrutators
         being wiped out, leaving the world leaderless at this critical stage of the war. Ghorr left nothing to chance; he’d always
         have a way out.
      

      
      How to put his plan into effect? He couldn’t do it from the wall – the instant he hacked through the first cable, the soldiers
         would shoot him down. In any case, cutting the cables down here wouldn’t collapse this side of the amphitheatre. Since the
         cables ran up from the deck to the air-dreadnoughts, they would float up, lifting this side of the deck.
      

      
      It had to be done just below the deck. If he could climb up, soak three or four cables and their accompanying cross-stays
         with oil, then set fire to them simultaneously, it could work. If the blazes were big enough, the cables might burn through
         before the guards could put out the fires.
      

      
      If, if, if. The plan was outlandish and couldn’t succeed. It also left unanswered one vital question – how was he to get away afterwards?
         Nish gave no further thought to that either. After such a crime, it seemed fitting that he’d given himself no way out.
      

      
      There was a great roar from above and the amphitheatre deck shook as though hundreds of people were stamping their feet. Were
         the trials over? Were they torturing Flydd already – or flaying Irisis alive?
      

      
      Nish forced himself to stay calm, to ignore what was happening up there. All that mattered was what he did down here, and
         only cool thinking could deliver his friends now.
      

      
      He ran down to Yggur’s great coolrooms and larders, where the provisions for Fiz Gorgo were kept. In the second pantry, he
         discovered what he was looking for: a set of meat hooks hanging from a rail. He selected two that looked suitable, then hacked
         a slab off a ham and tore at it like a savage while he headed for his room. There he strapped a knife to his belt, his crossbow
         to his back and filled a deep pocket with quarrels. A flint and steel went in as well.
      

      
      Tearing a bedsheet into strips he thrust them into another pocket, a pair of leather straps in after, then went down to the
         lower storerooms where the barrels of whale oil and naphtha were stacked. Though Yggur was capable of making glowing globes
         powered by the Art, the lamps in Fiz Gorgo generally burned oil. Nish filled a silver wine flagon with distilled naphtha which
         had probably come all the way from the tar pits of Snizort. After stoppering it carefully, he slipped it into a basket made
         of woven leather and threw it over his shoulder. Lastly he rummaged in the tool room until he found a clamp shaped like a
         thumbscrew for a giant. Nish spun the screw out and gauged the space. It was just large enough to fit over one of the vertical
         cables. He tied it to his belt with a length of cord.
      

      
      Feeling like a wandering tinker with his load, Nish returned to the wall, laid out his meat hooks and straps and considered
         how best to bind them on.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing, Nish?’

      
      Nish jumped. He’d thought Ullii was still up in the cupola, but her voice came from right behind him. He explained.

      
      Ullii’s eyes, which were still unmasked, grew large. She put her hand over her mouth. ‘You’ll be killed.’

      
      ‘I expect so,’ he said more calmly than he felt. ‘But all my friends, save you, are up there. Even if it costs me my life,
         I won’t let Ghorr torture them to death.’
      

      
      She looked up at the amphitheatre and the colourless hair stirred on her head, as if she could see right through the deck
         to what the scrutators were doing there. Nish imagined that she could feel the anguish of the prisoners – Ullii had always
         been sensitive to that kind of thing.
      

      
      ‘I’ll help you,’ she said.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ he said, astounded by the offer, so uncharacteristic of her. ‘Though I don’t see how you can.’

      
      ‘I can climb the cable without hooks.’

      
      Since Ullii never exaggerated, he believed her. ‘Could you give me a hand with these?’

      
      She strapped the hooks to his wrists more securely than he could have done himself. He took a deep breath and turned to the cable.
      

      
      Reaching up as high as he could, Nish dug the hook on his right wrist into the strands of the cable. He had to force it in.
         He put all his weight on the hook and it held. He pulled himself up, which made his gashed arms throb, and stabbed the other
         hook at the cable, half an arm’s length higher. It skated off the taut fibres. He tried again, carefully judging the angle,
         and this time the hook dug in. Already his muscles were aching and he’d only gone half a span. Twenty-nine and a half to go.
      

      
      He would never do it. Just hanging by the arms was exhausting and willpower was not going to be enough. He simply didn’t have
         the strength to climb all that way. Yet, how could he not go on?
      

      
      With his free hand Nish fumbled at the clamp, tried to get it over the cable, and dropped it. He hauled it up again, wound
         the screw out as far as it would go and forced it over. One-handed, he tightened the screw and climbed onto the shank, relieving
         the strain on his wrist at last. Sweat was dripping into his eyes.
      

      
      Ullii came up the other side of the cable until she was level with him, moving easily. Her eyes met his.

      
      ‘I can’t do it,’ he said, fighting back tears of frustration. ‘I simply can’t do it, Ullii.’

      
      Ullii was holding the cable between her thighs and feet, and pulling herself up with her hands. She didn’t seem to be under
         any strain. She was so slight that he could carry her with one arm, but Ullii was remarkably dextrous.
      

      
      ‘I said I’d help you, Nish.’

      
      He couldn’t have climbed halfway without her but, with Ullii’s help to embed his hooks into the ropes while he rested on the
         clamp, and then to slide the clamp up and hold it while he screwed it tight, Nish managed to inch his way up the cable, span
         by span. Even then, when they had but five spans to go and twenty-five extended below them, Nish didn’t think he would ever
         make it. He made the mistake of looking down, whereupon his head spun and his stomach heaved. He wasn’t particularly afraid of heights but this was different. He lost his grip and
         hung by the grace of the right hook while he vomited all down the cable.
      

      
      Ullii kept her eyes politely averted until his aching belly was empty, then wiped his face on one of his strips of rag and
         dropped it, fluttering in the damp breeze, into the yard.
      

      
      ‘It’s not far now,’ she said in an overly encouraging voice, like a teacher to a lagging child.

      
      Nish didn’t have the strength to reply. Besides, this close to the deck, they might be overheard. He wasn’t encouraged. There
         must come a point where, no matter how strong the will, his muscles would simply not be able to respond. He was almost at
         that point now. Each time he hauled himself up another arm’s length, he had to rest, and the bandage on his left arm was red
         and soaked.
      

      
      They went up another laborious span, followed by another. Ullii clung above him, pulling his left hook up as far as it would
         go and working it into the strands of the cable. Once it was well in, he tried to heave himself up. His muscles refused to
         move.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Ullii,’ he said. ‘I’m done.’

      
      She looked exhausted too. Her pale face had a grey tinge and her colourless eyes were rimmed with red and yellow. ‘I –’

      
      The shout came straight through the canvas: a man’s voice, nasal, whiny, and not comfortable with the authority he’d been
         delegated. ‘Quiet, if you please. The executions will now begin.’
      

      
      Nish’s heart hammered at his ribs. Who would it be? Please, let it be anyone but Irisis or Flydd.

      
      A brief pause before the man continued, ‘We will take them in order of the trial. The first will be Pilot Inouye.’

      
      Nish caught his breath, then let it out in a rush. To his shame he almost smiled with relief. He caught Ullii’s eye, and she
         looked shocked. She’d identified with the little pilot, of course. How could she not, after Nish’s tragic tale?
      

      
      ‘Come!’ Ullii hissed through her teeth. ‘Quickly.’ Going hand over hand up the cable, more like a monkey than a human being,
         she hung on with one hand and began to pull at Nish’s arm.
      

      
      With the last of his strength, his screaming muscles managed to move him up another half-span, more or less.
      

      
      Someone began shouting up above, a creepy, sibilant voice that had to be the vile Scrutator Fusshte. Nish couldn’t make out
         what he’d said but shortly he heard the whiny voice again, calling, ‘No, bring her back, lads.’
      

      
      After a pause he went on, barely audible over the sighing of the wind through the cables, ‘The scrutators bid me execute the
         greatest criminal and traitor first, in case the enemy should attack. Ex-Scrutator Xervish Flydd,’ he said in tones that were
         almost respectful, ‘if you would be so kind as to step into the flensing trough.’
      

      
      ‘I’m just in time,’ Nish said to himself. ‘I will get there. I must.’ He hauled himself up another half-span and hung on, panting so loudly that he couldn’t believe the people above wouldn’t
         hear him.
      

      
      Ullii fixed his hooks, went down and slid the clamp up the cable. Nish rested on it, trying to still his breathing so he could
         hear what was going on. Someone was talking in a deep rumble, though Nish couldn’t make out what he was saying.
      

      
      There came a muffled wail, cut off abruptly as if by a hand clapped over a mouth, or a fist thrust into it. The prisoners
         were cracking up and he still had to climb two spans – the equivalent of four paces on the ground.
      

      
      And then Irisis spoke and the sound of her voice, defiant to the last, brought tears to his eyes. ‘Take heart, Xervish. It’ll
         be over more quickly than you think.’
      

      
      Flydd laughed, though there was no humour in it. ‘Somehow, that’s not nearly as comforting as when I said it to you.’

      
      ‘Begin, Master Flenser!’ Chief Scrutator Ghorr roared like an actor on a stage. ‘I’ll double your fee if you can take this
         scoundrel’s skin off in one piece – I’ve a special use for it.’
      

      
      This galvanised Nish’s trembling muscles and he went up half a span, then three-quarters before grinding to a halt. Another
         man spoke, inaudibly. Perhaps he was talking to himself as he prepared to peel the skin off the living flesh.
      

      
      Nish kept moving. Only one span to go. His muscles felt as though they were melting and oozing down his arms. He laid his head against the cable, despair washing over him. He was going
         to be too late to save Flydd.
      

      
      ‘Hold just a moment!’ cried Scrutator Fusshte. ‘There’s something wrong.’

      
      Nish only caught part of what the other man, the whiny one, said. ‘I’ve done everything … in the rituals.’

      
      Nish’s skin crawled, and every hair on his body stood up. He knew what Fusshte was going to say.

      
      Fusshte snarled, ‘I’m not talking to you!’ Nish heard his feet pound across the canvas. ‘One of the greatest villains of all
         is missing. Where the devil is the arch-traitor, Artificer Cryl-Nish Hlar?’
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      Above them there was shouting, yelling and the sound of running feet. Ghorr said in low and deadly tones, ‘You bloody fool,
         Fusshte, why didn’t you check? You begged to be put in charge of the minors.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not my fault. I told Voine to go through the list …’

      
      ‘Don’t give me excuses!’ Ghorr hissed. ‘What’s the good of my creating this great spectacle if your incompetence is going
         to ruin it? Morale is a fragile plant, scrutator. Get your men down there and find him instantly. I won’t have a single blot
         on this victorious day. Not a smear. Fail and you’ll join the prisoners, scrutator or no!’
      

      
      Ullii’s mouth opened and she almost lost her grip. Nish reached out to steady her. She wiped her face and climbed higher.
         Looping her arm around the cable, she dragged up his left hook, slammed it into the strands, and then moved the right.
      

      
      Above them, orders were roared. Feet pounded across the canvas. ‘What do we do?’ Nish whispered. His mind had gone blank.

      
      ‘Up!’ she mouthed. ‘Under!’

      
      He reached up with his weak left arm and forced its hook into the rope. He twisted out the other hook and tried to go again
         but the left hook pulled out. Nish slipped, clutched at the cable but his sweaty hands couldn’t get a grip. Ullii shinned
         down to him, grabbed his swinging arm and expertly slid the hook in between the strands of the cable. After doing the same with the
         other hand she went down and tightened the clamp.
      

      
      Nish clung there, shaking. ‘I thought I was gone,’ he whispered. ‘I thought everything was lost.’

      
      She touched her cheek to his, repaying him in kind, and it made all the difference. She pointed up underneath the canvas and
         began to climb to the knots where the horizontal stay ropes were fastened to the vertical cable. He followed carefully, the
         near-death experience bringing him a little strength. He slid his clamp around a stay rope that ran towards the centre of
         the deck and tightened it so it could slide along but not pull off. Nish went wearily, hook over hook, along the stay until
         he was five or six spans in from the edge and not so readily visible in the gloom.
      

      
      ‘You’d better tie on, Ullii, just in case.’

      
      Ullii fashioned a rope harness around her chest, tied it to the stay rope and hung from it while Nish caught his breath.

      
      Shortly, some thirty or forty spans to their left, a series of rope baskets were lowered over the edge, each containing about
         a dozen soldiers. The baskets were lowered swiftly to the yard. Nish counted them. Nine – more than a hundred soldiers, just
         for him, and any one of them could take him. It was enough to make him smile and, thinking about what Fusshte had said, he
         gave a wry chuckle. So they considered him a great villain. He’d better not disappoint them.
      

      
      ‘Don’t move,’ Nish mouthed. ‘If they look this way …’

      
      Ullii scowled. She didn’t need to be told. It was dark under the canvas, but not so dark that an alert eye couldn’t pick them
         out. And the scrutators’ guards were very alert.
      

      
      They waited until the grounded baskets had emptied and most of the soldiers had disappeared inside Fiz Gorgo. The remainder
         spread out through the yard and began to search the sheds and barracks.
      

      
      ‘Now,’ Nish whispered. ‘We don’t have much time.’

      
      He reached back and lifted the flagon of naphtha over his shoulder. With it banging against his chest, he hooked his way towards
         the edge of the deck, where the horizontal ropes were tied to the cable in a series of complicated knots the size of melons, and carefully poured a measured dose of the clear,
         pungent liquid over the knots. The fumes made his eyes water. The liquid was quickly absorbed into the fibres, wetting the
         cable below for a span and wicking up for half that distance.
      

      
      ‘We have to do this to the next three cable knots.’ Nish pointed to each of them so she’d not be in any doubt. ‘Then I’ll
         set fire to them with flaming crossbow bolts.’ He drew a handful of rags from his pocket, poked them in through the mouth
         of the flagon until they were soaked, squeezed the excess naphtha back into the flagon then put the rags back in his pocket.
         ‘As soon as that’s done we go down the ropes as fast as we can, if we get the chance.’
      

      
      ‘What if we don’t?’

      
      ‘We die with everyone else.’ He expected Ullii to shrivel, for she’d always had the keenest sense of self-preservation, but
         she didn’t react.
      

      
      ‘I’m ready to die,’ she said. ‘Give me the flagon.’

      
      Nish saw the sense in that. He couldn’t swing from rope to rope without her help, while she didn’t need his.

      
      ‘If there’s any left, reach up and pour it onto the rope that runs around the outside of the deck.’

      
      Ullii nodded, stoppered the flagon, put it over her shoulder and then she was off, swinging hand over hand along the rope,
         her safety rope dangling below her, unfastened. Nish could hardly bear to watch. One slip, one oily piece of rope or even
         a place where she couldn’t reach far enough up under the tight canvas to get a grip, and she would fall to her death. He moved
         along his stay rope towards the centre of the deck, so he’d have a good angle for each shot.
      

      
      Not far away, Ghorr roared, ‘Continue with the executions. Master Flenser, get the hide off the old villain without delay.
         If the lot aren’t finished within two hours you’ll be joining them.’
      

      
      Nish heard a rebellious mutter among the master torturers. Evidently it wasn’t done to threaten their kind. Trying vainly
         to put Flydd’s torment out of mind, Nish lifted the crossbow off his back and tied it around his waist, in case he needed
         it in a hurry.
      

      
      He wrapped a naphtha-soaked rag around one of his bolts, tying it on tightly with threads stripped from the side but leaving
         a tail of cloth to stream out behind. When satisfied that it would fly true, he slipped it into his pocket and did the same
         to another handful of bolts. He’d need three to light the three distant knots after he’d set the first one afire, plus a few
         extras in case he missed or dropped one.
      

      
      A scream rang out above him – a cry of sheerest anguish – that made Nish’s hair stand up. To wring any kind of reaction out
         of Flydd he must have been in agony – the man had practically invented stoicism.
      

      
      Ullii, who had already soaked the second knot and was halfway to the third, went still, rotating on her wrists until she was
         staring at Nish. He waved her on. Until she’d done the fourth knot and turned back, there wasn’t a thing he could do.
      

      
      Before she’d got there, Flydd’s screams had become continuous. Nish fitted a bolt into the crossbow, only to discover that
         he’d lost the flint and steel. It must have fallen out of his pocket when he’d slipped earlier, and without it he had no way
         to set the naphtha-soaked rag alight.
      

      
      He felt an urge to throw himself down into the yard for his stupidity. Why hadn’t be secured it more carefully? Ullii waved,
         telling him that he could fire any time. He beckoned her back.
      

      
      Was there anything he could make a spark with? The amphitheatre was just rope and canvas with an occasional brass fitting
         – no help there. His pockets contained nothing except dirty lint. The stock of the crossbow was wood and the fittings brass,
         though the bow itself was steel. Nish wrapped a spare length of soaked rag around the bow then struck across it with the tip
         of his knife. It made an audible click but didn’t result in a spark.
      

      
      He tried again and again, torn between the need for a spark, now desperate judging by the hideous shrieks coming from above,
         and the need to avoid detection.
      

      
      Ullii was halfway back now, flying hand over hand along the rope. She stopped to signal him. He held out his hands. She grimaced
         – or was it a sneer of contempt? Not securing the flint and steel was an inexcusable blunder.
      

      
      He kept striking, hoping the sound would be muffled by Flydd’s screams, but they stopped suddenly and someone called from
         the centre of the amphitheatre. ‘What was that?’
      

      
      Nish froze. The shrieks resumed only to break off in mid-cry, as if Flydd had been struck down.

      
      Ullii had stopped, hanging from one hand, but now she resumed, swinging towards him faster than before. He held his breath.
         One slip and she was gone.
      

      
      ‘It’s him!’ cried Ghorr. ‘It’s that bloody little bastard Cryl-Nish Hlar. He’s down there somewhere. Find him and bring him to me, alive!’
      

      
      There was a stampede across the canvas. Nish struck furiously at the metal, but could not produce a spark. An uproar broke
         out, a horde of people roaring out his name, laughing, cheering and clapping. The prisoners were cheering him on and Nish
         felt such a surge of encouragement that for a moment he knew he could save them.
      

      
      Reality crashed down on him as Ghorr roared, ‘Shut them up. The snivelling little coward can’t do anything.’

      
      ‘What if he has the seeker with him?’ came Fusshte’s slithering voice.

      
      Ullii had passed the last knot but now stopped in mid-swing. No man terrified her more than Fusshte did. Nish held out his
         arms to her and she came on, more slowly, her mouth working.
      

      
      ‘Where is the seeker?’ said Ghorr.

      
      ‘I haven’t seen her since we took Flydd.’

      
      ‘And you didn’t think to check?’ Ghorr’s voice became shrill.

      
      ‘She was in your custody, Chief Scrutator,’ Fusshte snarled. ‘She’s your little pet. She must be with him.’
      

      
      ‘Of course she is, but we know how to deal with Ullii,’ Ghorr said. ‘Where’s Scrutator T’Lisp?’

      
      ‘Up on her air-dreadnought.’

      
      ‘Get her down here right away.’

      
      Nish abandoned his spark-making as hopeless and began sawing at a cross-stay, not that it would make any difference.

      
      No difference at all. His blunt knife made barely any impression on the tough fibres. It would take minutes to cut through,
         and minutes he didn’t have. As soon as one of the soldiers thought to look underneath the deck, they’d be seen. Sharpshooters
         could pick them off with crossbows from the ground or through holes cut in the deck, or the mancers destroy them in any number
         of hideous ways.
      

      
      Ullii was still about ten spans away when the canvas creaked above Nish, as if someone was creeping across it. He readied
         the crossbow, knowing that it could make no difference if he shot one soldier, or even ten.
      

      
      ‘There’s a funny smell over here,’ yelled a soldier from near one of the knots Ullii had soaked. ‘Like lamp spirit.’

      
      Nish couldn’t breathe. A hand appeared over the edge, clutching at the melon-sized knot. It was a long time before the other
         hand appeared beside it. Perhaps the soldier was afraid of heights.
      

      
      The soldier’s head appeared, bald patch first, looking the other way. Nish readied the bow then froze, hoping vainly that
         he might not be seen in the gloom, or that the soldier might be careless.
      

      
      The head turned towards Nish, upside down and red-faced. He did not appear to see him. Nish breathed out, but unfortunately
         Ullii moved.
      

      
      Nish fired, but not in time to prevent the soldier’s triumphant cry.

      
      ‘He’s down here, surr, underneath the deck. And the seek –’
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      The bolt struck him in the throat, the soldier lost his grip and fell, head-first, as dead as a stone, the naphtha-soaked tail
         fluttering at his throat like a necktie. But the alarm had already been raised.
      

      
      An exultant Ghorr shouted, ‘Captain, call your men back. T’Lisp?’

      
      There came a mutter that Nish could not decipher, just as Ullii reached him. Then came the scratchy, old woman’s voice that
         sent Ullii crawling into his arms. Nish hooked his way further from the edge and began to reload the crossbow.
      

      
      ‘What is your will, Chief Scrutator?’ the old woman said breathlessly.

      
      ‘The seeker is underneath the canvas and I want her, unharmed. Use the bracelet and compel her to you, Scrutator T’Lisp. If you can bring the artificer as well, all the better.’
      

      
      ‘At once, Chief Scrutator.’

      
      ‘What are we going to do?’ whispered Nish.

      
      Ullii scrunched herself tighter in his arms, whimpering.

      
      ‘Come on, we’ve got to get further from the edge.’

      
      They crept in. Nish clamped on securely, eased himself out of Ullii’s grip and tied her trailing safety line to the stay rope.
         He had just gone back to striking sparks when Ullii’s eyes rolled up.
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said in a choked whisper. ‘I won’t.’

      
      ‘It’s T’Lisp, Ullii, and she murdered our son. Don’t give in to her.’
      

      
      He took her hand but it just lay limply in his. Ullii didn’t seem to be there at all. Then all at once her grip grew tight
         and she jerked him towards her, her eyes now focussed and feral.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got to fight her, Ullii.’

      
      She went for Nish as if it was he who was trying to possess her, clawing, scratching and biting. He fought her off, then slapped
         her across the cheek.
      

      
      She put up one hand, staring at him. ‘Nish, I’m sorry …’ Her eyes crossed and she went for him again.

      
      He pushed her away, harder this time. Ullii lost her grip and fell until she reached the limit of her safety line. The harness
         pulled tight around her chest and the shock broke her free of T’Lisp’s compulsion. She hung on the line, slowly revolving,
         staring into space.
      

      
      Nish retreated along the rope as quickly as he dared, realised that his hooks were also steel, and swiped at the nearest with
         his knife, across and back. Not a spark.
      

      
      A soldier was lowered over the side of the amphitheatre on a line, thirty or forty spans away to his left, followed by a second,
         a few spans nearer. Nish rotated on his hooks. More soldiers appeared to the right.
      

      
      Nish struck furiously at the steel. His plan had failed – should he take the easy way out and let go? Suicide wasn’t in his
         nature, but allowing himself to be caught was also suicide, the only difference being in the excruciations Ghorr would put
         him through first.
      

      
      Still trying to make a spark, he didn’t notice the change that had come over Ullii, the sudden calm and resolve. He didn’t
         see her edging towards him until she was almost within arm’s reach. Her face was a mask that showed nothing at all, though
         her eyes were fixed on him and her free hand clenched and unclenched. She reached up and unfastened her safety rope.
      

      
      ‘Ullii,’ he hissed, holding the knife out crossways as a barrier. ‘What are you doing?’

      
      Her fingers flexed but she did not reply.

      
      ‘Ullii, Scrutator T’Lisp is controlling you. She’s telling you to come after me, isn’t she? Is that what you really want to
         do?’
      

      
      She hung there for a moment, one-handed, like an acrobat.

      
      ‘T’Lisp is evil, Ullii,’ he went on quickly. ‘As evil as Ghorr or Scrutator Fusshte. You’ve got to resist her.’

      
      ‘I can’t,’ Ullii gasped. ‘She’s too strong.’

      
      ‘Try with your very heart.’

      
      ‘I can’t do it, Nish.’

      
      ‘She killed Yllii! Try for our son’s sake, as you’ve never tried before. Look for your lattice and use it against her, or the whole world is
         dead.’
      

      
      ‘She said that before,’ Ullii whispered. ‘She told me I had to help her or you would destroy everything.’

      
      ‘I may be a fool, Ullii, and I may have done some stupid things in my time, but I don’t hold the fate of the world in my hands.
         The scrutators do.’
      

      
      ‘I … don’t know.’ She had to force it out.

      
      ‘Who do you believe, Ullii? Think of all you know about me, the good and the bad. And then think about the scrutators, and
         decide whom you can trust.’
      

      
      Ullii really did try, and the struggle was reflected on her face, then she broke and launched herself through the air at him.
         Her arms went around his chest and her hands locked in the middle of his back, binding his arms to his sides. She bared her
         sharp little teeth and went for his throat.
      

      
      ‘No, Ullii,’ he cried, ducking his head out of the way. The impact had sent him swinging wildly and Nish was afraid his hooks
         would pull out. He couldn’t get his hands up to fix them, and if he managed to break free of Ullii she would fall.
      

      
      She went for his throat again.

      
      ‘Ullii, it’s Scrutator T’Lisp controlling you. You’ve got to stop her.’ Out of the corner of his eye Nish could see the soldiers
         fastening their climbing ropes to the horizontal stay cables, preparing to come after them.
      

      
      ‘Ullii,’ he said, forcing himself to be as measured as possible. ‘Would Myllii want you to do this?’

      
      It was the wrong thing to say. ‘You killed him,’ she screamed, trying to bite his nose. Nish jerked his head sideways and her teeth fastened onto his cheek and sank in through the skin.
         The pain made him lose control.
      

      
      ‘And you’re killing me, for the scrutators who killed our son! Can’t you get that through your thick skull, you stupid little
         bitch! You’re killing me.’
      

      
      Ullii reacted as if she’d been struck across the face. She threw her head back and her eyes focussed on Nish’s bleeding cheek.

      
      He’d broken through, if just for a second. ‘Please, Ullii, if there’s anything left in the lattice, use it.’
      

      
      Ullii strained, squeezing him so hard that his ribs creaked. A red mist passed before his eyes, Nish came over all faint and
         her face began to fade, replaced by the oddest vision.
      

      
      A black, barbed knot, like a spinning ball covered in hooks, was whirling towards him. Other knots near and far were out of
         focus. He had to be seeing Ullii’s lattice. So it wasn’t lost after all.
      

      
      ‘If I lose it,’ Ullii said plaintively, ‘I’ll have nothing left.’

      
      It took an effort to reply, for he couldn’t draw breath. ‘You’re not going to lose it.’

      
      ‘It’s been fading for weeks. It’s nearly gone. To use it will take everything I have left.’

      
      Nish managed to raise his head and open his eyes. ‘If you give me up to them, how would you explain that to little Yllii?’

      
      Tears welled in her eyes, as pink as if they’d flowed across caked blood. ‘You don’t know what you’re asking.’

      
      ‘When Ghorr takes us, he’ll torture me to death and give you to Fusshte to play with.’

      
      She drew a deep breath and in his vision the spinning knot slowed then stopped. Glowing filaments extended out in all directions,
         while the centre went from black to orange to blue-white.
      

      
      Nish’s brain felt as though it had revolved in his head. ‘Ullii?’ he gasped.

      
      The soldiers jerked on their ropes, one man spinning like a spider dangling from a web, another freezing into a rigid spread-eagle.
         A third lost his grip and fell.
      

      
      The clamour from above ceased abruptly. Nish felt a swelling pressure and caught a whiff of charred hair. People cried out in horror or disgust; he could hear them running. Someone retched,
         right above his head. Then, boom-splat, and something heavy thudded onto the deck.
      

      
      The canvas began to char in the shape of a head and neck. As Nish stared at the blackening fabric, it pinholed and clear fluid
         began to drip through, followed by a loop of yellow slime that grew ever longer. Droplets of watery blood ran down the dangling
         thread.
      

      
      Plop. An eyeball slid through the slowly enlarging hole, dangling from its optic nerve. A red-raw tongue slithered through another
         hole as the charring spread across the canvas.
      

      
      Then, to Nish’s disgust and horror, a smoking face, bare of skin, flopped down on its skinless, wattled neck. The canvas parted
         to reveal the other eye, staring at them, still alive. It was Scrutator T’Lisp, all that was left of her.
      

      
      Ullii cried out in horror and tried to throw herself out of the way. Nish crushed her to him with his free arm as the blue-lipped
         mouth opened, the yellow, angled teeth parted in a smile that was mostly rictus. For a moment Nish thought T’Lisp was going
         to scream a death spell at him, but a revolting sucking gurgle cut off what she had been going to say. Her jaws were forced
         open, she heaved once, twice, three times, then her intestines oozed out of her mouth, popping and squelching as they came.
      

      
      Nish’s stomach heaved, though all he brought up was a thin green trickle of bitter bile that burned his throat and mouth.
         He spat the residue carefully to one side of a now limp Ullii and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
      

      
      By the time he’d finished, the other eyeball had popped out, but the charred canvas gave way under the ruined creature’s torso
         and, thankfully, it fell through.
      

      
      Framed by the hole, not two spans away, was the horrified face of Chief Scrutator Ghorr, spattered with the indescribable
         remnants of his former colleague. Red-brown fumes wisped from the sable collar of his coat and, to his left, Scrutator Fusshte
         was doubled over, choking. Behind him a pair of soldiers reeled in circles as if drunk. Whatever Ullii had done, it hadn’t just affected T’Lisp.
      

      
      ‘There – are,’ slurred Ghorr, sluggishly raising his arm at them.

      
      Acting purely on instinct, Nish swung the crossbow up and fired through the smoking hole. The bolt struck Ghorr in the left
         shoulder, driving him backwards out of sight.
      

      
      ‘Ullii,’ Nish gasped. ‘Get a grip. You’ve given us our chance!’

      
      With eyes screwed shut, she reached up for the rope. Nish fumbled a rag-wrapped bolt out of his pocket, slipped it into the
         groove of the crossbow and wound furiously. He touched the tails of the rag to the smouldering canvas and the rag flared.
         Taking careful aim at the nearest of the naphtha-soaked knots, he fired.
      

      
      The bolt went true, embedding itself in the knot, and blue flame flickered there. Nish fired three more flaming bolts; each
         hit their target. Fire licked up and down the vertical cables and ran around the circumferential ropes between them. It was
         done.
      

      
      The people on the amphitheatre began shouting, screaming and stampeding away from the fire, whose flames were already nibbling
         at the edges of the canvas. The cables were thick and it would take a good while for fire to weaken their tightly woven cores,
         though the canvas would burn through in a minute. Flame ran up one cable like a wick, causing cries of panic from the scrutators,
         rightly terrified of an explosion of floater-gas that would threaten all their craft. Two of the soldiers hanging over the
         side fell, ropes blazing. The others swiftly pulled back out of sight.
      

      
      ‘Put it out!’ someone screamed.

      
      Across at the nearest knot, cloaks were flapped as the soldiers tried to smother the flames, though after each thump the fire
         sprang out again.
      

      
      Someone shouted, ‘Water, quickly!’

      
      Nish didn’t dare stick his head up through the hole, but he put his ear to the canvas and their voices came clearly to him.

      
      ‘You can’t put out naphtha with water, fool,’ came Ghorr’s halting voice. Though in much pain, he was still in control. ‘Cut
         up sheets of canvas … roll it round the ropes … smother it. Guards – carry me to my lifting chair. What’s it doing way up there? Lower it at once. Healer? Where’s my healer, dammit?’
      

      
      ‘Are we to abandon the executions, then?’ said Fusshte. He spoke thickly, as if his tongue had swollen to fill his mouth.

      
      ‘Of course not,’ Ghorr snapped, regaining control of himself. ‘The spectacle must go on. The Council has to show that it’s
         in control. We can’t be driven away by a renegade traitor and a squeaking mouse.’
      

      
      ‘If a spark rises up to one of the airbags and sets off the floater gas –’

      
      ‘It won’t if you take control of the fires. Get on with it! Get a squad of soldiers to each fire and check the rest of the
         cables. And shut that rabble up.’ The prisoners were shouting, cheering and urging Nish on. ‘Where’s my captain?’
      

      
      ‘He’s trying to put out the cable fires.’

      
      ‘Take charge here and calm the witnesses. Order must be restored at once.’

      
      Fusshte ran and gave the commands, then came back. ‘And if we can’t put out the fires?’

      
      ‘Have the baskets lowered halfway, just in case,’ said Ghorr. ‘Separate out the most important witnesses to go in the first
         lift. Where’s my healer? My shoulder …’
      

      
      ‘He’s coming down now. What about the others?’ said Fusshte. ‘It’ll look bad if you sneak off and abandon them.’

      
      ‘How dare you speak that way!’ cried Ghorr. There was a heavy thump, as if he’d slumped to the canvas, and a gasp of pain.
         ‘If the cables burn through, the rest of the witnesses will be sacrificed. They’ll be doing their duty. I’ll allow no risk
         to the air-dreadnoughts.’
      

      
      ‘What about the prisoners?’

      
      ‘Let them fall to their doom, all but Xervish Flydd. Without him they’re nothing, and I’ll see the rest of his blood run before
         the day is out. Bring Irisis Stirm too.’
      

      
      ‘And Cryl-Nish Hlar?’

      
      Nish reached over and lifted the naphtha flagon off Ullii’s back. It gurgled satisfyingly. He whipped out the stopper, folded
         over a twist of soaked rag and screwed it in so that it was tight.
      

      
      ‘Take him alive, if you can,’ Ghorr said. ‘And if you can’t, I want him dead with a thousand crossbow bolts in him. I’ll not
         be made a laughing stock by that treacherous little cur.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a bit late for that,’ said Fusshte softly.

      
      ‘What did you say?’ Ghorr hissed.

      
      ‘You wanted all the credit for this victory for yourself,’ said Fusshte in a low and deadly voice. ‘So you must take the blame
         for the scrutators’ humiliation and failure.’
      

      
      ‘There is no failure,’ snarled Ghorr. ‘We’ve got all we came for, and more.’

      
      ‘But you’ve lost more, and that’s what’s going to be remembered. The amphitheatre can’t last ten minutes.’

      
      ‘I’ve strengthened the cables with our Secret Art.’

      
      ‘Against fire? When it falls, the whole world will know that the chief scrutator has had his nose pulled by a renegade traitor and a squeaking
         mouse. And won’t they laugh.’
      

      
      ‘Anyone who so much as smiles will be executed on the spot.’

      
      ‘Which will only prove that you’ve lost it. You’re finished, Ghorr.’

      
      ‘Then why aren’t you doing anything about it?’

      
      ‘I’m waiting for you to abdicate.’

      
      ‘Be damned! Lower my chair, fools,’ Ghorr roared.

      
      ‘Leave it where it is,’ Fusshte ordered.

      
      Nish was astounded. Revolt among the scrutators was unheard of. How could he make use of it?

      
      ‘Yesterday you might have destroyed me with a snap of your fingers,’ Fusshte went on. ‘After today you won’t have the authority.
         The chief scrutator survives only so long as he proves worthy of the office, Ghorr, and you’ve failed in front of your fellows.
         Without my support you’ll suffer the same fate as Ex-Scrutator Flydd. Scrutators leave office only one way, as you should
         know. You made the rule, after all.’
      

      
      ‘Where’s my chair?’ said Ghorr. ‘Why isn’t it coming?’

      
      ‘I signalled the operator to pull it back up. The chief scrutator can’t flee like a rat from a burning hold. It wouldn’t be
         good for the dignity of the Council.’
      

      
      ‘Damn you, Fusshte,’ Ghorr ground out. ‘I’ll see you flayed alive for this.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt it,’ Fusshte chuckled. ‘Look! They’ve obeyed my orders, not yours. You’re finished, Ghorr.’

      
      ‘We’ll see about that.’

      
      ‘Oh, indeed we will, Chief Scrutator.’ Fusshte raised his voice. ‘Soldiers, Cryl-Nish Hlar still lurks below. Take him if
         you can, but if you can’t capture him before the amphitheatre collapses, kill him.’
      

   
      
      NINE
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      Five soldiers were lowered over the far sides of the amphitheatre, well away from the flames. They fixed their harnesses to
         the horizontal ropes and began to inch their way across.
      

      
      Nish slipped the crossbow onto his back and tied the prepared flagon to his belt. A fierce glee spurred him on. Whatever happened
         now, he and Ullii had given the Council a slap in the face and his friends a chance to die with dignity. Now what? Fall to
         his death, or see if he could do a bit more? Fight on, and if the soldiers looked like taking him, he’d jump.
      

      
      ‘Ullii!’ he whispered. ‘We can’t stay here.’

      
      She didn’t move and her eyes had rolled into her head. She’d hardly budged since she’d killed T’Lisp. Had the horror of what
         she’d done driven Ullii mad? He shook her gently by the shoulder. She didn’t react. He shook her harder.
      

      
      She slowly turned his way and her eyes rolled down. ‘It’s too late, Nish. The lattice is gone this time.’

      
      ‘You can worry about that later,’ he said. If you’re telling the truth. She’d said that before so he doubted her. ‘Come on. Up through the hole.’
      

      
      To his surprise she acted at once, swinging herself up onto the smouldering deck and crouching there. ‘Keep a sharp lookout,’
         he said.
      

      
      ‘There’s no one looking.’ Ullii reached down to him.

      
      ‘What are they doing?’
      

      
      She turned her head each way, like a cat. ‘Running around like ants.’

      
      Nish adjusted his hooks and managed to stretch a leg up onto the deck. Ullii caught his arm, the injured one, and pulled him
         through. ‘Down!’
      

      
      He lay on his belly beside her, expecting to see soldiers advancing on them from all directions, but no one was looking towards
         the small hole burned by T’Lisp’s body. He saw only chaos. The vast amphitheatre deck, some hundred and fifty spans across,
         was wreathed in smoke and drifting mist that concealed swathes of the surface. Fumes trailed up from the canvas in a dozen
         places. People, or bodies, lay here and there, some twitching and thrashing, others still. Nish assumed that Ullii’s lattice-working
         had brought them down.
      

      
      Squads of soldiers had gathered around two of the burning cables and were trying to smother the flames by wrapping lengths
         of canvas about them. It didn’t seem to be working. At the other two fires the deck had burned through, leaving nowhere safe
         to stand. Several soldiers were perched precariously on the ropes, beating at the cables, while the others milled around and
         an overseer shouted orders from a safe distance.
      

      
      The rest of the witnesses, numbering some hundreds, had crowded onto a crescent at the far edge of the amphitheatre, as far
         as they could get from the fires. Squads of anxious-looking soldiers roamed back and forth, trying to keep them in order.
         The prisoners remained in the centre, in a pen walled with barbed ropes. A squad of Ghorr’s personal guard had their crossbows
         trained on them.
      

      
      Nish had wondered why the soldiers hadn’t attacked in greater strength. Now he realised that there weren’t enough. Fusshte
         had sent more than a hundred down to Fiz Gorgo to hunt for him, and just as many must have been lifted up to the airdreadnoughts
         after the trials finished. He could see fewer than a hundred on the deck, most of whom were occupied in trying to control
         the fires, the prisoners or the terrified witnesses.
      

      
      One of the fires flared up, someone screamed and soon there was wholesale panic among the witnesses. A small group broke off from the mob and ran. The rest stampeded after them, making
         waves across the canvas. A group of soldiers tried to restrain them but were trampled. The squad behind them began firing
         into the crowd, which wheeled and stampeded the other way. Fusshte ran out in front of the stampede, holding up his arms.
         The leaders stopped dead, only to be trampled by those behind, before the mob finally came to a gasping, groaning halt.
      

      
      The panic spread to the robed mancers, and then to the other scrutators, who were fruitlessly trying to reach their chairs,
         which had been left hanging from their air-dreadnoughts as a ready means of escape. Unfortunately the once taut deck had sagged
         under the weight of hundreds of people, the chairs were now beyond reach, and no one on the air-dreadnoughts seemed to be
         doing anything about it. Thirty spans off, Ghorr was standing on tiptoe with his back to Nish and Ullii, staring up at his
         chair, which had been lifted even further and now hung a good ten spans above his upstretched arm. The other arm dangled limply,
         drenched in blood.
      

      
      ‘Lower it!’ he screeched, turning round and round.

      
      ‘He’s afraid,’ Ullii said wonderingly. And then she laughed. ‘The chief scrutator is afraid he’s going to die.’

      
      ‘I never thought I’d see the day,’ said Nish, who was beginning to think there might be the faintest chance to rescue the
         prisoners.
      

      
      Their side of the deck, which was pitted with holes and smoking patches of canvas, was empty apart from the soldiers desperately
         trying to smother the cable fires. Belching black smoke kept driving them away and at once the fires sprang out anew. Officers
         ordered them back but the soldiers were becoming more reluctant every second.
      

      
      The prisoners were crowded together in their pen, some shouting, some jeering, others watchfully silent. Their fate was all
         too clear once the cables burned through. Nish counted their guards – eleven. Far too many for him to deal with. His greatest
         fear was that the soldiers would be ordered to slay the prisoners before the amphitheatre was abandoned.
      

      
      On the far edge, opposite the fires, a large ropework basket was being lowered to the deck. A group of witnesses rushed it
         and began fighting to get inside. A meagre, snake-like scrutator, probably Fusshte though it was difficult to be sure through
         the wreathing mist, roared at them to stay back. No one took any notice. Beyond it a lowered net had been commandeered by
         a group of robed mancers, who might have been able to control the crowd had they not been so intent on saving their own skins.
      

      
      The mancers’ net rose jerkily into the air, pulling those inside into a compressed jumble of bodies with arms, legs and heads
         protruding through the meshes. At least Nish no longer had to worry about them. A scrutator was lifted, in a series of jerks,
         up into the smoky mist in her suspended chair. Nish didn’t recognise her.
      

      
      The utter confusion gave Nish an idea. He didn’t think he could reproduce Fusshte’s sibilant tones, but he could probably
         do a passable imitation of Ghorr’s deeper voice and it might make a difference.
      

      
      Crouching down so that he couldn’t be seen clearly, Nish put his hands around his mouth and roared. ‘Guard! To me. To me!’
      

      
      The men guarding the prisoners’ pen spun around, searching for their master. Ghorr had his good arm in the air and was still
         shouting for his chair, though from a distance it might well have seemed that he was crying for them to come and restore order.
      

      
      ‘To me, damn you,’ Nish yelled.

      
      The guards conferred. Eight of them formed into lines, four by two, and marched in the direction of the chief scrutator. Off
         to Nish’s left, blue flames flared then ran up a cable for several spans. A horizontal stay rope gave with a ping; canvas
         snapped like a sail in a high wind. A woman shrieked, high and shrill.
      

      
      Someone sang out, ‘It’s going!’

      
      The beaters at the burning cable abandoned their posts and fled to the safe side of the deck. One man ran across a hole burned
         in the canvas and disappeared.
      

      
      There was pandemonium among the witnesses. One of their guards dropped his weapons, ran to the nearest cable, kicked off his boots and went up it like a sailor up a mast. Others moved to join him.
      

      
      ‘Stop!’ shouted Ghorr.

      
      The soldier kept climbing towards the air-dreadnought.

      
      ‘Captain,’ raged Ghorr, ‘take him down.’

      
      The mist was thickening all the time and Nish couldn’t see who Ghorr was giving orders to, though he could see the soldier,
         who was still climbing desperately. The man looked down in terror, tried to pull himself out of the way of the bolt then threw
         up his arms and fell. Streaming mist cut off the scene, though Nish could well imagine what was going on. Ghorr was still
         shrilling orders but Nish could no longer make them out.
      

      
      ‘Now!’ Nish said urgently. ‘Ullii, could you –?’ He looked around. Ullii had vanished.

      
      He cursed her under his breath, in a rueful sort of a way, though he should have been used to it by now. Fitting a bolt to
         his crossbow, Nish flitted from mist patch to mist patch, towards the prisoners’ pen.
      

      
      Three guards remained, still covering the prisoners with their crossbows. They looked nervous and it wouldn’t take much for
         them to go on the rampage. How could he overcome them, all alone? He still had the naphtha flagon over his shoulder but didn’t
         dare use it. Like as not, such a blaze would kill everyone.
      

      
      A soldier came running through the murk, calling out to the guards. He gasped out an order then turned back. The first guard
         nodded and returned to the pen, hefting his crossbow as if to shoot.
      

      
      Nish aimed at the centre of the soldier’s back and fired. The soldier grunted and fell. The others whirled, raising their
         weapons. Nish lay still, carefully fitting a bolt to his bow but not daring to wind back the cranks, for the sound would give
         him away instantly.
      

      
      They were looking in his direction and must know roughly where the shot had come from. The leading soldier saw him, aimed
         and fired in one smooth, well-trained movement.
      

      
      Nish threw himself to one side and the bolt carved a painful streak down the outside of his thigh. He came to his knees, frantically winding his cranks as the second soldier brought up
         his weapon. Nish squeezed the lock but the bolt, which hadn’t been seated properly, shot out sideways and landed on the deck
         beyond his reach.
      

      
      Nish looked up despairingly. The prisoners pressed up against the barbed ropes, staring at him. He could sense them willing
         him on but there was nothing he could do.
      

      
      ‘It’s the artificer,’ said the first soldier. ‘Take his weapon, Ragge. Chief Scrutator Ghorr will pay a fortune for him alive.’

      
      ‘But not necessarily whole,’ grinned Ragge.

      
      ‘Ghorr didn’t say anything about whole.’

      
      Ragge drew his knife, a long, curving blade that would have been ideal for gutting a buffalo. ‘He won’t mind if I take a little
         trophy. It’ll go for a pretty price in the markets when we get back.’
      

      
      Nish slid one hand into his pocket for another bolt.

      
      ‘Move your hand again and my friend here will take it off at the wrist,’ said Ragge. ‘He’s the best shot in the Guard.’

      
      Nish palmed the bolt but kept his hand where it was. The soldier could shoot him before he got it out of his pocket. Ragge’s
         eyes were red-veined, his mouth twisted in a sick kind of malice. Such were the people that Ghorr gathered around him. No
         man could serve such a monster without having his own hefty dose of evil.
      

      
      ‘Get up,’ said Ragge.

      
      Nish came to his knees and tried to rise.

      
      ‘Stay just like that,’ grinned the guard.

      
      ‘You like them on their knees, don’t you,’ said the other. ‘Come on – this place could collapse any minute.’

      
      ‘It’ll be a while yet. Its strength comes from the cross-stays, not the canvas.’ Ragge came towards Nish, the knife held low.
         He would strike upwards to maim, and it would be a difficult blow to evade.
      

      
      Then, from the corner of his eye, Nish saw the most astonishing sight – a tall figure flying over the fence of the prisoners’
         pen as if fired from a catapult. Yellow hair streaming out behind her, Irisis came down, hands still bound, and kicked with both feet at the guard with the crossbow.
      

      
      The blow would have been perfect except that she hadn’t been thrown quite far enough. She didn’t strike the soldier in the
         back of the neck, as she’d intended, but between the shoulders.
      

      
      The impact drove him to the deck, where he landed so hard that the crossbow went skidding across the canvas. Unfortunately
         it didn’t go off.
      

      
      ‘Look out!’ Nish cried, rolling out of the way of the knife.

      
      Irisis landed awkwardly, bounced on her feet and went for the fallen crossbow. Ragge had spun around at the melee. He ran
         towards his comrade, then turned to Irisis when it became evident she would reach the crossbow first, though it was moot whether
         she could use it effectively with bound hands.
      

      
      Nish slipped his bolt into the slot and back-pedalled, winding his cranks. Ragge spun on one foot, looking from him to Irisis.
         Nish’s crank was half wound, enough to fire though not to do much damage.
      

      
      Irisis reached the fallen crossbow and snatched at it, but could not pick it up cleanly. She was just raising it when the
         other guard threw himself at her and tore it out of her hands.
      

      
      Irisis went down hard. The guard stood up and aimed the crossbow at her face. Nish froze. His weapon was fully wound now but
         he couldn’t decide what to do. If he shot at Ragge, the other man would surely kill Irisis. But if he fired at Irisis’s attacker
         and didn’t kill him instantly he and Irisis would both die, for Ragge would gut him before he could reload.
      

      
      Nish swung the bow from Ragge to Irisis’s attacker.

      
      The man deliberately gave his crank another wind. ‘Put it down,’ he grated, ‘or I’ll shoot her in the face.’

      
      Disfigurement was the thing Irisis feared most. She’d always been vain about her looks. Ragge wore a loutish grin and Nish
         knew he had no choice. He’d sooner lose his own life than see Irisis suffer so.
      

      
      He fired without warning, not for her attacker but for the man’s crossbow. It was not an impossible shot for an accomplished
         archer, as he was, but it was a difficult one, the soldier being a good ten spans away. If he missed, or the soldier managed to fire first, at least Nish wouldn’t have long to regret
         his folly and Irisis’s ruin.
      

      
      The bolt struck the soldier’s right hand, then the lock of the crossbow, knocking the bow sideways. The soldier shrieked,
         jerked it back towards Irisis’s face and squeezed the lock.
      

      
      At least he tried to, but nothing happened. He looked down stupidly to discover that the bolt had taken off his fingers. That
         was all Nish had time for. Ragge, taking in the situation at a glance, lunged at Nish with the knife. Nish hurled the useless
         crossbow at the soldier’s head but he ducked out of the way.
      

      
      Nish went backwards, fumbling for his small, blunt knife. Ragge laughed when he drew it and slashed the air in front of Nish’s
         face. Nish went the other way, straight into a left hook that lifted his feet off the canvas. As he hit the deck, Nish realised
         that he hadn’t even seen it coming.
      

      
      He landed on his back and the knife went flying. Nish’s head was ringing. He looked up dazedly as Ragge put a large foot squarely
         in the middle of his chest and reached lower down with the knife.
      

      
      ‘Trophy time, traitor.’

      
      Without further word, or even a change in expression, he fell forward on his face, the huge knife puncturing the canvas beside
         Nish’s arm. The thick legs knocked the wind out of him.
      

      
      Nish rolled over and dragged himself out. The bolt had struck Ragge in the back of the neck, severing the spine and killing
         him instantly. Irisis was on her feet ten spans away, holding the other crossbow in her bound hands. The soldier who’d attacked
         her was backing away, staring at the bloody stubs of his fingers. She brandished the bow at him and he stumbled off into the
         mist.
      

      
      Irisis came across, holding out her hands, and he cut her bonds with the big knife. She set down the crossbow, and Nish saw
         that the lock lever was bent to the left. It was a wonder she’d been able to fire it at all. Irisis embraced him.
      

      
      ‘You look grotesque. What on earth have you been up to?’

      
      Nish rubbed his sweaty, sooty, flaking cheeks. ‘It’d take too long to tell.’

      
      ‘That was a brave thing you did, Nish.’
      

      
      ‘It might have failed. I could easily have missed and then you –’

      
      A shadow crossed her beautiful face. ‘But you didn’t. You trusted your judgment and your skill and they didn’t let you down.
         Come on, your cables can’t have much left in them. Whose mad idea was it to set fire to them?’
      

      
      ‘Mine. I …’ He hesitated, not knowing how she would react. ‘I thought it better to kill the lot of you than leave you to Ghorr’s
         brutal mercies.’
      

      
      ‘Quite right. I would have done the same for you.’

      
      ‘How did you get out?’ he said as they hurried across to the pen.

      
      ‘I stood on Yggur’s clasped hands and he catapulted me over the wall, as if he had the strength of ten men.’

      
      ‘Really?’ said Nish. The bound and mostly gagged prisoners were trying to crawl out of the pen. He hacked through the barbed
         ropes.
      

      
      Inouye, the little pilot, was on her knees on the deck. He tore off the gag, cut her hands free and she fell on her face.
         He left her there, for there wasn’t time to look after her.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Flydd?’ Nish was terrified that he’d find him a bloody, flayed corpse, and he wouldn’t be able to deal with it. He
         couldn’t see him anywhere.
      

      
      ‘He’s over at the flensing trough.’ Irisis jerked her thumb into the throng. ‘But first we take care of the able-bodied.’

      
      She was right. The strongest and the most powerful must be freed first. And the most powerful were Yggur, Malien and the strange
         mathemancer, Gilhaelith. Nish couldn’t see Malien and didn’t know what to make of tall, woolly-headed Gilhaelith. He found
         Yggur on the other side of the pen, struggling furiously with his bonds, and surrounded by a halo of uncanny mist that made
         him difficult to pick out in the hazy gloom. The gag had been pulled down to reveal a corner of his mouth, and that had been
         enough for him to use his Art.
      

      
      Nish came up behind and caught his bound wrists, intending to free him. Yggur whirled and Nish gasped ‘Friend!’ as the knee
         went for his throat, a blow that could well have killed him.
      

      
      Yggur pulled the blow, which merely thumped Nish hard in the shoulder. Nish ducked behind him and hacked through the wrist
         ropes, taking off a good bit of skin in the process. Yggur didn’t flinch. Nish slid the knife under the gag, cutting the cloth.
      

      
      Yggur staggered. He’d been beaten, evidently, and was not at his best, but he flashed Nish a savage grin. ‘Let’s get to them.
         Free Fyn-Mah and Flydd, if he’s still alive, then the others. But not Gilhaelith. He’s more trouble than he’s worth.’
      

      
      ‘But surely any help is better than none?’ Nish glanced at the tall mancer, whose look of black rage boded ill once Gilhaelith
         was free.
      

      
      ‘If it hadn’t been for him we wouldn’t be here now,’ Yggur said.

      
      Nish didn’t understand, but there was no time to ask what Yggur meant. ‘What about Malien and Tiaan?’

      
      ‘Ghorr has already sent them up to the air-dreadnoughts.’ Yggur was shaking his hands to restore the circulation. Now he raised
         his fists high, as if calling power to himself, then snapped them down. Mist condensed in a series of crescent-shaped clouds
         around the pen and Yggur spun it into a smoky brown doughnut around them.
      

      
      ‘There’s not much time,’ said Nish, cutting the bonds of the prisoners one by one. They had formed a line in front of him,
         and another before Irisis. Yggur’s retainers were nothing if not disciplined. ‘The cables must burn through any time now and,
         once they go, this side of the amphitheatre will collapse.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think it’ll collapse from the loss of four cables,’ said Yggur. ‘It should just sag. But once the scrutators have
         saved their necks, and those retainers they can’t do without, they’ll cut the deck free from above, no matter how many of
         their loyal servants remain on it.’
      

      
      Once all the prisoners other than Gilhaelith had been released, which took only a minute or two, Nish handed his crossbow
         and bolts to one of Yggur’s surviving soldiers and went looking for Irisis.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Flydd?’ he said to Yggur as their paths crossed.

      
      ‘He was at the flensing trough.’ Yggur grimaced as he pointed into the mist.
      

      
      ‘I’ll go after him. Have you got a plan?’

      
      ‘Fight for our bloody lives!’

      
      ‘With two crossbows and a couple of knives?’

      
      ‘It’s a whole lot better than we had five minutes ago.’

      
      Yggur began to form the smoky mist into spectres and walking corpses bearing the faces of the witnesses, which he sent drifting
         across the deck. Someone screamed in horror or despair, others joined in and shortly the witnesses stampeded again.
      

      
      Putting his hands up to his mouth, Yggur made a series of barking sounds that reverberated across the amphitheatre and back.
         After a short silence there came, from the slough that surrounded Fiz Gorgo on three sides, the hair-raising cry of a lyrinx.
         At least, it sounded like a lyrinx. The mist broke, only to re-form more tightly. The soldiers called to one another in voices
         tinged with fear. The air-dreadnoughts might not fear the lyrinx when high in the sky on a clear day, but they were perilously
         vulnerable tethered here in poor visibility.
      

      
      Other lyrinx cries came from all around and suddenly there was uproar. Nish heard the snapping twang of dozens of crossbows
         as the soldiers fired madly into the mist-shrouded swamps, thinking that the enemy were attacking. Nish wasn’t entirely sure
         that they weren’t. The scrutators and mancers, no doubt clinging to their escape chairs, were screaming to be lifted to safety.
      

      
      ‘They’re calling the enemy against us,’ came Ghorr’s outraged voice. ‘Kill them! Kill them all. A thousand gold tells for
         the heads of each of the chief villains, including Crafter Irisis and Artificer Cryl-Nish. A hundred tells for each of the others, dead or
         alive.’
      

      
      Nish squinted into the mist. Oh for a crossbow and a glimpse of his enemy. He would have sent a bolt through the chief scrutator
         with no more thought than stepping on a cockroach.
      

      
      Dead or alive. He stopped, one foot in the air, then cast a look over his shoulder. A thousand tells was a colossal fortune, more than
         an officer could earn in ten lifetimes. And all anyone had to do to earn it was kill him.
      

      
      ‘There must be a hundred soldiers out there,’ he said to Yggur.
      

      
      ‘I dare say,’ said Yggur, ‘though most are keeping order among the witnesses or protecting their masters while they scramble
         to safety. Go across to the edge of the mist, Nish, and – wait!’
      

      
      Nothing happened for a tense moment; then a soldier, in the uniform of Ghorr’s personal guard, put head and right shoulder
         through the mist, sighted on the nearest person, Yggur’s elderly cook, and fired. The bolt took her in the ribs beside the
         heart and she dropped without a sound. The soldier ducked back into the mist before anyone could return fire.
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