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      Taking a deep breath, conscious that she might not have many left, she called, ‘Jal-Nish?’ She could not bring herself to
         use the title God-Emperor.
      

      He turned and put his head through the moss curtain, frowning at her. Maelys’s knees went weak at the thought of what she
         was about to do. It couldn’t possibly succeed; he would see through her instantly.
      

      ‘Yes?’ he said. The platinum half-mask covered the ruined left and central parts of his face, including his nose and chin,
         but left his right eye, brow and cheek exposed. ‘What do you want, girl?’
      

      Maelys couldn’t bear to look at him, or Nish, who had previously rejected her so humiliatingly; or least of all, Colm, who
         she felt sure was in love with her. She cared for him too, and admired him even more, since Colm, honourable man that he was,
         had previously declined to press his suit at such a difficult time for her. After this, he never would. What she was about
         to do would cost her all her friends, and mean the death of any hopes she held for Colm and herself.
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      PART ONE

      
THE CHTHONIC FLAME


      
   
      
      ONE
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      Melys stood frozen in the centre of the cave, glaring at the rigid back of her enemy. The nightmare had come to pass. That
         monster, Jal-Nish Hlar, God-Emperor of all Santhenar, held her mother, aunts and her little sister Fyllis, the only family
         Maelys had left, in the festering dungeons of Mazurhize. Now they were going to pay for her failure; they would die in unspeakable
         agony for helping Nish escape his father’s prison, and it had all been for nothing.
      

      
      ‘Uurgh! Gahh!’

      
      Xervish Flydd was on his knees, throwing up on the floor, and she blamed herself for that as well. She had pressured him to
         renew his aged, failing body, but the spell had gone wrong and the God-Emperor had appeared before Flydd could recover from the
         trauma. Though he now had the body of a man in middle age, he had lost his gift for the Secret Art. Without it they could
         not hope to escape through the sealed door into the perilous shadow realm as they had planned, then back to a distant part
         of Lauralin where they could hide in safety while Flydd regained his strength.
      

      
      Huge, gentle Zham stood by the columns carved into the rear wall, sword in hand, but he could do nothing to save them. Neither
         could her friend Colm, beside him. They were also going to die.
      

      
      And then there was Nish, slumped against the side wall. Maelys had once looked up to him as the Deliverer, the one man who
         could overthrow the tyrant God-Emperor, break his cruel grip on the world and relieve the suffering of Santhenar’s downtrodden
         people. Nish had made that promise and all Santhenar looked to him to keep it, but he never would. Ten years in Mazurhize
         had broken him; he wasn’t a shadow of the hero he’d once been.
      

      
      Jal-Nish, secure in the power of his Profane Tear, Reaper, stood nonchalantly on the sill of the cave, at the brink of the
         thousand-span-high precipice of Mistmurk Mountain, gazing out. The twin bands of his platinum half-mask circled the back of
         his head, one high, the other low, and his good hand fondled the sorcerous quicksilver tear that hung from a chain about his
         neck. And well he might, for Reaper and its absent twin, Gatherer, gave him the power to control the world.
      

      
      His sky palace ground its way towards them on the thigh-thick cables anchoring it to the plateau. In a few minutes it would
         be within reach; his Imperial Guard would come down the gangplank and all hope would be lost.
      

      
      Maelys’s stomach knotted at the thought of what Jal-Nish’s torturers would do to her little sister, a slender, pretty, blonde-haired
         girl of nine – no, she would be ten now. Fyllis wasn’t clever, but she possessed a gift that had saved her family several
         times, when the God-Emperor’s scriers had come searching ruined Nifferlin Manor armed with uncanny spying devices. Jal-Nish
         wanted to eradicate all stray gifts for the Secret Art, and did not hesitate to kill children to ensure that he succeeded.
      

      
      Her jaw was clenched so tight that her teeth hurt. A stray breeze swirled through the entrance, icing the sweat on her brow.
         She must save her family, whatever it took, or die trying. No, she could not die. Failure was unthinkable; she couldn’t give up, even if everyone else had, but how was she to defeat the most powerful man in the world?
      

      
      Jal-Nish had deliberately turned his back to show his utter contempt for them, and drive home their helplessness. And she
         was helpless, for Maelys was a small, demure woman, only nineteen, with no training in the warrior’s arts. Moreover, she’d been
         brought up to be truthful, polite, gentle and respectful, and her stern aunts had taught her obedience with a leather strap.
         How could she hope to match wits with this cunning and merciless man; to defy his authority over them all?
      

      
      She had to find a way. Jal-Nish wasn’t as powerful as the world believed him to be, yet he had easily overcome everyone in
         this cavern. Nonetheless, he had a secret fear that someone would find the antithesis to his Profane Tears – the one thing
         that could nullify their power – and lead an army to overthrow him. Maelys had foolishly pressured the old, feeble Flydd to
         cast that terrible renewal spell upon himself in the hope that he could help her find the antithesis to the tears, and she
         had to answer for the consequences.
      

      
      Only one person might know if the antithesis existed, and that was the Numinator, the shadowy figure who had established and
         controlled the former Council of Scrutators during the one hundred and fifty year war against the lyrinx. The Numinator dwelt
         in the Tower of a Thousand Steps, on the Island of Noom in the frozen Antarctic wastes, a thousand leagues – a year’s march
         – to the south of here. It was an impossible distance in a world whose every ell was monitored by the God-Emperor’s human,
         and inhuman, spies.
      

      
      The sky palace crept ever closer. It was connected to the mouth of the cave by a long but narrow metal plank which swayed
         and flexed in the ferocious updraught rushing up the sides of the plateau. Jal-Nish watched the approach, not bothering to check on his prisoners. What if she ran and thrust him over the cliff? Any normal man would be smashed to pulp
         at the bottom, but Jal-Nish was not a normal man; she felt sure he could save himself with Reaper. Besides, she was no murderer;
         it wasn’t in her to kill a man from behind, not even him.
      

      
      She knew he dreaded that everything he’d done would be undone once he grew old and died. He sought immortality with the tears,
         yet feared that he would never find it. But Maelys did not know how to exploit that weakness, either.
      

      
      So much for his fears; what about his hopes? Family was everything to Jal-Nish, though his wife had repudiated him many years
         ago, after a lyrinx’s claws turned him into a monstrosity. His daughter and three older sons had died without issue and he
         had no living relatives apart from Nish, who had just rejected his father’s offer and all he stood for. Though Jal-Nish felt
         desperately alone, he was too proud to ask for his only son’s help again.
      

      
      ‘Flames,’ slurred Flydd. ‘White, cold flames, burning but never consuming.’

      
      He had been talking nonsense for ages, always about fire and darkness. He groaned and slumped back to sit on his heels, threads
         of vomit and blood-stained saliva hanging from his open mouth. Jal-Nish’s head shot around, his fingers working instinctively
         on the shimmering surface of Reaper, only to let out a short, barking laugh. Flydd heaved up a black clot onto the dry moss;
         Jal-Nish, bouncing on the balls of his feet, resumed his vigil.
      

      
      ‘Darkness aflame,’ choked Flydd. ‘Never the same; forever in pain; the flame to regain.’ He spat out another clot and began
         to mumble incoherently.
      

      
      And Maelys had helped to do this to him. Guilt-ridden, she tried to shut out his groans, for the sky palace would be here
         in a minute. Family was her only lever and Nish was all the God-Emperor had left – or was he? What if she could convince Jal-Nish otherwise?
      

      
      Her heart began to thunder. Dare she try? Jal-Nish had been a scrutator, and possessed all their arts of interrogation and
         torture; he was practised at extracting secrets from even the most hardened opponents. He must be even more skilled now, for
         Gatherer controlled his wisp-watchers, loop-listeners, snoop-sniffers and all the other instruments, public and secret, with
         which he maintained control over the world. No one could resist Gatherer, with the possible exception of little Fyllis.
      

      
      But Gatherer was on his sky palace, and that gave Maelys a slender chance. Could she pull it off, all alone? She quailed at
         the thought of trying, for deceit was foreign to her nature, but she had to, no matter what it cost her. She knew there would
         be a cost; she’d discovered that the first time she’d been forced to act against her principles.
      

      
      Somewhere below the entrance to the cavern, rock crunched. Jal-Nish held up his hand and the grinding stopped as the winch
         cables were halted. He leaned out, peering down at the gigantic anchor embedded in the precipice below the cavern, which sounded
         as if it were tearing free.
      

      
      ‘Slowly,’ he said to Reaper. ‘Take it slowly now.’

      
      The grinding resumed; the sky palace inched closer. Flydd was raving about wraiths and darkness, and a woman dressed in red,
         but his eyes were empty. She began to fear that his old self was lost inside his renewed body and he was sinking into insanity,
         but she couldn’t worry about that now. It was all up to her and she had to do two impossible things: first, find a way to
         save her family from Jal-Nish, and second, discover a means of escape.
      

      
      The glimmerings of a plan came to her, so reckless that it just might work, though if she were caught he would put her to such agonies that the chroniclers would still be telling the
         tale in a thousand years. She looked away, struggling to curb her panic. How could a shy, bookish country girl even think
         to deceive the God-Emperor and his Profane Tears?
      

      
      She had to find a way. Maelys glanced through the swaying curtains of moss and lichen that partly closed off the entrance.
         Jal-Nish was still looking out. She made up her mind; she would not give up on her family while she lived. She would do whatever
         it took, and pay the price later.
      

      
      Taking a deep breath, conscious that she might not have many left, she called, ‘Jal-Nish?’ She could not bring herself to
         use the title God-Emperor.
      

      
      He turned and put his head through the moss curtain, frowning at her. Maelys’s knees went weak at the thought of what she
         was about to do. It couldn’t possibly succeed; he would see through her instantly.
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ he said. The platinum half-mask covered the ruined left and central parts of his face, including his nose and chin,
         but left his right eye, brow and cheek exposed. ‘What do you want, girl?’
      

      
      Maelys couldn’t bear to look at him, or Nish, who had previously rejected her so humiliatingly; or least of all, Colm, who
         she felt sure was in love with her. She cared for him too, and admired him even more, since Colm, honourable man that he was,
         had previously declined to press his suit at such a difficult time for her. After this, he never would. What she was about
         to do would cost her all her friends, and mean the death of any hopes she held for Colm and herself.
      

      
      ‘I’m pregnant!’ she said hoarsely. ‘By Nish.’

   
      
      TWO
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      Colm choked. Nish jerked upright. The dead moss rustled where Flydd knelt, bloody strings swinging from his lips. Even the
         gentle giant, Zham, looked shocked.
      

      
      Maelys couldn’t afford to look any of them in the face. This meant life or death; nothing else mattered. She kept staring
         at Jal-Nish, and his one eye lit up for an instant, enough to give him away. Oh yes, he wanted what she could bear him – he
         wanted it more than anything in his empire. But then his face hardened.
      

      
      ‘Cryl-Nish said, only half an hour ago, that he’s not had congress with any woman since escaping from Mazurhize. Are you calling
         my son a liar?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Maelys said faintly.

      
      His cheek went purple. ‘If he’s not lying, you must be.’

      
      ‘I’m not lying,’ she gasped. This was much harder than she’d thought; she couldn’t do it.

      
      Jal-Nish turned to Nish. Say nothing, Nish, Maelys prayed. Leave it to me.

      
      ‘Well, Cryl-Nish?’ said his father.

      
      ‘I have not had relations with her. As far as I know, Maelys is a virgin.’ Nish’s jaw clenched and his eyes flicked towards
         Colm.
      

      
      No, Maelys prayed. Please don’t say it, Nish. You’ll ruin everything. If you ever cared about me at all, please keep quiet.
      

      
      He said thickly, ‘Though he may have taken her on the way here – they were close enough when they arrived.’
      

      
      Out of the corner of her eye Maelys saw Colm’s look of outrage. ‘I may be just a humble woodcutter to you, Deliverer, but
         I’ve behaved as a gentleman with Maelys, as I have with all women. While you, surr, are nothing but scum, no matter who your father is.’
      

      
      Jal-Nish’s fingers stroked Reaper, hooked through its silvery surface and Colm doubled over, gasping for air.

      
      ‘Despite his manifest failings,’ he grated, ‘Cryl-Nish is my only son, and the chosen one. You will treat him with the respect
         due to his station.’
      

      
      Colm collapsed, clawing at the dead moss covering the floor. Jal-Nish looked away indifferently and spoke to Maelys. ‘Virginity
         is easily tested, girl. Think carefully before you say any more, for every untrue word earns you a deeper excruciation.’
      

      
      Maelys had thought very carefully, but even so, she was starting to doubt whether she could pull it off. The story was already spinning
         out of her control. Besides, she had always been a modest girl, and in her family people did not talk about such matters,
         especially not to strangers; but there was no going back now.
      

      
      ‘You may have me tested,’ she said, flushing at the thought of it, even at speaking of such an intimate test, ‘and you will
         discover that I am a virgin still. Colm does not lie. He is a gentleman.’
      

      
      ‘Then you’re a lying slut,’ spat Jal-Nish. ‘You’ve proven it out of your own mouth.’

      
      The sky palace loomed into view, its white stone sails shining in a fleeting ray of sunlight. He stopped it with a backwards
         gesture.
      

      
      ‘I’m neither a liar nor a slut.’ Maelys felt her cheeks going even redder. ‘I am pregnant, to Nish.’
      

      
      ‘Why do you insist on this vicious falsehood?’ Jal-Nish’s flesh-formed hand gripped a rock at the entrance, crushing it to
         dust. ‘Faugh! I’ve had enough of this.’ He turned to step out onto the plank and Maelys could not think how to stop him.
      

      
      ‘There is – a way,’ Flydd said hoarsely from the floor. ‘We both know – it can be done, Jal-Nish.’

      
      Jal-Nish spun on his boot heel on the swaying plank, strode back to Maelys and lifted her by the front of her shirt, staring
         into her eyes. She forced herself to meet his one eye, and again she saw that fleeting spark of hope in it.
      

      
      ‘Well, girl?’ he said, letting her down again. ‘I have to know. And you must understand that, once I have Gatherer in my hands
         again, I can sort truth from falsehood in an instant.’
      

      
      Yet you want this grandchild so desperately you can’t bear to wait until the sky palace arrives. It was his weakness and her
         opportunity, though only if she could capitalise on it once she’d told her story, and Maelys still hadn’t thought of a way
         to do that.
      

      
      ‘Your son is a passionate man,’ she said, ‘a lusty man who had been deprived for ten years.’

      
      ‘I know my son,’ he said thickly. ‘I was like that myself, before the tears raised me above such animal appetites. Get on
         with it.’
      

      
      The cavern was perfectly still; there was no sound apart from the swishing of the moss curtain in the wind and the creaking
         of the monstrous mooring cables as the sky palace moved in the updraughts.
      

      
      ‘I nursed Nish after he was wounded leading the Defiance in their victory over your army,’ said Maelys. So far, so good, but
         she hadn’t begun the real lie yet. Her eyes met Nish’s, and it looked as though he was trying to say something, but she couldn’t tell what.
      

      
      ‘It was no victory at all,’ sneered Jal-Nish. ‘I was directing my troops via Gatherer. I let him win.’

      
      No difficulty reading Nish’s face now. He was a man stripped naked to the world, his anguish showing in the shards of his
         cheekbones, the fingers like fishhooks; the raw, running eyes.
      

      
      Maelys felt acid rising up into her throat, burning her. Jal-Nish was an even bigger monster than she’d thought. ‘You deliberately
         sent thousands of men to their deaths, and left the rest of your own army dying in agony in that slaughter heap? Why?’
      

      
      Jal-Nish chuckled. ‘It amused me to let the so-called Defiance think they could win, for it will make their ultimate defeat
         all the more crushing. How did you do it, girl?’
      

      
      Maelys could barely breathe. She couldn’t speak for a moment, but she had to master herself. The soldiers were long dead;
         she had to take care of the living.
      

      
      ‘Nish …’ It was so difficult to say it; she felt a scarlet blush spreading up her neck and across her cheeks. ‘Your – your
         son is such a lusty man that, even while recovering from that terrible arrow wound, he was … subject to an, er, nocturnal,
         um, flux.’
      

      
      ‘Nocturnal flux?’ Jal-Nish cried. ‘Speak in a plain tongue, girl, and be swift about it, or Reaper will sear it out of your living mouth.’
      

      
      ‘Even in the most terrible fever, and half dead, Nish became so aroused each night that he spilled his seed upon the sheets.’
         Her cheeks were so inflamed that they stung. ‘I had to have him, any way I could, but Nish would not have me at any price.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not surprised. My son is entitled to princesses; he could see nothing in such a plain little minx as you.’

      
      Maelys was used to insults, she’d had a lifetime of them from her mother and aunts, yet she winced. ‘And so,’ she went on
         haltingly, ‘on the second night of nursing him, while Nish groaned in his lusty delirium, I gathered up his seed and inserted
         it within myself, and now I’m pregnant by him. And still a virgin; it can only be his child.’
      

      
      There was a shattering silence. Maelys lowered her head, trying to see Nish out of the corner of her eye, but he had turned
         away. Not Colm, though. He was staring at her in appalled, contemptuous disgust. He was not a forgiving man: in his eyes their
         time together, and their friendship, had been a lie and a stain on his own honour. No matter what happened next, he would
         never forgive her.
      

      
      ‘The chances of becoming pregnant –’ began Jal-Nish.

      
      ‘My clan are very fertile,’ she said truthfully. ‘And it was the right time of the month.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Son?’ said Jal-Nish. ‘What do you have to say?’

      
      Nish wore a faint smile. He was not displeased to be described as a lusty man. Boor, she thought. Oaf! Yet he met her eye
         and, surprisingly, she saw no censure there – indeed, a trace of admiration that she’d been game to take his father on. Despite
         his flaws, Nish possessed qualities that Colm would never have.
      

      
      ‘I am, as we discussed earlier, a man of strong appetites,’ Nish said. ‘What Maelys says could be true. I lay in a fever for
         days, so how would I know what she got up to?’
      

      
      Jal-Nish turned back to her. ‘Why?’ he said simply.

      
      She’d scraped over the first hurdle but Maelys couldn’t relax yet. Now was time for the plain truth. ‘Ever since I was a little
         girl, and first heard the tale of Nish’s heroism and nobility in the lyrinx wars, I’ve looked up to him. I admired … admire him above all men.’
      

      
      ‘So you had to have him, any sordid way you could, to further your absurd fantasy.’ His lip curled.

      
      ‘I did not,’ she said with dignity, ‘for I knew Nish was far above me and out of reach. I come from a good family, yet I’m
         a simple country girl and the ways and doings of the mighty are beyond me.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed they are!’ said Jal-Nish. ‘I would not have chosen you for my son; not for anything. Then why?’
      

      
      ‘My mother and aunts knew how I admired Nish and required me to commit this dreadful wickedness, for it was the only way to
         save our clan – Clan Nifferlin.’
      

      
      ‘Clan Nifferlin,’ Jal-Nish said thoughtfully. ‘An old clan, once troublesome, but no more. All resistance failed with the
         death of the last male – your father, Rudigo – a week ago.’
      

      
      That shook her, though her beloved father had been on the run since she was twelve, and had been captured long ago. She’d
         been expecting his death for a year, but even so, tears welled in her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Father is dead? Please, did he suffer at the end?’

      
      ‘Oh, I made him suffer,’ said Jal-Nish with vengeful relish. ‘Once I discovered your role in Cryl-Nish’s escape, I kept Rudigo
         alive so he could suffer all the more.’
      

      
      Maelys lowered her head. She couldn’t speak; could not bear to think of her father in torment because of what her mother and
         aunts had forced her to do.
      

      
      ‘Your aunts put you up to this,’ Jal-Nish said, ‘and somehow you, a simple country girl, succeeded against all the odds. You have saved your family, for the moment at least, for until proven otherwise your clan is bound to mine with indissoluble ties
         of blood. There’s more to you than meets the eye, girl. Perhaps you aren’t such a bad choice after all – if you’re telling the truth. But I’ll soon discover that, and if you have been truthful, you will have everything you’ve ever dreamed of.’ He studied
         her, then Nish, then Maelys again. ‘And if you’ve lied – well, I’ll leave that to your fertile imagination.’
      

      
      Maelys couldn’t relax, for she’d merely won her family a tiny reprieve. It could be as little as an hour, once he took her
         onto the sky palace and tested her with Gatherer, or as much as a few weeks if she held out, and Jal-Nish had to wait until
         she had her next monthly courses. But the moment she did, Maelys would be revealed as a liar and a cheat, and both she and
         her family would be doomed. Claiming that she’d mis-carried would not save her. Only Nish’s child could.
      

      
      Unless she could get away before he tested her. That was the second impossibility, though having achieved the first, however
         fleetingly, she felt bolder now.
      

      
      Jal-Nish beckoned the sky palace forwards, impatient to get moving, but there came a terrific crack from below the cave. Gigantic
         lumps of rock flew in all directions and the mooring cable tore free and hurtled upwards, smashing the gangplank to metal
         splinters.
      

      
      Jal-Nish teetered on the rim of the entrance as the cable flailed across the sky like a writhing worm, the massive anchor
         clanking on its end. The sky palace tilted and the tension of the remaining cables jerked it up out of sight. He cursed, then
         began shouting orders to his helmsman, via Reaper.
      

      
      Maelys met Colm’s eyes. He gave her a look of deepest contempt and turned away, and she knew she’d lost a friend forever.
         It hurt, but she put it to one side. Clan first – always clan first.
      

      
      ‘Xervish,’ she said softly. ‘Try the crystal again. This is the only chance we’ll get.’

      
      He was on his feet now, holding the diamond-clear, thumbnail-sized crystal out on his shaking palm and staring at the fire
         burning within it – the power it had absorbed from the cursed flame below the obelisk standing in the centre of the marshy
         plateau. Flame reflected in his brown eyes. ‘Can’t,’ Flydd said dully. ‘Nothing left.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve got to find it again. You’ve got to remember.’
      

      
      ‘Art is gone. Body – renewed, but Art – didn’t survive. Lost them. Hollowed out; empty; useless.’

      
      Maelys had never heard such bitterness from Flydd before; and without his Arts, how could they hope to escape through the
         shadow realm to safety? It was a dangerous place where they needed all the protection they could get, and he had long ago
         woven such protections into his crystals, especially the fifth, the only one left. But no matter how dangerous the shadow
         realm might be, they had to go through it, for Jal-Nish had covered every other escape route.
      

      
      ‘Xervish,’ said Nish uneasily, ‘please try again. Open the hidden door and get us out of here.’

      
      ‘Arts – lost!’ Flydd said through his teeth. ‘She – must have taken them.’

      
      ‘Who? Maelys?’ Nish’s eyes probed her.

      
      ‘No!’ Flydd gasped, retching again. ‘Woman – in red.’

      
      ‘What woman in red?’ said Nish quietly, with an anxious look at his father’s back.

      
      ‘Was in my mind – during renewal. Thought she was me.’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t make sense, Xervish.’

      
      Flydd looked up blankly. ‘Don’t know. Memory in pieces.’

      
      ‘It’ll come back. You recognised us, so you’ve still got some memories. Use them!’
      

      
      ‘Can’t.’ Flydd began to retch, spitting bloody muck onto the floor.

      
      ‘The crystal is charged,’ said Maelys, staring at it, though without Flydd’s Art it was as useless as a lump of coal. ‘Jal-Nish
         said it has power to open any barrier. Tell us how, Xervish. Hurry!’ If renewal had gone wrong, internally, Flydd might be dying. All the more reason for her to
         act quickly.
      

      
      Jal-Nish stepped inside. He’d overheard. ‘For one who can use it, I said. None of you can, no matter how you try. But try, by all means.’ He smiled maliciously, then turned away and plunged his hand into Reaper again. The sky palace reappeared,
         listing steeply to starboard in the fierce updraught, and objects began to slide off its decks. Maelys felt her slim hope
         fading. With Reaper he would soon set the sky palace to rights. What could the God-Emperor not do with the tears?
      

      
      However the sky palace listed further and Jal-Nish cursed. ‘Pathway!’

      
      With a metallic zing, a copper-coloured plank fizzed into existence between the cavern and the sky palace. Withdrawing his hand from Reaper, he
         began to stride up the plank. Coloured pressure patterns swirled across its coppery surface with every step, and it shortened
         behind him so that he was always walking upon its quivering outer end. Without turning, he thrust his arm backwards and a
         brown wall formed at the cavern entrance, then slowly solidified like baked clay until the light was blocked out. They were
         trapped.
      

      
      ‘A lucky accident that the anchor tore out,’ said Zham. ‘Can we make something of it?’

      
      ‘No accident,’ slurred Flydd. ‘Monkshart – Vivimord – determined – bring down – blasphemous God-Emperor.’

      
      ‘And he wants Nish,’ Maelys reminded them. ‘You’d be better off with your father, Nish. Vivimord is insane.’

      
      ‘But while Father has Reaper,’ said Nish, ‘Vivimord can’t touch him. Which means –’

      
      ‘Jal-Nish – playing with us,’ said Flydd.

      
      ‘He loves his little games,’ Nish said bitterly. ‘And more than anything Father loves to allow his victims to hope, so he
         can have the pleasure of crushing it. He wants us to dream that there’s a way out –’
      

      
      ‘Which means there’s none,’ said Flydd. ‘He’s set us up.’

      
      Absolute silence fell, for no sound penetrated the seal at the entrance. The cavern was dark, save for the faint light from Flydd’s crystal.
      

      
      ‘He’s not a god; just a pretender,’ said Maelys. ‘He didn’t expect Vivimord to come through the hidden door at the back of
         the cave; nor did he know what choice Nish was going to make, or what I was going to say. And he can’t know what we’re going
         to do next. We’ve still got a chance. Teach us to use the crystal.’
      

      
      ‘Secret Art – years to master. No novice can use – crystal – no matter how much – power it contains.’

      
      His voice was cold; nothing remained of the charming, friendly Flydd she’d met just days ago. Why was he so bitter? Renewal
         had been a terrible ordeal for him, but he was alive and had a healthy and vigorous body. Couldn’t he be thankful for that?
      

      
      Nish snatched the fiery crystal out of Flydd’s hand and thrust it into Maelys’s. ‘You’ve got a small gift for the Art. Try
         it – Father could be back any minute.’
      

      
      ‘He could be waiting outside right now, laughing his head off,’ said Colm grimly. ‘We should have jumped off the cliff when
         we had the chance.’
      

      
      ‘My family needs me,’ Maelys hissed.

      
      ‘And it’s abundantly clear that you’ll stoop to any depths for them.’

      
      His words were another slap in the face. She wanted to do the same to him; felt an urge to hurt him, but Maelys turned away
         and clenched her slender fingers around the crystal, trying to think her way into its heart. Its light came pinkly through
         her flesh, flaring and fading; a pulse was beating in one of the veins of her wrist. Think! There’s got to be a way.
      

      
      She couldn’t think of one; Maelys didn’t know anything about her little gift, which had been suppressed too long, and now was stunted. Training in the Arts needed to begin in youth and, at nineteen, she was too old to ever achieve mastery.
      

      
      Could there be a simpler way? She touched the crystal to the columns carved into the rear wall, left and right, high and low,
         and to the flat section in between, where the secret door had opened. Nothing happened. Maelys imagined Jal-Nish’s mocking
         laughter.
      

      
      She rubbed the crystal against her forehead and touched it to the taphloid hanging on its chain around her neck, again to
         no effect. Nish was frowning at her. Did he think their peril was her fault? In a way, it was, but surely it was better than
         the alternative? If she’d refused her aunts’ demand in the first place, he would still be in his father’s prison, going mad,
         and she and her family would be hiding in the mountains, slowly starving to death.
      

      
      ‘You try it.’ She passed the crystal to him. ‘You’re the one with the clearsight.’

      
      ‘My gift is puny,’ he reminded her. ‘Totally insignificant.’

      
      ‘But linked – to God-Emperor,’ said Flydd. ‘Gift came from – touch of tears, Nish.’

      
      ‘I’ll never forget it.’ Nish was clutching the crystal in both hands, one clasped around the other. ‘During the war, Father
         thrust my hands right into the tears in an effort to bend me to his will. Fighting his compulsion almost broke me.’
      

      
      ‘But you got free – single-handedly saved what was left of – mighty army,’ said Flydd, sounding more coherent now. ‘Fighting
         him strengthened you – Nish. Strength you can draw on now.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a wonder you still have your hands,’ rumbled Zham. ‘The touch of Reaper crisped Vivimord’s belly like a roast pig, and
         he’s a great mancer.’
      

      
      ‘Father protected me, I suppose,’ said Nish.

      
      ‘Power of – tears has grown mightily since – beware!’ said Flydd. ‘Anything coming to you?’
      

      
      ‘Not a thing.’

      
      Maelys’s eyes met Zham’s. He was standing between the columns, holding his enormous sword. He gave her an encouraging smile,
         and it warmed her. She still had one friend left. Colm was grimly practising strokes with his notched blade; was he mentally
         using it on her?
      

      
      ‘Nish,’ she said, ‘what if you used your clearsight to see what’s happened to Xervish’s Art?’

      
      ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ There was a long silence while Nish strained until a muscle began to jump in his jaw. ‘I can’t
         see anything.’
      

      
      Panic was creeping over Maelys, suffocating her, but she couldn’t give in to it. Whenever she wavered, the thought of Fyllis
         in the hands of Jal-Nish’s torturers stiffened her spine for one last try.
      

      
      ‘What about using me?’ she said.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Nish.

      
      ‘I’m not sure I do, either, but something strange happened to Flydd during renewal last night. After he’d used the fourth
         crystal, he had to draw on me. He took my hand and I could feel the heat running up my arm to my heart … the strength being
         drawn out of me …’
      

      
      ‘How does that help?’

      
      ‘What if he didn’t just take from me? What if he gave as well?’
      

      
      Nish frowned, the flickering crystal lighting the furrows across his forehead. ‘Xervish? Could Maelys be the woman in red
         you were raving about?’
      

      
      ‘She isn’t wearing red.’

      
      ‘Perhaps, in the fever, she seemed to be.’

      
      Flydd shook his head vigorously, then winced. ‘The woman in red looked nothing like Maelys. She wasn’t beautiful; her face was stern and arrogant; and she was bigger, taller, and older.’
      

      
      Maelys stared at Flydd. He thought she was beautiful? No one had ever said that before.
      

      
      ‘Did you give anything to Maelys?’ Nish persisted.
      

      
      ‘Can’t remember what happened during renewal,’ Flydd said hoarsely. ‘Few mancers ever do.’

      
      ‘Is it the kind of thing you might have done?’

      
      ‘Not unless I was desperate. What mancer would willingly give away the least fraction of his Art, knowing he might never get
         it back?’
      

      
      ‘But you were desperate, Xervish,’ Maelys said softly, glancing over her shoulder at the barrier. Jal-Nish could return at any second.
         ‘Nish, use your clearsight on me, quickly.’
      

      
      He put his hands around her skull, above her ears, and Maelys shivered at his touch. Nish didn’t press hard, nor hold his
         hands there long, and when he drew away there was an odd look in his eyes.
      

      
      ‘Xervish, I think you did pass something to Maelys, and yet …’

      
      ‘My Art?’ Flydd said hoarsely. ‘My precious Art?’

      
      Maelys hadn’t realised that it meant so much to him, though when she thought about it, to have been a great mancer for so
         long, and then to lose it in a moment, must be like losing a limb. No, worse, for a man with no legs can walk with crutches,
         but losing one’s Art would be like going back to the helplessness of infancy.
      

      
      ‘There’s something not right, though.’ Nish swallowed.

      
      ‘I’ve lost my Art!’ Flydd cried. ‘The one thing that has sustained me all my life. I’m naked without it.’

      
      ‘That’s not what I meant.’ Nish was staring alternately at Flydd, then Maelys. ‘My clearsight tells me that there’s more of you now, Xervish.’
      

      
      ‘That’s absurd. If I’ve passed my gift to her, there should be less of me.’
      

      
      ‘Can you remember doing that?’

      
      ‘I can’t remember anything save the woman coming into me. She had strange eyes – a reddish purple … now what does that remind me of?’
      

      
      ‘Can you take your talent back from me?’ said Maelys.

      
      ‘Not without the Art … though there may be a way to use it where it lies,’ said Flydd. ‘Look deeper, quick.’

      
      Nish put his hands on Maelys again, and shook his head. ‘I can’t tell. My clearsight is too feeble.’

      
      ‘If only there were a way to strengthen it,’ said Maelys, musing on what had been said. And how could there be more of Flydd when he’d lost his Art? That didn’t make sense.
      

      
      ‘If we could eat rock, we could chew our way to freedom!’ sneered Colm.

      
      ‘There is a way,’ said Nish, ignoring him, ‘though I’m not sure I’ve got the courage to try it.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t,’ said Flydd. ‘Your father won’t save you this time, Nish.’

      
      Maelys didn’t know what they were talking about. ‘I’ll try anything if it helps to save my family.’

      
      ‘Not this way,’ said Nish. ‘I won’t let you.’

      
      Flydd’s eyes were on Maelys. ‘I do believe she would, Nish. She’s braver than any of us.’

      
      ‘Just tell me what to do,’ snapped Maelys.

      
      Thump. Something struck the barrier from the outside and it cracked like an ancient bowl. Nish was staring at it, his fists clenched
         rigidly at his sides and his jaw muscles standing out. He turned to her, and something shone in his eyes. Admiration? Surely
         not from Nish? Now he let out a long breath, but the fine hairs stirred on the back of Maelys’s neck – what was he going to
         do?
      

      
      He eased himself into the deep shadows to the left of the opening, crouched and pulled up great handfuls of dead moss until
         he was covered in it.
      

      
      ‘Nish?’ said Maelys.

      
      ‘There’s only one hope left,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s do or die this time and I don’t care which.’

      
      ‘What are you going to do?’

      
      ‘Stay back; distract Father so he thinks I’ve escaped. As soon as he breaks through, scream my name and leave the rest to
         me.’
      

      
      ‘To the wall,’ hissed Zham, sweeping them together in his long arms and thrusting them backwards as the clay seal began to
         crack and fall out. ‘Pretend Nish has gone through the hidden door. When Jal-Nish comes in, we all attack him at once.’
      

      
      Fragments crashed to the floor and misty light flooded in. Maelys reached out towards the wall and yelled, ‘Nish?’ as shrilly
         as she could.
      

      
      ‘What the –?’ cried Jal-Nish, then leapt to the floor of the cave.

      
      Maelys spun around, trying to maintain the pretence that Nish had disappeared. Jal-Nish came forwards, staring at the closed
         door. ‘How did he get away?’
      

      
      ‘Get him!’ roared Zham, hurling himself at Jal-Nish.

      
      Nish propelled himself to his feet. Jal-Nish spun around, sure he was under attack, but Nish wasn’t going for him. He dived
         and thrust his left hand deep into Reaper.
      

      
      And shrieked.

   
      
      THREE
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      ‘You’ should not have done that, Son,’ said Jal-Nish with icy calm. ‘I’m not going to protect you this time.’
      

      
      Nish was writhing on the floor, frantically trying to jerk his hand free, but it was held fast and his wrist and forearm were
         blistering and growing redder by the second. Maelys caught a whiff of burning flesh and was glad Nish hadn’t told her what
         he was going to do. If she’d done that to herself …
      

      
      As everyone rushed Jal-Nish, he caressed the upper surface of Reaper. Zham was hurled sideways against the hidden door; a
         crack-crack sounded like ribs breaking. Colm went flying across the cavern, thudding into the left-hand wall with his shoulder and side.
         Maelys dived for Jal-Nish’s ankles, trying to heave him off his feet, but was driven face-first into the moss.
      

      
      Flydd must have thrown something, for Jal-Nish doubled over and fell to his knees, spit spraying through the mouth slit of
         his mask. Nish’s shrieks broke off; he brought his free hand up and crashed it into his father’s chin, sending the half mask
         clanging off the stone sill and over the precipice. Maelys caught a glimpse of the scarred, noseless, suppurating horror of
         Jal-Nish’s face, destroyed by a lyrinx’s claws thirteen years ago. Despite all the power the tears gave him, he had never
         been able to repair the injuries.
      

      
      Jal-Nish’s one eye glazed, his hand fell away from Reaper and he collapsed, unconscious. The quicksilver surface of the Profane
         Tear turned a dull, roiling red and a hideous clanging erupted from it. The rest of the crazed barrier exploded out of the
         entrance, tearing the curtains of moss and lichen away, and Maelys heard an answering clanging from bow and stern of the sky
         palace, a few hundred paces away.
      

      
      Soldiers ran along the deck, the white armour of the Imperial Guard shimmering, their adamantine blades raised high. The ultimate
         crime had been committed: the God-Emperor’s sacred person had been attacked and they burned to avenge the insult. They converged
         on the copper plank-path that linked the sky palace to the cavern.
      

      
      ‘Kick the plank away,’ said Flydd.

      
      Maelys ran and took hold of it with both hands but it was so heavy she could not budge it. Only minutes to live, she thought,
         but a whole eternity for the dying. Nish’s hand was still caught and his lower arm was smoking; his mouth opened and closed
         as if he were silently shrieking his lungs out.
      

      
      Maelys couldn’t bear to see his agony. She scrambled towards him on hands and knees. ‘Nish, Nish?’

      
      She had reached for his sleeve when Flydd shouldered her out of the way. ‘Don’t touch him, lest you end up the same way.’

      
      ‘But … Nish … why did he do it …?’

      
      Flydd scooped dry moss from the floor, wrapped it around Nish’s wrist and heaved. The moss began to smoulder, then burst into
         flame. Flydd cursed but didn’t let go. With a wrench, he tore Nish’s hand free of Reaper.
      

      
      Maelys nearly threw up, for his hand was a smoking ruin and smelt of burnt meat. She darted to the sill, tore up handfuls
         of wet moss and covered his hand in it. Steam boiled out; he gave another silent scream. She dragged him to the entrance and thrust his hand out under the cascading water.
      

      
      Flydd ripped the sleeve off his shirt and pulled it over Nish’s hand. Maelys had to help Flydd tie the knots, for renewal
         had cost him his coordination as well as his Art.
      

      
      ‘I can do nothing for the pain, Nish,’ said Flydd. ‘Did you succeed?’

      
      Nish tried to speak, but his face twisted in another silent rictus. When it finally passed he tried again. ‘No choice … only
         way … bolster clearsight. Think it worked. Take … wrists.’
      

      
      Flydd took his blistered wrist, Maelys the sound one, and Nish strained. ‘I see it,’ he slurred. ‘See … way.’

      
      ‘How?’ said Flydd urgently. ‘Zham? Colm? Hold the soldiers off.’

      
      Colm was on his feet, swaying as he attempted to lift Zham. The giant’s forehead was bloody and he was holding his side. He
         leaned against the rear wall and wiped blood out of his eyes with the back of his hand. Drawing his monstrous blade, he advanced
         unsteadily across the cavern. ‘I’ll hold them off as long as I can, surr.’
      

      
      Tears sprang to Maelys’s eyes, for Zham was utterly reliable, blindly loyal. She dashed them away. ‘Nish? How am I supposed
         to give Xervish back his Art?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t … think – can. He’s got to … take back. But without Art …’
      

      
      In other words, it was impossible. ‘Then how do I use it?’ She shook his arm in her agitation.
      

      
      On the floor, Jal-Nish kicked feebly, then slurred, ‘They’re coming for us – I warned you they were coming, Son. Why wouldn’t
         you listen?’
      

      
      ‘What’s he on about?’ said Colm.

      
      ‘Father’s paranoid,’ said Nish. ‘He thinks we’re being watched by creatures from the void.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe we are,’ said Flydd. ‘That’s where the lyrinx came from, and they weren’t the first.’

      
      ‘Father sees enemies everywhere,’ sneered Nish. ‘The mighty God-Emperor lives in terror of being overthrown.’

      
      Mocking laughter issued from the roiling surface of Reaper.

      
      ‘How do I use the Art?’ Maelys repeated.

      
      Nish’s eyes swam in circles. The pain was killing him. ‘You … can’t.’

      
      She wanted to scream. ‘Then you’ve maimed yourself for nothing.’

      
      Nish shook his head. ‘Together,’ he whispered. ‘You’ve … got to do … it together.’

      
      ‘I can’t perform any kind of mind-merge without my Art,’ said Flydd.

      
      ‘I don’t know what a mind-merge is,’ said Maelys. ‘Father stunted my talent when I was little, to save me from the scriers.
         That’s why he gave me my taphloid.’
      

      
      ‘Yes!’ cried Flydd. ‘Take it off, quick!’

      
      With her free hand Maelys lifted it over her head, feeling the wrench that she suffered every time she was forced to remove
         it. She felt naked without it, exposed to the world, for her unshielded talent created an aura which a skilled scrier would
         detect instantly.
      

      
      Flydd snatched the taphloid from her hand, holding it by the chain.

      
      ‘I can feel your great gift shining out in all directions, Maelys,’ said Flydd, ‘beating on me like hot sun on bare skin.
         You must focus it on me alone – though not as I am now. Look for the old, decrepit but true me; the one you met before I took renewal. Try to find that man, no matter how deep
         he’s buried. I can’t open the way, but he may be able to, if he still exists.’
      

      
      Another painful, mocking laugh issued from Reaper. Maelys restrained an urge to kick it out the entrance.
      

      
      ‘Take my wrist,’ said Nish urgently. ‘They’re coming fast.’

      
      She tried to do what Flydd had asked, but couldn’t see him at all, for something obscured everything in her inner eye – a
         heavy, churning mass of black, burning from the inside out but never consumed, Reaper. This close, its power was singeing the fine hair on her arms. Reaper longed to consume her, and it was as corrupt as the
         man who had created it from the implosion of the Snizort node all those years ago. Those compressed forces had distilled everything
         good and noble out of it, and now it debauched everything it touched. It longed to corrupt her, to burn her to ashes …
      

      
      ‘Maelys?’ An open hand slapped her hard across the cheek.

      
      She opened her eyes, tore her mind away from Reaper’s pull. Flydd was glaring at her.

      
      ‘You … struck me.’ She touched her fingers to her stinging cheek.

      
      ‘What’s the matter with you?’

      
      ‘Reaper!’ She shuddered. ‘It’s too strong; too near. I can’t resist it; I can’t see anything but Reaper.’

      
      ‘Try harder. You’ve got to look beyond it; there’s no other way.’

      
      There was shouting outside, then the clash of sword on sword. Zham swayed in the entrance as he fought the first of the crack
         Imperial Guard. He had the advantage of height and position, but clearly his broken ribs were troubling him and he couldn’t
         hold the enemy off for long.
      

      
      ‘Wait,’ Maelys said. ‘I was wearing my taphloid when I saw Jal-Nish using Gatherer in the Pit of Possibilities –’

      
      Flydd slapped his hand across her mouth so hard that her lips stung. They both turned towards Jal-Nish, who was twitching
         again.
      

      
      ‘It’s coming for us,’ Jal-Nish said. ‘Oh, fire and flame, it’s coming!’
      

      
      She averted her eyes from his ghastly face.

      
      ‘I wish you hadn’t mentioned that,’ said Flydd in a low voice. ‘Reaper may allow Jal-Nish to register what we say, even when
         he’s unconscious, and I don’t want him to know what you saw in the Pit.’
      

      
      It reminded her of the gloomy futures Nish had seen in the Pit of Possibilities. None of them had contained her; was she destined
         to die young, soon, today? It shook her. If her fate was preordained, what was the point of fighting, or indeed, anything? No! she thought with a rush of anger. I refuse to believe it. I will fight on; and I will prevail.
      

      
      Metal clanged on metal. Colm was standing to Zham’s right, thrusting his blade at a soldier on the plank, just outside. Zham
         skewered the man behind him through the neck joint of his armour and twisted his blade out in a gush of bright blood. The
         soldier toppled off the wind-shaken plank, but another stood behind him, and many more behind him. The plank was bowed down
         under their weight.
      

      
      Flydd slipped the taphloid into her hand. ‘Try it!’

      
      Maelys put it around her neck and felt the pressure of Reaper ease. She closed her eyes and tried to blank everything out
         save her memory of the old Flydd. It was hard, for there was so much to intrude – the thump of sword on armour, the grunts
         and screams of the fighting soldiers, and the howling updraught, which always picked up as the day drew on. Nish, beside her,
         was panting like a woman in labour from the escalating agony of his burned hand. Most distracting of all, she kept catching
         whiffs of the rotting flesh of Jal-Nish’s terrible face.
      

      
      Fyllis, splayed on the wall of Jal-Nish’s torture chamber. That image helped her to focus on what had to be done – find the real Flydd. She felt the strength of his hand around her wrist and imagined it to be the old man’s feebler grip.
      

      
      It was working. Now she remembered him as she’d first seen him, just days ago: drinking and laughing with Nish on the rickety
         bench outside his amber-wood hut. She’d envied them their easy camaraderie and their long friendship, for she’d felt alone
         and abandoned since Nifferlin Manor had been torn down.
      

      
      Flydd had led her out into the stink-snapper-infested marshes and questioned her about the most intimate and embarrassing
         details of her travels with Nish. Later, she remembered Flydd’s fury as she had pressured him to take renewal. If she’d had
         an inkling of what it would do to him, she would never have opened her mouth.
      

      
      Colm gasped and stumbled backwards, holding his left shoulder. Blood was seeping through his fingers. ‘Just a scratch,’ he
         said through gritted teeth, though the gash was as long as his little finger.
      

      
      Zham swung his blade back and forth, sweeping another of the Imperial Guard off the plank, the man’s helmeted head flying
         right and his body toppling to the left. Colm gripped his sword in bloody fingers and returned to his position. They were
         safe for another minute.
      

      
      She conjured up that first memory again: Flydd, barely tipsy at all, laughing with a sozzled Nish. It felt like a lifetime
         ago. She tried to see into Flydd, to understand what drove him, good and bad. How had he held to his purpose despite being
         trapped at the top of Mistmurk Mountain for nine years, knowing that his plan to free Nish from prison had come to naught?
      

      
      Flydd had never given up; moreover, he had maintained his sense of humour and that ferocious will to fight on, no matter the
         cost. He reminded her of her father, Rudigo, who had been forced to flee from Jal-Nish’s vicious lieutenant, Seneschal Vomix, when she was little. Rudigo, whose tortured body
         now lay in the anonymous burial grounds behind Mazurhize. That was her fault too, for as a child she’d unwittingly insulted
         Vomix and it had drawn attention to her family’s gifts.
      

      
      Suddenly she saw Flydd – the real Flydd – just for a second, and again felt that burning sensation surrounding her heart and flowing down
         her arm to where his fingers clenched like an iron manacle. Nish stiffened and tried to pull away from her other hand, but
         she maintained the contact even though her head was spinning and her knees had gone weak. Must – hold – on. Must hold –
      

      
      She was lying on the floor with Nish bending over her. Maelys felt cold now, to her very core; frozen and empty. The taphloid
         was lying beside her and she reached out for the comfort of it.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got back a trace of my Art,’ said Flydd. ‘I can see the way!’

      
      He turned towards the rear wall, the fifth crystal shining through his fingers, and reached out between the columns. A dazzling
         flash lit up the cavern; the crystal burst and fiery shards flew out in a fan, though all were extinguished when they hit
         the hidden door, as if it had drawn the power from them.
      

      
      One glowing fragment flew straight up, bounced off the roof and curved down in an arc towards Maelys, landing on her stomach.
         Had Flydd taken back all his Art, or was part of it still trapped in her? She didn’t feel any different. The shard was useless, but she slipped it into the empty crystal compartment of her taphloid and waited for
         the door to open.
      

      
      It did not.

      
      More malicious laughter issued from Reaper as Jal-Nish groaned and came to his knees, unmasked and grotesque. ‘You think you can best me that easily?’ he said in a slurred voice. ‘Even unconscious, I was more than your match, Xervish.’
      

      
      With a bellow of rage, Nish leapt at his father. The uppercut started at floor level and ended with a sickening crack on the
         point of Jal-Nish’s scarred jaw, lifting him off his feet, for Nish had hit him with all the pent-up fury of his ten years
         of imprisonment. Jal-Nish landed on his back in the moss, eyes open, but so deeply unconscious that Reaper’s surface went
         still. The clanging started again. The Imperial Guards on the copper plank let out a collective roar. A sword rang on Zham’s
         greatsword.
      

      
      ‘Xervish?’ said Nish, his battered knuckles bleeding onto the moss and his bandaged hand dripping yellow fluid. ‘This can’t all have been for nothing!’

      
      ‘It’s over, Nish old friend,’ Flydd said gently. ‘That crystal was special; I spent years priming it to crack into the shadow
         realm, and protect us while we were there, and without it we’ve lost. As I said on one other memorable occasion, we must face
         our end with dignity.’
      

      
      Maelys had read that tale when she was little. Flydd was referring to the time during the lyrinx war when he and his allies
         had been taken by the corrupt Council of Scrutators in their attack on Fiz Gorgo. After a show trial on a great canvas amphitheatre
         erected many spans above the roof of the stronghold, all its people had been set to be executed there.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t hear you say it,’ whispered Nish. ‘I was trapped below in the burning tower.’

      
      She’d read his part of the tale many times. In one of the greatest feats of heroism in all the Histories, Nish had cunningly
         attacked the scrutators and their hundreds of crack guards, rescued the prisoners and, with their aid, had turned ruinous
         defeat into an unimaginable victory, which had turned the tide of the hopeless lyrinx war and, two years later, had led to that astonishing, yet noble, triumph over the
         alien enemy. Maelys, reliving the tale, realised that she could forgive Nish almost everything because of the hero he had
         once been, and might be again.
      

      
      Looking at him now, she could see that he was in agony, but he endured it in silence; he could show no weakness to an enemy
         who would ruthlessly exploit it.
      

      
      ‘And you saved us all,’ said Flydd, deep in a recovered memory.

      
      ‘To die at my hands –’ slurred Jal-Nish from the floor.

      
      How had he roused so quickly? Maelys tasted despair this time; he could never be beaten.

      
      Flydd forced a clump of moss into Jal-Nish’s mouth with the toe of his boot. Jal-Nish fell silent, though his fingers kept
         moving. Reaper’s surface rippled and Zham staggered backwards, falling against Colm and driving him to his knees.
      

      
      Flydd stamped on Jal-Nish’s fingers, but too late. With a single bound, a giant of a warrior sprang from the plank onto the
         sill of the cavern. He was almost as big as Zham, brandishing a cutlass in one hand and a rapier in the other, and cutting
         and stabbing faster than the eye could follow. Zham came upright but his injuries had weakened him and some of the rapier
         blows were getting through. He was soon speckled with blood in a dozen places.
      

      
      The cutlass flashed out to the left. Zham parried, but the warrior lunged and stabbed his rapier half a hand-span into Zham’s
         mighty thigh. His leg wobbled and he nearly went down.
      

      
      ‘Zham?’ cried Maelys, seeing blood pouring down his leg. Something whirred in front of her; she did not see what it was.

      
      With furious blows, Zham drove the warrior backwards onto the plank. Behind him a line of soldiers waited their turn, and many more were at the railings of the sky palace. The greatest hero in the world could not defeat them all. Maelys
         felt sick, for the end was inevitable now.
      

      
      ‘Fly, little lady,’ said Zham, turning to smile at her even as he defended furiously. ‘I’m done for, but you can still get
         away.’
      

      
      ‘No, Zham! The door is closed. It’s over. Lay down your weapon.’

      
      ‘Fly! I won’t give up until you pass through.’

      
      ‘Please, Zham.’

      
      ‘Ever since I took up arms,’ he grunted, ‘I’ve known it would end this way. It’s all I’m good for, little lady.’

      
      He drove the warrior backwards a few steps, then reached down to grasp the plank and gave it a mighty heave. It twisted slightly;
         the huge warrior threw out his arms for balance and, as the twisting motion propagated along the plank, those men behind him
         did the same. One fell silently to the left; another cried out as he went off to the right. Zham twisted again. Could he pull
         the plank free? She allowed herself to hope, for Zham’s strength was as huge as his heart.
      

      
      Again that whirring, and this time Maelys looked down. The shell of her taphloid was changing; faces and dials she’d never
         seen before were appearing and disappearing there, as they’d not done in many years, and the hand on one dial was pointing
         towards the rear of the cavern. The fragment of crystal must have powered it for the first time in months, but it did not
         blank out her gift, as it had always done before she’d passed through the Mistmurk at the base of the Pit of Possibilities.
      

      
      Hopeless, fatalistic thoughts rose up; again she crushed them and focused on what she had to do. The taphloid must be enhancing
         her gift, for suddenly she could see Jal-Nish’s jagged red and black aura again, and Flydd’s pale green one flickering, and
         a tiny glimmer coming from Nish as well.
      

      
      She turned, following the direction the little hand was pointing, and the hidden door between the columns was outlined in
         yellow radiance. A brighter oval in the middle marked a keyhole the size of her closed fist, and in a daze she thrust the
         taphloid at the hole.
      

      
      An enormous groan made her look over her shoulder. Zham had lifted the end of the metal plank and the soldiers still on it.
         How could he do that with broken ribs? Grunting with the strain, he forced it to chest height and twisted it left, right,
         left. A dozen Imperial Guards fell to their deaths, some silently, others screaming in terror, but the giant warrior rode
         the twisting board as if his feet were glued to it, swaying from side to side and balancing himself with swings of his rapier
         and cutlass.
      

      
      Maelys could see how it was going to end, for Zham had exhausted his strength, yet failed to dislodge his enemy. The warrior
         sprang, bounced on the swaying plank, lunged and thrust his rapier down. It went through Zham’s unprotected chest and came
         out a couple of hand-spans from his lower back, sparkling like freshly polished metal with rubies dripping from its tip.
      

      
      ‘Zham!’ she wailed.

      
      The end of the plank slipped through his fingers and struck the sill of the cave. The warrior tried to heave his weapon out
         but Zham’s hands locked around his enemy’s on the rapier’s hilt, and held him. Putting his huge boot against the warrior’s
         groin, Zham sent him flying into the three guards behind, knocking them down. The warrior went over the side, and they did
         too.
      

      
      Maelys ran to Zham. ‘Flee!’ he said weakly, and fell to the floor, the impact pushing the rapier most of the way back through
         him. Blood was flooding from the hole in his chest; he was going to die.
      

      
      The few surviving guards broke into a run, and others were scrambling over the side of the sky palace now that the way was
         clear. Soon they would pour into the cavern like a dam bursting.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, faithful Zham,’ she wept, kissing his brow. There was nothing more she could do for him. Family first; always
         family first. Her eyes swimming with tears, she turned away from the friend who had given his all and asked nothing in return,
         went to the rear door and thrust the taphloid into the keyhole. The door began to scrape open.
      

      
      Jal-Nish twitched, rolled over and groped blindly for Reaper.

      
      ‘Get in!’ she screeched, leaping through into the darkness.

      
      Flydd picked up his rucksack, which Zham had packed for him after renewal, slung it over his back, and followed, then Nish;
         Colm was still by the entrance, his sword out.
      

      
      ‘It’s over, Colm,’ Flydd said gruffly. ‘Come, if you’re coming.’

      
      Colm jerked the rapier out of Zham’s chest with one hand, swiping at the leading soldier through the entrance with the other.
         The man ducked, then came on. Colm ran across the cavern, through the door, and Maelys put her fist into the glowing keyhole
         on the other side, then whipped it out again as the slab slammed shut, leaving them in darkness.
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      As the stone door closed, Nish sagged with relief, for it had placed a physical barrier, however temporary, between him and
         his father. He couldn’t see a thing, and there was no way to tell which way the cavern led from here, save by feel. ‘Light!’
         he said hoarsely, for his throat was so dry it itched.
      

      
      ‘Can’t even make light,’ muttered Flydd. ‘I’m reduced to mere, talentless humanity.’

      
      ‘It’s all I’ve ever been,’ said Colm.

      
      ‘Then you can’t possibly know any different.’

      
      ‘Stop moaning, you old fool!’ snapped Colm. ‘Make the best of it.’

      
      ‘You sound better, Xervish,’ said Maelys hastily. ‘As cranky as ever, in fact.’

      
      Flydd managed a feeble chuckle. ‘I’d imagined that being restored to a vigorous middle age would be like getting a new life,
         but it feels as if my old bones are loosely clothed with someone else’s muscles. Every movement requires an effort of will;
         it’s like learning to walk again.’ He paused. ‘I don’t know how you did it, Maelys, but thank you.’
      

      
      She said something, softly, but Nish missed it; he could not concentrate for the pain of his charred left hand. He sucked
         at the wet sleeve covering the coconut-sized moss bandage. The moisture felt good on his cracked lips but the movement caused the agony of his burns, temporarily forgotten in the mad scramble
         to escape, to flare anew.
      

      
      He bit down on a cry; giving way to pain could only make things worse. He had to be stronger than he’d ever been, for it was
         his only hope of escaping the monster on the other side of the door. But it was hard, very hard. The pain was worse than any
         of the many injuries he’d taken during the war.
      

      
      This will be my first test, he thought. No matter how much it hurts, I won’t make a sound. And if I’m strong enough for that,
         I’ll take it as a sign that I can defeat Father.
      

      
      Nish groped in the darkness with his good hand, touched something warm and yielding, Maelys’s bosom, and jerked his hand away.
         At her sharp intake of breath he muttered, ‘Sorry! Can’t see a thing.’
      

      
      She probably thought he’d done it deliberately, but he had bigger worries, not least the extraordinary story she’d told his
         father. Could Maelys really be pregnant with his child? He didn’t think so, but if she was, even if she’d done it in such
         a sordid way, it would change both their lives. They would be bound together for all time, by blood. He had to admire the
         scheming little vixen. Maelys was braver than he was, and she never gave up.
      

      
      He could sense her small, tense presence half a span away, and hear her quick breathing. She sounded as if she were cracking
         up and he couldn’t blame her. She’d saved them but she could do no more, nor could Flydd, and Nish didn’t trust Colm. It was
         up to him, now. He had spent months tormented by self-doubt and, to his shame, wallowing in self-pity, but he had to put all
         that behind him. After repudiating his father’s offer to become his lieutenant, there was no going back, for they were enemies
         and would remain so until one of them died. It was time for Nish to take charge of his life.
      

      
      Flydd and Maelys were talking about what she’d seen in the Pit of Possibilities, which reminded Nish of his own visions there,
         the first time. He could almost convince himself to discount his last vision – the one where he, the Deliverer, was acclaimed
         as God-Emperor – no matter how much he yearned for it, for Vivimord had as good as admitted sending it to him. But take it
         away and the other futures all ended the same way: in the failure of his quest, the triumph of the God-Emperor, and Nish’s
         exile, madness, or death.
      

      
      Despair pinched at his liver, a stabbing pain, but he endured that too. Never give way, not once; not even for a second. I
         reject all those possibilities and the pit itself, he raged inwardly. There will be no madness; no exile; no death. I will
         make my own future!
      

      
      I won’t become the Deliverer either, for that would mean submitting to Vivimord’s plans for me, and he’s just as corrupt as
         my father. But I will overthrow Father and restore peace and justice to Santhenar – though not as the God-Emperor. There will be no more God-Emperors.
         ‘Whatever it takes, and however long, I’m going to do it!’
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ said Flydd.

      
      Nish hadn’t realised that he’d spoken aloud. ‘We’ve got to get away from the door. Where does this cave go?’

      
      ‘I don’t remember.’

      
      ‘Why not?’ Nish snapped as the pain flared again. ‘You had nine years.’

      
      ‘And you took ten years to get here,’ Flydd said mildly.

      
      ‘How far is it to the shadow realm?’

      
      ‘Not far; assuming I can find the power to enter it. Lead on.’

      
      ‘I –’ The pain nearly overcame him; Nish squeezed his eyes shut until the spasm passed. ‘Feel around, everyone; find where
         the passage goes.’
      

      
      ‘Right here,’ said Colm from his left. ‘It slopes down gently.’

      
      ‘Go down, and we’ll follow.’
      

      
      ‘Whatever you say, Deliverer,’ Colm said, the soles of his boots sliding on stone.
      

      
      Nish didn’t have the strength to be irritated. He went behind Maelys, wishing he had Zham’s strong arm to lean on, and already
         missing his quiet, reliable solidity. But Zham was gone, as so many of his friends and allies had been lost. Nish needed to
         grieve for him but couldn’t afford to; not here. Jal-Nish would already be recovering; his troops would be helping him back
         to the sky palace, where he would use Gatherer to search out all the secrets of Mistmurk Mountain, and hunt Nish down.
      

      
      He choked but managed to swallow his despair. Just take it minute by minute, he told himself. Even agony can be endured for
         one minute, and if you can do that, you can suffer it for another. And so he continued.
      

      
      They went down a long straight passage, clambered over a shallow crevasse which Colm discovered by falling into it and gashing
         his shin, then along a narrow, snaking tunnel with a gentle downslope and a strong smell of animal urine. Flydd kept stumbling,
         falling over and cursing his ill-fitting new body.
      

      
      ‘Xervish,’ said Maelys in a tiny voice. Ten or fifteen uneventful minutes had passed, during which Nish’s unease grew ever
         stronger.
      

      
      ‘What?’ panted Flydd.

      
      ‘When you began renewal, you talked about forcing the barrier and holding open the shadow realm for the hours it would take to get through it to safety. You said you needed at least three crystals to do that, but all
         we have is one tiny shard. How can we possibly get through without the crystals?’
      

      
      He began to breathe heavily, as if remembering something he would sooner have forgotten. ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘I thought the stone door –’
      

      
      ‘It’s just a normal door into the caverns that run through Mistmurk Mountain. The shadow realm is yet to come – if we can
         get into it at all.’
      

      
      ‘What is the shadow realm?’ said Nish. ‘Is it like the maze we passed through when we escaped from Monkshart at Tifferfyte?’

      
      Flydd stopped to catch his breath. ‘Completely different. That maze was a dangerous place, but an empty one. It could drive
         you mad, and most people would become lost and die there, but it held no other threat. The shadow realm is like a nether world
         to the Three Worlds, bound to yet separate from them. It’s the pit into which necromancers like Vivimord delve to further
         their depraved Arts, a perilous place full of dark and mischievous spirits.’
      

      
      ‘Then why are we going there?’

      
      ‘Because there’s no other choice. Bad as it is, we’ve got a better chance passing through the shadow realm than we have staying
         here. We’re not strong enough to fight Jal-Nish. We’ve got to disappear, though sooner or later he’ll find us with the tears,
         wherever we hide. Therefore we’ve got to have a weapon, one he’s afraid of, and the antithesis is the only possibility I know
         of. Besides, I spent years preparing my crystal to protect us while we pass through the shadow realm.’
      

      
      ‘But it’s broken.’

      
      ‘The spells remain in the shard Maelys caught. Let’s get moving.’

      
      ‘So we won’t be there long?’ said Maelys anxiously.

      
      ‘Just a few hours, hopefully …’

      
      That sounded ominous. ‘And then what?’ said Nish.

      
      ‘We return to the real world a long way from here; and from Jal-Nish.’

      
      ‘And after that?’

      
      ‘The instant I have regained my Art and my fitness, we go south to the Tower of a Thousand Steps. To approach the Numinator,
         I’ll need all my wits about me.’ He added under his breath, ‘And then some.’
      

      
      They continued down a steeper slope which was slippery with aromatic droppings. ‘What’s that smell?’ said Nish. It was sickly
         sweet and spicy, like cane syrup mixed with pepper and cloves.
      

      
      ‘Giant swamp creepers,’ Maelys said from ahead. He could hear the revulsion in her voice. ‘When I went down to the cursed
         flame earlier, there were thousands of them, all oozing and squirming over each other. Yuk!’
      

      
      ‘Tasty, though,’ said Colm. ‘If we’re trapped down here, at least we’ll eat well.’

      
      Nish, remembering the splendid steaks they’d dined on during their first night on the plateau, salivated. The swamp creepers
         were like gigantic black slugs the size of a muscular man’s thigh, and almost all meat.
      

      
      ‘I remember now!’ cried Flydd. ‘That’s where we’ve got to go. The cursed flame is the one source of power available to me.’

      
      ‘And Father will have it under guard,’ said Nish.

      
      ‘He may not know about the flame yet. Ah, this place has a familiar feel. I think I know where we are.’

      
      ‘Lead the way, then – what’s that?’ said Nish, as thunder rolled down the passage.
      

      
      ‘The God-Emperor’s mancers must be attacking the hidden door,’ said Flydd. ‘Come on.’

      
      They skidded down the slick surface, scrambled through a pit full of droppings which had an appalling stench and a faint luminosity,
         then climbed a broken slope equally coated with muck. By the time they reached the top they were smeared with it. Handicapped
         as he was, Nish fell many times, and each time his burned hand struck the rock it sent sickening waves of pain through him. He almost cried out, but
         managed to stifle it. I will not give in, he kept telling himself. I can beat Father; I must. He was thankful for the darkness,
         which concealed the tears streaming down his cheeks.
      

      
      ‘Nish, are you all right?’ said Maelys. Her hand touched his arm. ‘Oh Nish,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m sorry – about everything.’

      
      Her concern almost undid his resolve, but he could not reply. It was taking all his strength to endure the pain. He managed
         a grunt and after a moment she moved on.
      

      
      After some twenty minutes of scrambling, during which they heard the thunder twice more, Flydd whispered, ‘It can’t be far
         now. Once we get to the bottom of this long slope, we should be below the flame – back!’
      

      
      They crept backwards. ‘What is it, surr?’ said Nish.

      
      ‘I caught the faintest reflection, a long way down, as if someone had put his head around the corner, then ducked back.’

      
      ‘I didn’t see anything,’ said Colm.

      
      ‘Good eyes are the one benefit I’ve got from renewal so far,’ said Flydd.

      
      ‘Apart from life!’

      
      Flydd ignored the sarcasm. ‘My renewed guts feel as though they’re eating themselves, and my leg muscles slide up and down
         on my bones with every step. We’d better go back to that cross passage we saw a few minutes ago. I think there’s another way
         into the flame chamber.’
      

      
      ‘I got to it from beneath the obelisk in the marshes,’ said Maelys timidly.

      
      Did she think they were disgusted with her? Colm had certainly made his contempt plain. Nish no longer knew what he felt about Maelys, though she was as brave and resourceful as any woman he’d ever known, even Irisis – No! He could not, would not allow himself to make the comparison.
      

      
      After feeling their way through absolute darkness for a good while, Flydd grunted, ‘I smell moist air – cool air.’

      
      ‘I smell nothing but the decaying turds of a million swamp creepers,’ muttered Colm.

      
      ‘Above the cavern of the cursed flame,’ Maelys said, ‘the air was warm, but below it a cool breeze was blowing up from the
         depths.’
      

      
      ‘So we’re below the cavern. Good,’ said Flydd. ‘Perhaps this way is not guarded.’

      
      Nish thought that unlikely, but refrained from saying so. Despair is your greatest failing, he told himself. Don’t open the
         door to it; not even a crack. While we’re alive, there’s hope. Things aren’t as bad here as they were at Fiz Gorgo, and you
         pulled off a miraculous victory there. You can do it again. He closed his mind to the thought that miraculous victories had
         occurred a number of times in the Histories, but seldom had even the greatest of heroes done it twice.
      

      
      ‘I can smell sweaty men,’ said Maelys, now walking shoulder to shoulder with Nish.

      
      ‘Just what you’ve been panting for,’ said Colm.

      
      ‘Shut up!’ she hissed. ‘Just shut up, Colm. I don’t know what I ever saw in you.’

      
      ‘Likewise!’

      
      Nish couldn’t stay silent any longer. ‘Leave her alone or you’ll have me to deal with.’

      
      ‘Is that a promise, oath-breaker?’
      

      
      Nish felt himself flushing. ‘She saved us all, you fool!’

      
      ‘And she’d do –’

      
      ‘Enough!’ hissed Flydd. ‘What’s the matter with you three?’

      
      Now Nish could smell the soldiers’ rancid sweat. The way was guarded, and as they crawled back into the reeking dark, he felt despair’s door creaking open. Just a crack, but it was always
         there. With an effort of will he closed it again. ‘Is there no other way to obtain the power we need?’
      

      
      ‘There are only two entrances, and I dare say the other one is guarded as well.’
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      Maelys sagged against the wall, feeling worse than ever. Colm’s naked contempt was almost unendurable, and she could not understand
         why he was so hostile. She’d made no promises to him; they had never been more than travelling companions. With an effort,
         she put him out of mind. She’d had barely any sleep last night and not much the night before; every muscle in her body was
         aching and she was tired beyond rational thought.
      

      
      Flydd’s and Nish’s muttering was like a harsh lullaby, and her eyelids drooped. She would snatch a few minutes’ sleep while
         they worked out what to do. Maelys felt herself drifting, all her cares retreating …
      

      
      The suppressed nightmare jerked her awake, reviving those paralysed minutes she’d spent on the slab with the cursed flame
         licking at her, and Phrune looming over her, preparing to take her skin and spill her blood into the flame, so as to revive
         his dreadful master.
      

      
      The scene played over and over, until she was shuddering with the horror of it: the blade, the blood; Phrune’s mutilated,
         leering face and Vivimord’s groans issuing from beneath the slab; the heat of the cursed flame and the bouquet of precious
         amber-wood. The high, shadowed ceiling covered in the mucus crusts of swamp creepers, webbed by the corded nets of some unknown scuttling beast, all the way across that pyramidal opening –
      

      
      Maelys’s eyes flew open. ‘Xervish!’

      
      ‘Yes?’ he said dully.

      
      ‘There may be another way into the chamber of the cursed flame.’

      
      She heard his sharp intake of breath. ‘Where?’

      
      ‘When I was on the slab and the flame flared, I saw a hole high above. It may be an old chimney, and if anyone has some rope,
         you might be able to get down it.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got rope,’ said Colm. ‘Can you find the top of the chimney, Flydd?’

      
      ‘I think I know where to look.’

      
      He led them up a broken slope, over a blade-like hump and around a twisting bend which felt as though water had once flowed
         down it. There were no droppings here, though Maelys could still smell them. Flydd stopped so suddenly that she ran into him
         and Nish into her.
      

      
      ‘Hush!’ Flydd said softly.

      
      ‘What is it, Gorderz?’ A slurred voice issued through a fissure in the rock to Maelys’s left.

      
      ‘Thought I heard footsteps, Snegg,’ said another voice, sounding rather strained. ‘Hold up.’

      
      ‘This place makes my mind reel. Where are we?’

      
      ‘No idea. What’s happened to the others?’

      
      ‘I thought they were with you,’ said Snegg.

      
      Gorderz cursed. ‘The master won’t be pleased.’

      
      The intruders were only spans away through the rock; they would hear the slightest sound. Maelys steadied herself against
         the wall. Nish’s shoulder touched her and she could feel him shuddering as he fought the pain. If he let out a squeak, they
         were lost.
      

      
      The soldiers did not speak again, though Maelys was afraid they were still there, waiting for someone to move. Nish’s breathing grew ever more laboured but she wasn’t game to try and
         comfort him.
      

      
      Finally the first man spoke again, much further away.

      
      ‘Wait another minute,’ said Flydd quietly. ‘They’re lost and afraid; if we go the other way we should be safe.’

      
      There’s no safety anywhere inside Mistmurk Mountain, Maelys thought.

      
      They went on, feeling their way around a hairpin corner and along a passage so low that even Maelys had to negotiate it bent
         double. She could hear Colm’s muffled curses as his backbone struck the knobbly roof.
      

      
      ‘There’s a crack ahead of me,’ said Flydd when they emerged at the other end where there was room to stand upright, ‘and it
         smells faintly of smoke. I think we can dare a little light here. Maelys, if you would open your taphloid.’
      

      
      She did so, gingerly. Flame swirled within the shard, revealing a vertical, soot-stained crack a couple of spans high, though
         less than two hand-spans wide. ‘The crystal is brighter here.’
      

      
      ‘No wonder,’ said Flydd. ‘We’re directly above the cursed flame. Close the lid to just a sliver of light. That’s better. Go
         through, Maelys, and step with care.’
      

      
      She squeezed sideways through the crack, at the risk of her remaining coat buttons, and felt around with her foot. ‘I’m on
         a narrow rock shelf running around the inside of the chimney,’ she whispered. Its walls were smoke-stained and criss-crossed
         with crusted mucus tracks, some of which were fresh, judging by the shine. ‘The chimney hole is practically blocked. Come
         inside; don’t step in the centre or you’ll fall through.’
      

      
      Below, the chimney was a clotted mess of slime and droppings caught in corded cobwebs. Maelys felt her skin creeping. She
         didn’t want to meet whatever made such thick webs, especially not in the dark.
      

      
      The others worked their way through, and she moved around the ledge to give them space. Colm, who was tallest, blocked the
         crack with his body and Maelys opened the lid of the taphloid all the way. The chimney flared out around and above them but
         narrowed below the shelf.
      

      
      Colm thrust his sword into its sheath, leaned the rapier that had killed Zham against the corner, then pulled a hank of fine
         rope from his pack and tugged on it, testing its strength.
      

      
      ‘Down there?’ said Flydd.

      
      ‘That’s where the smoky smell is coming from …’ Swamp creepers gave Maelys the shudders, and though she wasn’t afraid of ordinary
         spiders, the creature that had made those cord webs could be as big as she was. ‘If you and Nish go down, I’ll watch the way
         out with Colm.’
      

      
      ‘Nish can’t use his left hand.’ Flydd frowned at the crusted mess blocking the chimney. ‘Give that a poke with your blade,
         Colm. It doesn’t look very wide.’
      

      
      ‘Chimneys rarely are,’ said Colm. ‘That’s why they use little kids as chimney sweeps.’ He was looking coldly at Maelys, as
         if she were a stranger.
      

      
      Not me, she thought. Haven’t I done enough?

      
      Colm ran the tip of his sword around the four sides of the chimney hole, then carefully lifted out the web and its clinging
         droppings, flicking them into a corner and wiping his hands on his pants. A warm spicy smell wafted up, of swamp-creeper slime,
         ordure and smoke. The exposed hole was no wider than her shoulders.
      

      
      ‘It seems to narrow further down,’ said Flydd, with the faintest of smiles. ‘You’re the only one who’ll fit, Maelys.’

      
      ‘You’re pleased it’s not you.’ She felt petulant saying it, but she’d sooner fight a stink-snapper in the swamp than go down
         there.
      

      
      ‘I certainly am, but if I had to go down, I would, and so will you.’
      

      
      Not for the first time, Maelys cursed herself for being so little; she cursed her companions too, and her whole life. She’d
         been brought up to marry well and manage her manor and estate, and there had been a clear division between men’s work and
         women’s. Men did the hard, backbreaking labour, and most of the really dirty work. Climbing down this chimney was definitely men’s work.
      

      
      She heard a squelching slurp from the depths that had to be one giant swamp creeper crawling over another. ‘You’re not that
         big, Xervish,’ she said desperately. ‘I’m sure you’d fit – at a pinch.’
      

      
      ‘Nope,’ said Flydd. ‘The renewed me has broad shoulders.’

      
      ‘And I’ve got a big bottom,’ she said recklessly. ‘Huge, in fact.’

      
      ‘Indeed you have.’ Flydd gave her an appraising grin. ‘Turn around; I’d better make sure. Don’t want you getting stuck halfway.’

      
      She did so, flushing, yet praying for once that it would be too big.

      
      ‘It’s large all right,’ said Nish, grinning despite his pain.

      
      Even Colm, who had been grim-faced ever since her lie about being pregnant, gave a faint twitch of the lips. Men!

      
      Flydd measured her hips with his outstretched hands, then the chimney hole. ‘Your bottom, while certainly of a traditional
         size, isn’t large enough to get you out of trouble. Take your coat off and down you go.’
      

      
      She might have refused, but Maelys felt she had to prove herself.

      
      ‘I’ll go down!’ she said savagely. ‘But you’re going to pay for this.’

      
      ‘I’ll add it to the list,’ said Flydd. ‘I’ve a whole lifetime of villainy to atone for.’
      

      
      She didn’t budge. ‘What am I’m supposed to do?’

      
      ‘Ah!’ He frowned. ‘This is where it gets tricky. Your shard still retains the spells I wove into the fifth crystal years ago,
         and it should be able to open the shadow realm if you can recharge it. Take it to the cursed flame –’
      

      
      ‘But when I touched the flame last time, it paralysed me.’

      
      He felt in his pockets. ‘Hold the shard in this.’ He handed her a coil of fine wire.

      
      She quickly formed a loop in one end and put the coil in her pocket, again reliving how close she’d come to being skinned
         alive by Phrune. Her stomach muscles tightened. He was dead, thankfully.
      

      
      Colm fashioned a rope harness around her middle, avoiding her eyes and being careful not to touch her, as if she were tainted.
         He checked the knots and tied the other end of the rope around himself.
      

      
      ‘We’ll lower you until you’re directly above the slab,’ said Flydd. ‘You won’t need to set foot on the floor. Give three jerks
         on the rope once you’re in place, then two and two more when you want to be hauled up again.’
      

      
      ‘What if there are guards?’

      
      ‘Give the second signal before they see you. We’ll pull you up and try again later.’

      
      Going down and up once would be bad enough. She couldn’t bear to do it twice.

      
      ‘There’s one more problem,’ said Flydd, ‘though I don’t see what we can do about it.’

      
      ‘What’s that?’ she said gloomily.

      
      ‘I don’t know how much power your shard can absorb from the flame. It may not be much at all.’

      
      ‘How will I know when it’s got all it can take?’

      
      ‘It’ll burst.’
      

      
      ‘So how do I know when to stop?’ she cried.

      
      ‘I haven’t regained that memory.’

      
      ‘Wonderful!’ Maelys said sourly. ‘Are there any other ways this can go disastrously wrong?’

      
      ‘I’ll give you a list when I think of them. If you fail, just come up. Have you got a knife? You’ll need one if you get tangled
         up in a web, or …’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ The huge blade Zham had given her up in the mires was still strapped to her lower leg, under her trousers. She unsheathed
         it.
      

      
      ‘Go now.’

      
      She took a deep breath, then went to her hands and knees and lowered her head into the hole, conscious that her bottom was
         facing them.
      

      
      ‘Make sure the rope is tight, Colm. If I’m going down head-first, I’d hate it to slip over my hips.’

      
      ‘As if that’s going to happen,’ Nish smirked.

      
      She wanted to smack him. Colm pulled the harness so tightly around her small waist that it hurt. Maelys closed her taphloid
         and the chimney was plunged into darkness. She went down head first, arms outstretched below her, and as her feet scraped
         over the edge she felt him take up the slack. Colm might hold her in deepest contempt, but she was safe while he was holding
         the rope.
      

      
      About half a span down she encountered a thick web clotted with droppings, though fortunately it was so old and dusty that
         it was no longer sticky. Zham’s knife cut through the strands like a razor. She stretched out her free hand, and froze, for
         her fingertips were touching something round, cool and slippery.
      

      
      It was a giant swamp creeper – the most disgusting thing she could possibly have encountered in the darkness – and she had to feel her way around it. She dared not open the taphloid for light in case the precious crystal fell out.
      

      
      The chimney was wider here, not narrower. Even Colm could have come down it, she thought resentfully, and swamp creepers didn’t
         bother him at all. On their first day on the plateau he’d killed one and carried it back to the camp over his shoulder.
      

      
      Maelys tried to stop but her slippery fingers couldn’t get a grip on the wall, and Colm kept lowering her on the rope. She
         dropped sharply; her right cheek glided across the swamp creeper’s skin, coating her in sickly smelling, slimy gunk.
      

      
      She tried to push herself back up but the swamp creeper moved under her weight and she fell headfirst into the gap between
         it and another. The chimney was blocked with a great mass of them, one upon the next. She kept sliding down between the loathsome,
         squirming creatures.
      

      
      Her forehead was coated in slime; it clogged her eyes, and with every breath sticky bubbles formed at her nostrils; her mouth
         was blocked with a clot of ooze the size of a lyrinx’s bogey. She spat it out explosively, shuddering with disgust, then twisted
         sideways and managed to get another breath, but her weight kept pushing her down and there was nothing she could do but go
         with it.
      

      
      She slipped further; now all but her legs were surrounded by giant swamp creatures, all stirring and creeping over each other
         on their mucus tracks, making disgusting slurpings and squelchings which, this close, were deafeningly loud.
      

      
      Maelys squirmed, trying to clear a space so she could get a decent breath, for she could feel herself starting to panic. She
         slipped all the way down into another great cluster of swamp creepers, enclosing her from head to knee. Her shirt had slipped
         up and a small creeper oozed its way across her bare belly. Another crawled over her mouth and nose. She desperately, frantically tried to batter it out of the way but her blows
         just skidded off.
      

      
      Panic burst over her; she couldn’t control it. Maelys thrashed wildly, shaking her head from side to side until she was dizzy,
         and a little space opened up in front of her nose. She spat out another mouthful of ooze, which reminded her unpleasantly
         of the barbed slurchie Colm had removed from her belly in the rainforest. Maelys sucked in a breath of smelly air and screamed
         her lungs out.
      

      
      Colm couldn’t have heard, for he kept lowering her. She continued to flail and scream until her throat hurt and she was so
         exhausted that she couldn’t move her arms or legs. She slumped in the middle of the cluster, ever so slowly sliding down between
         the swamp creepers, too exhausted to do any more. The panic was gone. She no longer had the energy for it. She had given up.
      

      
      Until that reminded her of Tulitine, the old seer who had helped raise the Defiance in Nish’s name, months ago. Though Tulitine
         must have been nearly eighty, she had a lover not a third her age and a zest for life unmatched in anyone Maelys had ever
         met. Tulitine had helped and protected her, though she’d been disappointed in Maelys when she’d fled the Defiance camp after
         Phrune had identified her.
      

      
      Maelys’s courage had failed her then, but she was stronger now. She could not, would not give up. She was going to fight Jal-Nish
         until there was no breath left in her body – but fight cleverly.
      

      
      If there was anyone in the cavern below, she must have given herself away. Or maybe not. She’d slid through a couple of spans
         of swamp creepers, which completely blocked the chimney here. If they formed as thick a cluster below her, her screams might
         not have penetrated it.
      

      
      Surely there couldn’t be far to go? Maelys wiped her eyes on the back of her hand, but it didn’t help; every part of her was
         thickly enslimed. The swamp creepers didn’t feel quite so bad now; their skin was no more slippery than hers. And they were
         harmless, she reminded herself; entirely vegetarian. She slid another arm’s length, then stopped, for they were so tightly
         packed here that her weight wouldn’t carry her any further.
      

      
      Maelys realised that she was breathing heavily, the panic rising again at the idea of being trapped in this slimy darkness.
         What if she cut her way through? The thought was revolting; besides, she would have to work head-down in a puddle of swamp-creeper
         blood and body fluids, and might drown before she got through.
      

      
      She couldn’t do it, and sheathed the knife, but could she force a path through them? Maelys twisted left, then right, but
         a space didn’t open up. Harmless the creepers might be, yet she might easily suffocate before Colm realised that something
         was wrong.
      

      
      She pushed harder but couldn’t exert enough force to move them. Got to have something to push against, she thought. She wriggled
         and jerked but couldn’t get the tiniest breath. The panic was swelling, almost overwhelming her. Her lungs were heaving; she
         only had air enough for another few moments.
      

      
      She couldn’t stand this; she had to get out. Maelys tried to punch the closest swamp creeper out of the way, but her fist
         sank into it as if it were a fat man’s belly, forcing a gust of cool air out of an opening below its head, prrrp. It had a humid smell of chewed-up vegetation somewhat like a cow’s belch, but it was breathable, life-sustaining air.
      

      
      Wriggling her legs and sliding her weary arms this way and that, she managed to slip one foot to the side of the chimney,
         then another. The stone, though slick, was rough enough for her to get a grip. She pushed against it, forced with her arms until she broke the suction between the swamp creepers, and
         a cluster fell away. She shot through the obstruction like a cork popped from a bottle, into an open space, and dropped a
         good span before the rope caught her. Maelys hung there, slowly revolving, gasping at the cold, spicy air.
      

      
      She went lower as Colm continued to pay out the rope, and her down-stretched palms skidded across another clot of swamp creepers.
         They didn’t feel any better than the ones above, but the sooner she began, the sooner it would be over. Maelys formed an arrowhead
         with her hands, wedged the swamp creepers apart, and began to wriggle through like a human tadpole.
      

      
      This passage was just as unpleasant as the previous one, but she continued, keeping her head bent towards her armpit so as
         to protect her nose with her angled arm. It worked, mostly; after several more panting minutes her hands popped free and in
         place of the sickly swamp creeper odour she caught a faint, gassy warmth that she remembered from her previous visit. She
         was out of the chimney and suspended above the huge, coffin-shaped slab up through which the cursed flame issued.
      

      
      Maelys scraped muck out of her eyes and wiped it off on her saturated shirt. Clots of muck splattered on the stone far below.
         After blinking furiously, she managed to ungum her eyelids and made out the flicker of the cursed flame at least eight spans
         down. It was no longer blue; the flame looked purple-black now. She couldn’t see anyone in the cavern, though most of its
         expanse lay in shadow. Besides, if Jal-Nish’s scriers had found a way in, they might have set up a wisp-watcher anywhere.
      

      
      She couldn’t afford to worry about that. If she were discovered, she would give the signal and pray that Colm could heave her up in time. Maelys closed her mind to everything except what she had to do.
      

      
      In a couple of minutes she was settling on the slab, which was partly covered in the splattered remains of a fallen swamp
         creeper. Near the flame hole the stone was stained with blood: hers, Phrune’s and Vivimord’s. She shivered at the memories.
         How long ago had Phrune attacked her? Six hours? Eight? Ten? She felt quite desperately tired. There was no time to waste.
         If any soldiers came in, she would be clearly visible.
      

      
      Don’t think about what happened earlier. Just recharge the crystal and get going. She gave the rope three sharp tugs. Maelys
         popped out the shard, which was glowing fiercely now, passed it through the loop of wire and pulled it tight. What if the
         force of the flame could travel up the wire? She pulled her sleeve down so no part of her skin would be in contact with it,
         then gingerly reached out to the flame.
      

      
      Nothing happened, save that the dancing colours in the shard brightened. It’s all right, she thought, her arm shaking. I can
         do this. And last time it hadn’t taken long to charge the whole crystal. She’d held her shard in the flame for the count of
         thirty. It must be nearly that long now – long enough. She daren’t take the risk –
      

      
      Bang!

      
      The shard burst into a thousand flying fragments; one stung the back of her hand. She picked it out and sucked at the tiny
         drop of blood welling there. Their last source of power was lost. All was lost. Why, why hadn’t she been more careful?
      

   
      
      SIX
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      Maelys was about to give Colm the signal to haul her up when she noticed a coating of little crystals, like spilled sugar,
         around the star-shaped hole through which the cursed flame issued.
      

      
      Crystals were everywhere, of course – rocks were full of them – but even in the days before the nodes were destroyed, crystals
         capable of storing power for use in the Secret Art had been rare and precious. They were far rarer now, and finding one was
         as difficult as searching through the myriad grains of sand on a beach for one lost jewel.
      

      
      And yet … the cursed flame had charged Flydd’s fifth crystal quickly, so even an ordinary crystal might absorb some power after being bathed in the cursed flame for hundreds, even thousands of years.
      

      
      She studied the sugary crust of yellow sulphur surrounding the star hole, but these crystals had no glow. Besides, they could
         not be bathed by the flame or the sulphur would have burned – every apprentice healer knew that. To find crystals bathed by
         the flame she would need to search beneath the slab.
      

      
      Dare she? Flydd had said to come straight up if she failed, but she had to make up for bursting the shard. She had let him
         down and her failure would only confirm the contempt Colm felt for her. Unfastening the harness from her waist, she slid over the edge of the slab, avoiding the congealed puddle of
         Phrune’s blood, and crawled into the space beneath the slab. Here the floor was scattered with flakes of Vivimord’s skin,
         for Phrune had dragged his master underneath so Maelys’s blood, purified by the cursed flame, could heal him.
      

      
      She brushed the skin aside with her sleeve and crawled up to the flame, which hissed from a crystal-encrusted crack in the
         floor. These crystals were different, being long, thin, and blue-green, but all intergrown. She prised carefully with the
         point of Zham’s knife but the brittle crystals broke every time.
      

      
      Rolling onto her back, she studied the underside of the slab. There were more such crystals inside the star hole, but she
         couldn’t reach them without putting her hand into the cursed flame. However the underside of the slab, around the hole, was
         covered in squat pink crystals condensed from the flame; she could see their facets twinkling.
      

      
      Squelch!

      
      What was that? Maelys eased her head out from under the slab, thinking that she’d been seen. Why, why had she untied the harness?
         She was about to spring up for it when her eye caught a faint movement from the chimney above – flame reflecting off the mucosal
         sheen of a moving swamp creeper.
      

      
      Feeling like a fool, she resumed her search. Most of the pink crystals were the size of grains of rice but there were occasional
         larger ones, as big as kernels of corn, a few of which had faint colours swirling within them.
      

      
      It didn’t mean that they contained usable power, but Maelys couldn’t go back up the rope empty-handed. She scanned the underside,
         not for the biggest crystal, but the one with the brightest colours.
      

      
      It was only as long as her little fingernail, though the colours were intense. She touched the tip of Zham’s knife to the rock above the crystal and it fell into her hand. The moment she put it in the taphloid, it came to life, suppressing
         her aura the way the taphloid had been designed to. So the crystal did contain some power.
      

      
      Squueelllllch!

      
      She eased out, looked up at the chimney, but didn’t see any movement this time. Better get going; Flydd would be anxious about
         the time. Maelys put her hands on the top of the slab and tried to spring up, but her feet went from under her and she landed
         flat on her back. She’d slipped in Phrune’s congealed blood, and that reminded her of something she should have remembered
         the moment she’d landed on the slab.
      

      
      She rolled away, her hackles rising. Previously, Vivimord had dragged Phrune’s body underneath, then stood on the slab, cut
         his own chest and let his blood flow into the cursed flame in a despairing attempt to revive his acolyte. But it had failed,
         and Phrune’s body had still lain under the slab when Vivimord staggered off to confront Jal-Nish.
      

      
      There was no sign of the body now – someone had been here before her. Jal-Nish’s troops might have dragged Phrune out, but
         they would hardly have carried his disgusting body away. Only one man would have done that – Vivimord.
      

      
      Was he here still? She couldn’t see anything in the deep shadows. Heaving herself onto the slab, she reached for the harness.

      
      Squelch!

      
      The sound had come from her right. He was waiting for someone to come to the flame, the only source of power here that Jal-Nish
         did not control. Vivimord and Phrune had despised each other, yet they were linked by terrible needs which only the other
         could satisfy, and until the day of her death she would not forget Vivimord’s parting words.
      

      
      You’ll pay for this, Maelys Nifferlin! I know Black Arts that can make a corpse scream in agony, that can torment even a bodiless spirit and cause lifeless bones to chatter in terror. You’ll
            pay and pay, and keep on paying a hundred years after your agonising death.

      
      Had he been talking about the spectral beings inhabiting the shadow realm? More than ever she did not want to go there. Her
         sore fingers fumbled with the knots of the harness as she looked over her shoulder. Vivimord could be anywhere, and there
         was no point calling for help, for the soldiers they’d encountered earlier must have been his men, not Jal-Nish’s. Besides,
         Flydd, Colm and Nish would hear nothing through the clots of swamp creepers blocking the chimney.
      

      
      Having checked that her harness knots were secure, she reached up and gave two sharp tugs on the rope, but it stayed slack.
         She signalled again; it was not answered. That dreadful squelching sounded once more, she looked around frantically, then
         out of the darkness it came.
      

      
      In the dimly flickering flame she couldn’t tell what it was at first. It was man-shaped, though it did not move like a man.
         It had a slow, stiff-legged, shuffling lurch, and every movement was accompanied by squelching sounds, as if something liquid
         was sloshing back and forth.
      

      
      Maelys caught a glimpse of a round, waxen head punctured by blank eyes; the mouth was a bloated circular orifice with something
         long and dangling jammed in it. It looked like a man who had choked on the head of a squid, with its tentacles hanging halfway
         down his chest, flapping from side to side as he moved.
      

      
      The cursed flame flared, the creature stepped out of the shadows and she nearly wet herself. It was Phrune’s ghastly corpse,
         its intestines hanging out of its mouth. He had died that way after Maelys, in a desperate attempt to save herself, had thrust
         her taphloid through his lips and its contact had inverted his aura violently. But no one could have survived what he’d been through. His corpse must have been reanimated by
         Vivimord’s Black Arts.
      

      
      ‘Colm?’ she squeaked.

      
      Why wasn’t he pulling her up? Had they been discovered; taken; killed? She tried to climb the rope but it was so slippery she couldn’t get a grip. She gave it a furious heave and another span
         or two slid down – she hadn’t pulled hard enough the first time; hadn’t drawn down all the slack line trapped between the
         swamp creepers. Colm hadn’t got her signal.
      

      
      She pulled the rope down until it went taut, then heaved hard, twice, and twice more. Dead Phrune had covered half the distance
         between them already and the sight of him filled her with a sickening, paralysing horror. Come on!

      
      She gave the signal again and finally the rope began to move up, though several spans of slack were pooled on the slab and
         Phrune was only five spans away. She unsheathed Zham’s huge knife, the size of a short sword in her hands, and held it out.
      

      
      The corpse gave a squelching choke – laughter? – and more white loops of intestine flopped out. She waved the blade back and
         forth, but how could she harm a man who was already dead?
      

      
      The slack was being taken up more quickly now; perhaps Colm had realised that something was wrong. The corpse reached the
         edge of the slab and reached out for the last coil of rope. Maelys kicked it out of the way and slashed at the waxen-pale
         forearm. The tip of the knife parted grey flesh but he did not bleed.
      

      
      The corpse slipped in its own congealed blood and fell against the side of the slab. Plump fingers gripped the edge; the gluey
         eyes fixed on her and he began to climb. As Maelys backed down to the other end, the rope tightened around her waist and began to lift.
      

      
      Phrune was on the slab, straightening slowly, but as soon as her feet lifted off she began to swing towards him. She would
         thump into him, couldn’t stop herself, and all he had to do was hang on.
      

      
      ‘Pull, damn you!’ she screeched, for Colm wasn’t lifting her nearly fast enough.

      
      She bent forwards, holding Zham’s blade in both hands like a spear, and pointed it directly at Phrune’s eyes. If she could
         cut them he might not be able to see … though he could still grab her blindly.
      

      
      She was swinging at him from his right. He shifted to face her, which meant that he could see. His arms rose; he was going
         to duck the knife and grab her, and she was moving too slowly to avoid him.
      

      
      She whipped the knife back, doubled up her legs and as dead Phrune came within reach she shot out both feet like springs and
         struck him on the jaw.
      

      
      His head jerked backwards; his arms flailed and he nearly overbalanced, but his left hand struck her ankle and latched on.
         She kicked furiously but he would not let go. She swung around him on the rope, then struck at his wrist with her other foot
         and tore free, kicking Phrune again and again, hitting him in the back of the neck and the shoulders, knocking him to his
         knees, until the swinging rope carried her away.
      

      
      Colm jerked her higher; she was now head-high above the slab as Phrune regained his footing and came at her. Another jerk
         and she was above his head. He reached up and his putrid fingers grazed her ankle, but could not get a grip this time; she
         slashed with the knife, only managing to trim his long nails before another heave lifted her out of reach. Colm had done it. She was safe. Maelys sagged on the rope, barely able to see for the tears of relief.
      

      
      She hung there, limp and exhausted as Colm pulled her up another half span. Phrune’s arm jerked upright, his plump fingers
         pointed at her waist, and she felt a tickling at her middle, as if invisible fingers were working there – the knots were untying
         themselves! She tried to hold them together but the harness was already undone. The rope burned through her fingers and she
         fell heavily to the slab at the corpse’s feet.
      

      
      Phrune lunged for her. For an instant Maelys was too stunned to move, then desperation fired her limbs and, as his oozing
         intestines trailed across her chest, she hurled herself onto the floor and scrambled around the other side of the slab. The
         rope had stopped moving up; Colm had noticed the weight go off it and must be waiting for her to tie on again.
      

      
      If she could distract Phrune, she might just scramble up, grab the rope and hang on while Colm lifted her out of reach. She’d
         have to be quick, though. Unfortunately, the corpse wasn’t moving; Phrune was just waiting beneath the rope. Her gaze flicked
         around the large chamber. The cursed flame illuminated it for a few spans, beyond which the shadows became progressively deeper.
      

      
      Spying a scattering of precious amber-wood pieces on the floor from her previous visit, Maelys scooped up half a dozen and
         tossed them into the cursed flame. It flared up, illuminating the chamber for a good twenty spans. The corpse lurched away
         from the flame but the moment it died down Phrune resumed his position, guarding the rope.
      

      
      The taphloid had done him terrible damage before – might it still hold some power over his remains? It was worth the risk.
         Turning away, she took it off and concealed it in her left hand, the chain wrapped around it for security. Maelys crept in, waving Zham’s knife in her right hand. The corpse slowly
         rotated to face her. She slashed at his knees but he didn’t move; whatever intelligence had reanimated him, he knew she couldn’t
         harm him with a blade.
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