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      NOTES

      The Calendar: Santhenenar’s year is about 395.7 days (adjusted to 396) and contains twelve months, each of them thirty-three days.
      

      Ell: An ell is a small (and approximate) measure of distance, about the length of a finger joint.
      

      League: A league is about five thousand paces.
      

      Span: A span is the distance spanned by the stretched arms of a tall man, roughly two paces or six feet.
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      PART ONE

      THE DUNGEONS OF MAZURHIZE
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      After checking that the loop-listener in the corridor was facing the other way, Nish gouged another line into the damp wall
         of his cell. ‘Three thousand, nine hundred and fifty-nine days.’ Tomorrow would make it ten years, and his sentence in Santhenar’s
         grimmest dungeon would be over. Tomorrow meant the beginning of a worse nightmare.
      

      
      Ten years in prison leaves scars on the toughest of men, but Mazurhize wasn’t just any prison. It had been designed to break
         the most treacherous and irredeemable criminals of all: those who dared to oppose the Almighty, the Most Exalted One, the
         God-Emperor himself – Jal-Nish Hlar.
      

      
      Nor was Nish just any prisoner, for Jal-Nish, his father, had sentenced Nish to Mazurhize as the first act of his vicious
         and tyrannical reign. Nish’s only way out, once his time was up, was to swear absolute obedience – to become his father’s
         lieutenant and enforce his every cruel whim on a world exhausted from a hundred and fifty years of war, then shattered, at
         the moment of an unexpected victory, by the loss of the Secret Art.
      

      
      With callused fingers Nish crushed out his glowing rushlight before the snoop-sniffer down the corridor detected it, and
         lay back on the reeking straw to run through his feeble plan again. The mould got up his nose but he suppressed a sneeze.
         Down here, sudden noises provoked violent retaliation.
      

      
      Tomorrow was his doomsday and he wasn’t sure he would pass the test. Be strong, Nish told himself. Father will taunt and belittle
         you, as he’s done all your life. You’ve got to stand up to him.
      

      
      If only it were that easy. During the war Nish had overcome terrors few people had ever faced. He’d been a leader of men in
         several hopeless struggles, yet through sheer determination had triumphed. He’d stood up to the most powerful people in the
         land, for what he believed in. But those successes were long ago and the loss of everything he’d fought for, and everyone
         he’d cared about, had brought him low. The stifling tedium and mindless brutality of prison had completed his fall and, though
         Nish had spent years strengthening his will and building up his courage for tomorrow, he feared it wouldn’t be enough. He’d
         also need all the luck in the world, though luck had been running against him for a long time now.
      

      
      His plan was simple. If he could keep his cool under the most extreme provocation, he might get a chance to snatch the two
         sorcerous quicksilver tears which were the mainstay of Jal-Nish’s power. But he’d have to remain focussed. Jal-Nish had never
         been a great mancer, but with the power of the tears he didn’t need to be, while Nish had only the smallest talent for the
         Secret Art.
      

      
      And what he did possess – a certainly clarity of sight, an ability to see through surface deceptions to what lay at the heart
         – had slowly developed from the alchymical compulsion his father had cast on him when he’d thrust his son’s hands into the
         tears long ago, in a previous attempt to bend Nish to his will.
      

      
      Nish had spent years honing his tiny gift, using everything he’d picked up about the Art from the great mancers he’d known,
         and he thought he’d found a way to use the tears against his father. Evil men never believed themselves to be evil; they invariably thought
         that they were doing the world a service. If Nish could forge his clearsight into a weapon and reflect it into Jal-Nish’s innermost soul, surely even he must see what a monster he’d become. There had to be some good left in his father, surely.
      

      
      If it worked, the realisation might paralyse Jal-Nish long enough for Nish to snatch the tears, if he had the strength. Starvation,
         beatings and solitary confinement had left him a shadow of the man he’d once been. And though his rage burned as strong as
         ever, Nish was terrified that he’d break, as he’d broken in the past.
      

      
      The self-doubt was crippling, the consequences of his probable failure unbearable. Jal-Nish would send him back to this stinking
         cell for another decade and Nish didn’t think his sanity could survive it. His iron-hard determination began to waver. Nothing
         could change the past, so why not agree to his father’s demands? Why not become his lieutenant and eventual heir to all Jal-Nish
         had created? Nish ached for what his father had offered, yet he couldn’t bear the thought of giving in to the monster, of
         becoming like Jal-Nish in any way.
      

      
      His eyes adjusted to the dark. His cell was a cube four paces by four and four high, the walls solid granite blocks, the roof
         a single slab of slate with water seeping from dozens of brown-stained cracks. Without thinking, he positioned himself to
         avoid the drips, for this was the lowest level in an inverted pyramid of dungeons, and the seepage was stained by piss and
         blood from the cells above.
      

      
      An emaciated rat warily poked its head up at the other end of his straw. Normally Nish would have slain it with a lump of
         rock and eaten it raw, to keep the hunger pangs at bay for another day, but hunger would help strengthen his nerve for the
         morrow. Besides, he felt a kinship with the rat, which was as skinny as he was. It would find nothing to eat in Mazurhize
         unless it got to a dead prisoner before the guards discovered him.
      

      
      He tried to banish the self-doubt. Be strong. Stay focussed and keep to the plan. You’ll only get one chance. Don’t waste
         it. You’re his son and that counts for something, even with Father. The future of Santhenar depends on you.
      

      
      But his own frailties undermined him every time.

      
      ‘Judgement day,’ wheezed the asthmatic guard, turning a huge brass key in the lock. ‘Get up!’

      
      Nish, startled awake, rolled over in the damp straw and swore under his breath. He’d planned to rise early to prepare himself,
         but the scarlet-clad Imperial Guard were already standing in two rows of three outside his door.
      

      
      He stood up, too suddenly, for his head spun and he had to bend over, pretending to brush straw off his rags, until it steadied.
         Nish cursed his frail flesh. Today he must put on the act of his life. Jal-Nish despised weakness in any form, but most especially
         in his youngest son.
      

      
      At the door Nish looked left towards the base of the stairs where the prison’s most effective sentry stood, a master wisp-watcher.
         From its broad stone bowl, threads and tendrils wisped up to form the iris of a rotating, all-seeing eye that never slept,
         never blinked, could see even in this dim light, and reported all it surveyed to the tears. As Nish passed beneath its lifeless
         gaze, feeling like a man with a target painted on his back, he heard a faint, eerie buzz. It was sending, telling the tears that he was on his way.
      

      
      He shivered as the snoop-sniffer drifted above him, along the ceiling, trailing its glistening brown sensing cords like a
         decaying jellyfish. It had been created specifically for the ninth and lowest level of Mazurhize, and its movements were constrained
         so it could never leave. Only this snoop-sniffer, inured by constant exposure to the unbearably putrescent reek, could pick
         out other faint aromas that might be evidence of treachery. And Jal-Nish, despite holding all the power in the world, was
         always on the lookout for treachery. It was the thing he feared most, apart from public ridicule. And death.
      

      
      The snoop-sniffer’s cords boiled out towards Nish, recognised the smell of the Imperial Guard, then plopped down again. Nish looked right towards his father’s other sleepless spy. Dangling from the dripping ceiling, an ethereal bile-green
         cord ended in a noose the diameter of a human neck, twisting back and forth in the draught like a corpse dangling from a gibbet
         – a loop-listener. Within the loop, light reflected off thousands of drifting black specks which danced to the faintest sound,
         as sensitive as the ears of a bat.
      

      
      They climbed stair after stair and tramped corridor after corridor until his knees were wobbling. There was no need for it
         – Jal-Nish could have fetched Nish to his palace through the sheer power of his Art, but that would be too easy and wouldn’t
         give the right impression. It wouldn’t display Nish to the staring world. Nor would it prove Jal-Nish’s power and majesty,
         and he never missed an opportunity for that.
      

      
      Finally they reached the surface, emerging from a stone stair onto a vast and featureless expanse of paving with gigantic,
         tower-mounted wisp-watchers at its four corners. Mazurhize Prison lay entirely underground, to heighten the contrast with
         Jal-Nish’s Palace of Morrelune, half a league away across the paved plain and framed by the rearing mountains immediately
         behind it.
      

      
      Morrelune had the form of a pyramid, though an airy, delicate one. Nish had never known his father to display good taste or
         an appreciation of beauty, but Morrelune was stunningly beautiful. It too consisted of nine levels, tapering upwards. Each
         had the form of an open temple supported on many columns arranged in interlinked circles. There were no walls in Morrelune,
         not even in the topmost level, roofed over with a spire that pierced the heavens, where Jal-Nish held court. The God-Emperor,
         at the height of his power, kept even the weather at bay there.
      

      
      The bright sunlight made Nish’s eyes water and, as they tramped across the warm paving stones, he began to feel faint. It
         was a mild day in late autumn but there had been no seasons in his cell at the nadir of Mazurhize, just an eternal dank and foetid chill, and the sun felt as if it were frying his brains. His knee trembled but Nish willed it to hold out,
         for there was still a long way to go. Ten years you’ve prepared for this day. Keep to the plan! Endure!
      

      
      The stairs of Morrelune proved a greater challenge, for they were not just steep, but the risers were twice the height of
         normal steps and even his tall guards strained to climb them. For Nish, a small man, every step was a mini-battle against
         his father. Surely the design was deliberate; Jal-Nish didn’t need to use the stairs.
      

      
      Though his muscles were screaming, Nish did his best to maintain a confident, careless air until the final flight, but halfway
         up it his legs gave out and he collapsed, gasping. The guards sneered, then hastily checked over their shoulders. Nish was
         the son of the God-Emperor, after all.
      

      
      Fight on! Damn them one and all. He scrambled up the final steps on hands and knees, all dignity lost. The guards thrust him
         forwards and turned back smartly. His father must intend this to be a private confrontation.
      

      
      The topmost level was entirely open, its golden stone glowing like sun-warmed honey, though parts were concealed by the intersecting
         circles of columns. The polished floor shone, the columns were waxy smooth, and there were one or two rugs on the floor, but
         little furniture and no artworks save for a single plain tapestry suspended from the ceiling. Jal-Nish did not require ostentation
         in his personal quarters. There were no wisp-watchers here either. This close to the tears, none were needed.
      

      
      Two-thirds of the way across, at a circular table carved from green stone, sat his father. Nish caught his breath. Jal-Nish
         was writing and did not look up. Nish hesitated, his throat dry, then forced himself to go on.
      

      
      Jal-Nish had once been a stocky, almost plump man, bursting with life and vigour and a charm Nish had envied, but all that
         had been sacrificed to a seething bitterness at his mutilation, a burning thirst for vengeance and a ruthless determination to prove himself by clawing his way to the top, no matter what it took.
      

      
      Nish often asked himself how his father’s corruption had come about. How had the troubled child, then the stern and unyielding
         father, become the irredeemable monster that Jal-Nish now was? What had been the fateful choice from which there had been
         no going back? How and why had Jal-Nish crossed that gulf? And how close was he, Nish, to the same abyss?
      

      
      Jal-Nish looked up. His figure was now hard and spare. His curly hair was as thick as it had ever been, though the rich brown
         had faded to a peppery grey. He still wore the platinum mask he’d made long ago to cover the ruin a lyrinx’s claws had made
         of half his face, but he had two arms now. The amputated right arm had been replaced – flesh-formed with the power of the
         tears, Nish assumed. That bitter day on the ice plateau was burned into his memory. Jal-Nish had begged to be allowed to die,
         but Nish could not bear to lose him. He’d pleaded with Irisis to do whatever was necessary to save his father. She’d cut off
         his arm at the shoulder and sewed his face back together, and from that moment Jal-Nish had been determined to destroy her.
      

      
      If he could replace an arm, why hadn’t he been able to repair his face? Nish stopped a few spans away from the table and attempted
         a tentative probe with his feeble clear-sight, but discovered nothing.
      

      
      His father laid down his pen, raised his new right hand, a trifle mechanically, and, to Nish’s left, the air formed a curving
         mirror a couple of spans high and wide. ‘Look at yourself, my son.’
      

      
      Nish resisted as long as he could, but he hadn’t seen his own reflection in ten years, so he looked. He was filthy, for there
         was no water for washing in Mazurhize. The caked grime could have been scraped off him with a knife, while his matted hair
         hung down past his backside. There were streaks of grey in it, but even worse, it appeared to be receding at the front, though he wasn’t yet thirty-three. He was
         as thin as string, his back was bent and there was a defeated look in his brown eyes. The mirror also showed a miasma surrounding
         him like a foetid cloud, his reek made visible.
      

      
      He looked away, overwhelmed. Jal-Nish didn’t have to say anything. How could such a shambling wreck as he think to defy the
         God-Emperor?
      

      
      ‘Ten years you’ve served,’ said his father, ‘and it has gained you nothing. You know I’ll never bend, Cryl-Nish, so what say
         you now? Will you stand at my right hand and help me rule unruly Santhenar, or do you still defy me?’
      

      
      Every day of his imprisonment Nish had imagined this moment and tried to prepare himself for it, but now realised he could
         never be ready. A thousand times he’d weighed up his three choices: to defy his father, go back to Mazurhize and eventually
         die there in squalid futility; to swear fealty and serve him, surely to become as degraded and brutal as Jal-Nish. Or to follow
         the flimsy plan and try to seize the tears for himself, though that hope was fading rapidly. Even if he did gain them, the
         tears would probably withhold their Arts from him. There had been plenty of time for Jal-Nish to bind them to him alone.
      

      
      There was a fourth alternative: to swear fealty, but break his oath and work in secret to bring his father down, though how
         could he hope to deceive the master of deceit himself? And if Nish used his father’s methods against him, could he claim to
         be any better?
      

      
      He didn’t want to think about the final option – to take the coward’s way out and end it all. After Jal-Nish had executed
         beautiful Irisis, the love of Nish’s life, he’d sworn a binding oath and he couldn’t go back on it.
      

      
      There has to be a purpose behind her sacrifice, he had raged to the shocked crowd in the town square, and I will make it my own. I will survive whatever this monster does to me. I will endure, and you must endure with me, for the coming years are going to be the cruellest in all memory.
      

      
      Let the name Irisis become a rallying cry for the resistance. Let the resistance grow until not even the tears can stand against
            it. And on that day we will tear down this evil tyrant –

      
      ‘There is no resistance,’ said Jal-Nish as if he’d read Nish’s mind. And for all Nish knew, perhaps with the power of the tears he
         could read minds. ‘I control the known world. My wisp-watchers stand in every village marketplace, my loop-listeners on every street
         corner, and my snoop-sniffers creep into the darkest corners of the underworld. I have secret watchers too, and they speak
         to the tears daily. Nothing escapes me, Cryl-Nish.’
      

      
      Nish knew that much already. His guards often boasted of the grip their dread master held on the world, though they looked
         over their shoulders when they said it.
      

      
      ‘You’re all alone, Cryl-Nish.’ Jal-Nish smiled behind the mask – Nish could tell from the way the muscles moved in his father’s
         exposed cheek – before he went on, brutally, ‘Every one of your old allies is dead.’
      

      
      Nish reeled. His one sustaining hope was the belief that some of his friends still worked in secret to bring Jal-Nish down.
         But if they were gone –
      

      
      ‘Moreover, there’s not a trace of the Secret Art left on Santhenar, apart from my own. I’ve sought out all the old Arts, incorporated
         the best of them into the tears and destroyed the rest.’ Jal-Nish smiled thinly, then added, ‘And I’ve made sure no one can
         use them but me.’
      

      
      Nish tried to conceal his growing panic. It was hopeless. He was defeated before he began, so what was the point of trying?
         Indeed, what was the point of anything?
      

      
      Jal-Nish glanced to his left, towards a pedestal rough-sawn from black meteoritic iron. Above it, floating in the air like
         melon-sized balls of swirling, shimmering quicksilver, and emitting a low humming sound, were the tears that had been formed
         by the explosion of the node of power at Snizort twelve years ago. They were darker, more swirling, complex and ominous now, and Nish felt his gut tighten at the sight
         of them.
      

      
      The humming rose slightly in pitch. ‘The Profane Tears. I call the left-hand tear Gatherer,’ Jal-Nish went on, ‘for it’s set
         to gather every detail that my watchers, listeners and sniffers uncover; both the public ones and those that are hidden, secret,
         invisible. The right-hand tear is Reaper, which enforces my will in all things. Gatherer and Reaper are the perfect servants: ever
         watchful, utterly trustworthy, and they ask nothing of me. Can you hear the song of the tears, Cryl-Nish? One day Gatherer
         and Reaper could be calling to you.’
      

      
      Nish shivered. The teardrop-shaped globes were made of nihilium, the purest substance in the world, and one that held the
         print of the Art more tightly than any other. The Profane Tears had brought only ruin since the army-annihilating moment of
         their formation. Just days afterwards Jal-Nish had stolen them, slain everyone who knew of their existence and, at the end
         of the war, when every node on Santhenar had been destroyed, all the Secret Art became his. With the tears he held absolute
         power, and if no one else could use them he could never be beaten.
      

      
      ‘They’ve changed,’ said Nish, unable to tear his eyes away.

      
      ‘As I absorb the old Arts into the tears, they grow. And I’m close to achieving my ultimate goals, Cryl-Nish. So very close.’

      
      ‘What goals?’ Nish croaked.

      
      Jal-Nish just smiled. He could be lying, though his words had the ring of truth, and black, uncontrollable despair washed
         over Nish. He was all alone and there was no way out.
      

      
      Jal-Nish’s one-eyed gaze softened, an odd thing in itself, then he said gently, ‘My son, my only son, you’re all I have left.
         Why have you forsaken me?’
      

      
      Nish stared at him. His sister, who was two years older, had died in childbirth many years ago, but as far as he knew, his
         brothers were still alive. ‘What’s happened to my brothers?’
      

      
      His father’s jaw knotted. ‘Dar-Nish died of the flesh-wasting disease in the last days of the lyrinx war. Mun-Mun was slain
         by rebels seven years ago, and Vigg-Nish had an apoplexy last summer and never recovered. None of them gave me grandchildren,
         and I can no longer father children.’ Jal-Nish stared blankly at him, and Nish was astonished to see a tear in his eye, though
         it was swiftly drawn back in. ‘I have only you now.’
      

      
      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Nish said dully. He hadn’t been close to his brothers, who took after their father in all important
         ways, but nonetheless he felt the wrench, the emptiness.
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t bear to speak of it.’

      
      ‘And Mother?’ She had repudiated Jal-Nish after his maiming but Nish had always hoped she’d go back.

      
      ‘Never mention her name!’ Jal-Nish hissed. ‘She’s dead to us. She doesn’t exist!’

      
      ‘Dead?’ said Nish. ‘You haven’t …?’ The thought was so awful that he couldn’t follow it through.

      
      ‘She lives,’ grated his father. ‘She doesn’t deserve to, after the callous way she abandoned me when I needed her most, but
         I’ll allow no one to raise a finger against her.’ With an irritable gesture, he dismissed the topic.
      

      
      ‘What is your choice, Cryl-Nish? Will you bow before me, be my first lieutenant and do my will in all things, without question?’
         His eye grew liquid with yearning. He’d treated his sons harshly but family was the one thing he’d cared about, and now only
         Nish remained. ‘Do so and I will give you wealth undreamed of, the most beautiful women in the world, and power second only
         to my own. Everything you wish for can be yours, and all you need do is say one word.’ Jal-Nish swallowed, then said softly,
         ‘I need you, Son. I’m so alone and I can’t fight on by myself forever.’
      

      
      The pleading tone, and the admission of weakness, shocked Nish. ‘What do you mean, “fight on”?’ he said sceptically.
      

      
      ‘Don’t judge me. You have no idea of the vicious creatures that lurk in the eternal void between the worlds, desperate to
         get out, but I do. I’ve seen them with the tears, and every one of them hungers for the prize: the jewel of worlds that is
         Santhenar. They can only be kept at bay by a strong leader with the whole world united behind him. The least hint of rebellion
         and they’ll swarm over us.’
      

      
      Nish did know of those perils, better than most, and it gave him pause. Santhenar had been troubled by the void before. Several
         of the mighty Charon had come here in ancient times, and Santhenar had been invaded some two hundred and twenty years ago,
         when the Way between the Worlds had been opened. Thranx and lorrsk had briefly terrorised the world before being exterminated,
         but the huge winged lyrinx had thrived in remote corners of the globe and, once their numbers had increased, begun the war
         for Santhenar which had lasted for a hundred and fifty years.
      

      
      They were gone now, to bring order to the beautiful world of Tallallame, and Nish found it hard to believe that Santhenar
         was again under threat. It wasn’t easy to escape the void, and his father’s claim had the ring of self-justification. The
         assertion was easily made and impossible to disprove. Yet Nish clung to the hope that he’d been right and his father wasn’t
         irredeemable. That there might still be some good left in him, and that he, Nish, could save his father from himself.
      

      
      ‘How do you know, Father?’ Jal-Nish was happy for the world to see him as a black-hearted monster, but he needed his one surviving
         son to know that he’d acted in a noble cause.
      

      
      ‘I’m not mad or deluded, whatever you think. The tears told me.’

      
      ‘Told you?’

      
      ‘Gatherer can see far beyond the boundaries of the world; and out in the void a terrible threat is growing.’
      

      
      Nish’s scepticism must have shown on his face, for Jal-Nish’s eye grew hard. ‘If I must fight alone, I will. Deny me and you’ll
         rot in your stinking cell for another ten wasted years, but nothing will change. No one else can use the tears – save you,
         Cryl-Nish, if you prove yourself. With their power I don’t weaken and I’ll never grow old.’ Nish saw a faint hesitation there,
         a shadow in his father’s eye as if the inevitable decline into old age bothered him. ‘Rather, my wits and strength increase
         every day – unlike yours.’
      

      
      Nish glanced in the mirror and involuntarily clenched his fists. He couldn’t endure ten more years of such degradation, but
         he was coming to think that his plan had been self-delusion. His father was a monster who could not be shaken by the darkness
         in his soul, for he knew it already. That left Nish with only one alternative.
      

      
      Yet how could he betray all he held dear by swearing to his father? He felt that temptation more strongly now than ever. Nish
         had always been ambitious; as a young man he’d dreamed about making something of himself, having the world look up to him,
         and pleasing his demanding father too. And even now, after all Jal-Nish had done to him, Nish still felt that urge. He didn’t think he would ever be free of it. As Jal-Nish’s
         lieutenant he’d have power, wealth and, most of all, respect. He’d been respected after his heroic deeds at the end of the
         lyrinx wars, but no one could see him as he was now and feel anything but contempt. He was the lowest of the low, and Nish
         so desperately wanted to rise again.
      

      
      But at what price? There was always a price, with his father. What cruelty, what evil, what brutalities would he require Nish
         to carry out to prove his loyalty, or just for Jal-Nish’s own amusement?
      

      
      ‘You haven’t had a decent meal, a flask of wine, or a woman in ten years,’ said Jal-Nish softly. ‘You always were a man of strong appetites, Cryl-Nish. I know how much your lusts mean to you, for I was like that too, before the tears burned
         all that out of me. Just say the word, my son.’
      

      
      Nish squeezed his eyes shut, for they were burning and his mouth had flooded with saliva. He was overcome by the mere thought
         of good food. He ached, he yearned for it, but he fought down the urge as he’d done so often.
      

      
      He would not become a disciple of his father, which left only one choice, to attack, even though there could be only one outcome
         – utter ruin. The temptation eased and Nish tried to form a new plan. Could he lie convincingly to Jal-Nish, the world’s greatest
         liar, then get close enough to snatch the tears and cut his father off from their power? He didn’t have much hope for this
         plan either, for he wasn’t sure he could use the tears if he got them, but he had to try.
      

      
      ‘Father,’ Nish said, and the words were so bitter in his mouth that it took every ounce of control to say them without vomiting
         in self-disgust, ‘I will bow before you and do your bidding in all things, without question.’
      

      
      Again Jal-Nish’s cheek twitched, but before Nish could move, his father held up his right hand. ‘Forgive me, beloved son,
         but you’ll understand that I must test your word. I trust you, of course, yet faithless men with black hearts have sworn to me before.’
      

      
      ‘Test me?’ said Nish. A chill spread through him. His father knew everything; he couldn’t possibly deceive him.

      
      ‘It’s the smallest trifle,’ said Jal-Nish. ‘Just look upon this image as you swear to serve me.’

      
      He reached out towards the right-hand tear, whereupon Reaper pulsed and swelled until a filament streamed out of it, to hang
         in the air before Nish. It slowly formed into one of his starvation-induced hallucinations, only far more real. This one showed
         his beautiful Irisis on her knees, gazing lovingly up at him, but before he could look away the executioner’s blade flashed
         down, ending her life and his dreams. He saw the horror of it, over and over and over, and though he fought harder to contain himself than he’d ever fought before, to ignore the provocation, Nish snapped.
      

      
      ‘I’ll never bow to you!’ he screamed, propelling himself forwards so violently that he took Jal-Nish by surprise. Leaping
         onto the table, he hurled himself at his father. ‘I curse you and all you stand for, and I’m going to tear your evil world
         down.’
      

      
      He got so very close. He had his hands around Jal-Nish’s throat, below the platinum mask, before Jal-Nish could move. But
         as Nish’s hands closed on something hot and inflamed, his clearsight saw right though the mask to the horror that lay beneath
         and which, for all his father’s power, he hadn’t been able to repair. As Nish’s fingers tightened, Jal-Nish shrieked. Involuntarily,
         Nish’s grip relaxed and the instant it did, he was lost. It wasn’t in him to harm his father and Jal-Nish now knew it.
      

      
      He tore free, knocked Nish onto the table and stood over him, breathing heavily, the mask askew. But again Jal-Nish hesitated.
         He must care!
      

      
      ‘You little fool. I did everything for you.’

      
      ‘You had me whipped!’ Nish choked. ‘You killed Irisis. You sent me to the most degraded prison in the world –’

      
      ‘You were weak; a prisoner of your feelings for others.’ Jal-Nish spat the word at him. ‘What I’ve put you through has made you strong, as all I’ve suffered has made
         me what I am. I’ve given you the strength to become the man you’ve always wanted to be – a leader like me.’
      

      
      ‘I despise everything you stand for. I’ll never –’

      
      Jal-Nish didn’t hesitate now. He thrust one finger towards Reaper, which brightened and grew. As the song of the tears rose
         to a shrill wail, pain such as Nish had never felt sheared through his skull. It was an agony so complete that he couldn’t
         think, couldn’t act, couldn’t even stand up. He rolled off the table onto the floor, curled up into a tight shuddering ball.
      

      
      Dimly, Nish saw his father wipe his throat fastidiously with a silk cloth and adjust the mask. ‘Traitorous son! Once more you betray me, as your mother did, and everyone I’ve ever
         trusted, and most of all, her.’
      

      
      He stabbed his forefinger towards a hanging curtain, which slid out of the way. A crystalline coffin stood behind it, its
         walls and lid as clear as if they were made from frozen tears. The coffin drifted towards them, stopped an arm’s length away
         and stood on end.
      

      
      Nish looked through the lid and screamed. Inside lay the perfectly preserved body of his beautiful Irisis, unchanged from
         when he’d last seen her alive. Unmarred save for the thread-like red seam where her severed head had been cunningly rejoined
         to her body. Her eyes were looking right at him and he imagined that her pupils dilated, though that wasn’t possible. She
         had gone where no living man could follow.
      

      
      ‘I was wrong about you, Son. You still don’t have the strength to take what you’ve always wanted. Before you can be reforged,
         you must go back to the furnace. Ten more years,’ said Jal-Nish, and walked away without a backwards glance.
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        TWO
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      Maelys shivered, turned the page, moved her cushion closer to the embers, then closer still. Books burned hot but unfortunately
         not for long, and once the last of her clan’s ancient library was gone, the creeping mountain cold would surely freeze them
         solid.
      

      
      Unwilling to think about matters she was helpless to change, she went back to the story, trying to memorise every word before
         her precious, forbidden book of tales ended up in the fire. Tiaan and the Lyrinx was a wonderful tale but, because of the way her mother and aunts were muttering around the cooking brazier, Maelys was finding
         it increasingly difficult to concentrate. They were always chattering, though lately their talk had grown urgent, calculating.
         They were plotting something and she knew she wasn’t going to like it. Bent over the fuming brazier with their lank hair hanging
         across their faces, they looked just like the three evil witches in Snittiloe’s scurrilous tale.
      

      
      Maelys’s little sister, Fyllis, who was playing with some carved animals in the corner, sat up suddenly, head to one side.
         Maelys jumped, for she knew that look. Not again!
      

      
      Her hand crept towards the egg-shaped taphloid hanging on its chain between her breasts, well hidden there, even from her
         family. Though only the size of a chicken’s egg, it was heavy. Its surface was smooth yellow metal, neither gold nor brass. Pressing hard on the round end opened it to reveal the dial of a clockwork moon-calendar.
      

      
      The taphloid had been a secret gift from her father when she’d turned twelve, but it never needed winding, and that was strange.
         Equally strange were the other little numbered and lettered faces that only appeared rarely and fleetingly. She had no idea
         what they were for, but it was the only treasure she had left and Maelys felt safe whilever she wore it. Her father had warned
         her never to let anyone see it, and never to take it off.
      

      
      The women stood bolt upright, three staring statues carved out of gnarled root wood, then Maelys’s mother, Lyma, jerked her
         head. Maelys darted to the door, pulled the hanging blanket down so not a glimmer of light could escape, then eased the door
         open to look out into the ruins.
      

      
      A pang struck her at what the God-Emperor had done to their beautiful home. Her ancestors had dwelt here for thirty generations,
         carefully managing their alpine orchards, tending their flocks and forests, and extending Nifferlin Manor whenever the rowdy
         clan grew too large for it. When Maelys had been little she’d had the run of a dozen halls, a hundred rooms, and had been
         welcome everywhere. With twenty-eight young cousins to play with it had been a carefree time, despite the war and the loss
         of so many uncles and older male cousins. But when the war ended, instead of the peace everyone so longed for, the God-Emperor
         had come to power, and in a few brief years Clan Nifferlin had lost everything.
      

      
      Now the menfolk were dead or in prison, the women and children scattered or enslaved. The manor had been ransacked a dozen
         times, its walls torn down to the foundations. Anything that couldn’t be carried away had been smashed. All that remained
         were these three rooms, and only the one Maelys and her family cowered in had a complete roof.
      

      
      Something skittered across the sky; the little hairs on her arms stood up, then she heard gravel crunch on the road. ‘They’re coming!’ she hissed. Maelys slipped inside and bolted the door, not that it could hold out the God-Emperor’s troops.
         Nothing could.
      

      
      ‘Fyllis?’ said their mother urgently.

      
      Fyllis was staring at the door. She winced at the first shout outside, winced again as a sledge-hammer smashed into the wall
         of the next room. Putting her hands to her temples, she began to hum under her breath and the room blurred as if fog had drifted
         under the door.
      

      
      It wasn’t fog, but a subtle shifting of reality. Too subtle, for now hammers were thudding all around, sections of plaster and gilt ceiling smashing on rubble,
         pieces of wall collapsing. Their orders must be to bring down every last remnant of Nifferlin Manor. How they’d crow when
         they found the cowering women, the girl and the child cringing here, and gloat over the reward.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ said a soldier’s voice just outside. ‘There’s a door here.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t be, or we’d have seen it last time,’ said a more distant voice.

      
      The latch was rattled, then a hammer thudded against the timber. The bolt held, though the door couldn’t take many such blows.
         ‘Hoy! Lantern-bearer,’ yelled the first soldier.
      

      
      ‘Fyllis!’ hissed Lyma.

      
      Fyllis glanced at her mother, took a deep breath, squeezed her head between her hands and the fog thickened until all Maelys
         could make out was a faint glow from the fire.
      

      
      ‘Don’t see no door nor wall,’ said the second soldier. ‘You’re imagining things. It’s just old magic lingering in the ruins.’
         His voice went squeaky as he said ‘old magic’, then he continued, ‘Give us a hand to knock down this chimney. Seneschal Vomix
         wants the place razed.’
      

      
      ‘I definitely saw something and I’m not going to the torture pits because we didn’t find it. I’m calling in the wisp-watcher.
         Hoy, scrier – over here!’
      

      
      Maelys felt the cold creep up her legs. Fyllis’s talent couldn’t hide four walls and a roof from a wisp-watcher, not this
         close. The fog thinned momentarily and she saw something she’d never seen before – stark terror in tough old Aunt Haga’s eyes.
         Maelys looked away. If Aunt Haga had given up there was no hope at all.
      

      
      An axle squeaked as a cart was hauled their way, its iron-shod wheels crunching through the rubble, and Maelys made out the
         faint, hackle-raising buzz of a wisp-watcher. As it came closer, she began to feel that familiar unpleasant itchy sensation
         inside her head, along with a distant raspy whisper that she could never make out.
      

      
      ‘Back, you useless dogs,’ said the scrier in a dry, crackling voice. Maelys smelt a foul odour, like burning bones. ‘Give
         the watcher room.’
      

      
      The soldiers scrambled away across the rubble and the buzz rose in pitch. She struggled to control her breathing. Her mother
         was panting. Fyllis let out a little gasping cry. The buzz became an irritating whine.
      

      
      A sudden wind wailed around the ragged fragments of wall, muffling the wisp-watcher for a second, but it returned louder and
         more chillingly than before. Outside, the hammers had fallen silent.
      

      
      It knew they were here. It was playing with them, deliberately delaying, storing up their torment for its master’s pleasure.

      
      ‘Nothing!’ crackled the scrier. Another whiff of burned bones drifted under the door. ‘I didn’t think there could be. It was
         just the soldiers jumping at ghosts again. Get on with it – Seneschal Vomix has a lot more watching for us tonight. Bring down that last bit of wall.’
      

      
      The cart creaked and grated away. A fury of hammers attacked the masonry nearby, chunks tumbled with a series of thuds, then
         silence fell.
      

      
      Maelys got up and went for the door. ‘No!’ hissed Aunt Haga.

      
      Maelys stopped. Everyone was staring at Fyllis, whose face had gone blank. She swayed from side to side. Her mother steadied
         her, then Fyllis looked up, bestowing a childlike, innocent smile on them as if it had all been a game. Returning to the corner
         she took up her animal figures and soon was immersed in her play as if nothing had happened.
      

      
      Aunt Haga drew her two sisters over to the brazier and began to whisper urgently. Every so often, the three would turn to
         stare at Maelys before putting their heads down again. She tried vainly to ignore them but the knot in her stomach grew ever
         tighter.
      

      
      Maelys was woken from a restless sleep by her mother’s cracked sobbing. Lyma often wept in the night when she thought the
         girls were asleep. Maelys scrunched up into a tighter ball, for her straw pile was always furthest from the embers and her
         toes felt as though ice crystals were growing on them.
      

      
      At the movement Lyma broke off, and Maelys heard a rustle of clothing from the direction of the hearth as the three women
         turned to stare at her. She pretended to be asleep.
      

      
      Lyma took a long, shuddering breath. ‘Why did it have to be Rudigo?’ she whimpered. The girls’ father had fallen into the
         God-Emperor’s hands long ago and was now dying in Mazurhize.
      

      
      ‘Get a grip on yourself!’ hissed Aunt Haga. ‘We’ve been over this a hundred times. The cursed clan talent put him in Mazurhize,
         and just be thankful none of us have got it, or we’d be as dead as our useless husbands. Who would look after Fyllis then?
         Not her, you can be sure, the troublemaking little slattern.’
      

      
      Her aunt meant Maelys, of course, and she could feel the sisters’ hard little eyes on her. They blamed her for every misfortune
         and Maelys didn’t understand why. She worked harder than any of them, never complained, and always thought of Fyllis before herself. Maelys felt as if she had to make
         up for some awful crime, though for the life of her she couldn’t think of anything she’d done wrong. Even as a little girl
         she’d been a dutiful, obedient child.
      

      
      ‘Just be thankful she hasn’t got a talent,’ said Aunt Bugi venomously. ‘Imagine the trouble the little cow would have caused us if she did have
         one.’
      

      
      Until the war ended, having any kind of ability for the Secret Art had been a precious, special gift, but since the God-Emperor
         came to power it was more often a death sentence. Maelys squeezed her eyelids tightly closed, clutched her taphloid to her
         chest and gave thanks that she had not a skerrick of talent.
      

      
      Lyma began to sob again and this time her sisters couldn’t console her. Maelys wanted to cry as well, but she wasn’t going
         to give in to her loss. Someone had to be strong and it always fell to her.
      

      
      They ate a frugal breakfast of cold mash speckled with chopped, mouldy nuts. After washing up, Maelys put the last crumbling
         stick on the fire and returned to her book, though she couldn’t concentrate.
      

      
      They had only survived this long because of Fyllis, or rather her instinctive talent for deceiving Jal-Nish’s wisp-watchers,
         and the mealy-mouthed aunts had nothing but praise for her. Their father had been on the run since Maelys was twelve and she’d
         only seen him fleetingly over the next four years, but he’d finally been taken by the Militia three years ago and was now
         dying in Mazurhize, three days’ walk away down the steep mountain paths. Rudigo wasn’t expected to last the week, though,
         after grieving for him so long, she mainly felt relief that his torment would soon be over.
      

      
      Her last two surviving uncles, Haga’s and Bugi’s husbands, had disappeared when Maelys was thirteen, not long after they’d passed a loop-listener, and their bodies had never been found.
      

      
      The farms, estates and vineyards of Nifferlin had been confiscated when she was fifteen, and two years later the manor had
         been torn down, save for this small section which Fyllis had, in some incomprehensible way, hidden even from the wisp-watchers. But they kept coming back.
      

      
      Even though it meant death to be found here, Haga and Bugi had refused to leave their ancestral lands. Lyma had no choice
         but to stay with them, for she had nowhere else to go. Maelys and her mother had dug out the demolished pantries and storerooms
         but their last storage bins had been scraped bare in early autumn. The family now survived on what they’d gleaned from under
         the nut trees, though the last mouldy barrel would be empty by mid-winter. And then, unless a miracle happened, they’d starve.
         Maelys still didn’t know what Clan Nifferlin had done to offend the God-Emperor.
      

      
      She smoothed down her threadbare skirt, rubbed a goose-pimpled arm and turned another page, though she hadn’t taken in the
         previous one. She longed to be like the brave heroines in the tales she loved – those girls and women who could fight any
         enemy and cheerfully resolve every crisis. They were clever and resourceful as well as brave.
      

      
      Unfortunately, Maelys had grown up expecting to marry well, then manage her home, estate and vineyard. It was all she knew,
         but that prospect was long gone. No respectable man would have her now. The family was tainted.
      

      
      The muttering died away; her mother and aunts turned to stare at her again. Maelys, unsettled, ducked her head, watching from
         the corner of her eye until they turned back to Fyllis, smiling, stroking her hair and offering her the last of the honey
         nut cakes made from a honeycomb Maelys had found while gleaning in the forest. She salivated but there would be none for her. Even Maelys’s mother treated her like a servant. What had she done to make them resent her so? It was
         as if she were cursed.
      

      
      Maelys tried not to resent her little sister, but it was hard sometimes. Fyllis was eight, eleven years younger than Maelys,
         and they were as different as two sisters could be. Fyllis wasn’t clever but she was exceedingly pretty – an ashy blonde,
         blue-eyed, golden-skinned beauty who one day would be as tall, slender and elegant as their mother had been. And as the heroines
         of my tales always are, Maelys thought ruefully.
      

      
      She took after their father. Maelys was little and pale, with hair as black as char, eyes the colour of bitter chocolate and
         eyebrows so dark they appeared to have been brushed on with ink. And she was inclined to be buxom, which was most unheroine-like.
      

      
      As she turned the next page, her mother and aunts stalked across and gathered around her like fluttering birds – all beaks,
         claws and long, bony shanks. Her mother plucked the book from her hands and cast it into the fire. Maelys started up with
         a cry of dismay but the aunts pushed her back on her stool and held her down until she gave up the struggle.
      

      
      ‘We can’t take any more,’ said beaky Aunt Haga, staring at her, head to one side. ‘Your time has come, girl.’

      
      ‘The men have let us down, as men always do,’ said fluffy-jowled Aunt Bugi. ‘It’s up to the women now.’

      
      Maelys thought that was a bit rich, since the men of the clan had died in agony trying to protect them or, in the case of
         her father, were soon going to die. She didn’t say anything. The three sisters were immune to any opinions other than their
         own, and they’d put her down so consistently since her father fled that she knew they wouldn’t listen to her now.
      

      
      ‘It’s up to you,’ said Lyma, the youngest of the trio. She still managed a hint of elegance, though hard times had turned her once slender figure to stringy sinew and wasted muscle, and she was losing teeth. ‘You’ve got to save the clan.’
      

      
      Though Maelys was a dutiful daughter, and she’d been expecting this for months, a chill ran through her as she confronted
         the relentless aunts. They must be planning to marry her off to some disgusting old lecher, or worse, one of the brutal sub-sub-minions
         of the God-Emperor. Whoever it was, there was nothing she could do about it. The aunts had worn out what little influence
         they’d maintained a year ago, pleading vainly for her father’s life. Maelys was their only hope and if she failed her family
         they wouldn’t survive.
      

      
      ‘Who is it?’ she quavered, watching the pages of her precious book curl up and blacken in the fire. Tears formed in her eyes
         – at this moment, losing the book felt worse than the other, somehow. ‘Who do I have to marry? It’s not … Seneschal Vomix,
         is it?’ She shuddered with disgust.
      

      
      He’d spoken to them on the road once, on their way to market when she was eleven. Vomix was a thin, ill-favoured man whose
         yellow eyes had seemed to look right through her clothing, and she’d hated it. Maelys had likened his face to the rear of
         a boar, but thankfully he hadn’t heard. She’d since learned that he was responsible for enforcing the God-Emperor’s will in
         this province, a task he carried out with unnerving relish.
      

      
      ‘Vomix!’ snorted Aunt Bugi. ‘You’ve got tickets on yourself, girl! He may be a vicious brute, but he’s a powerful man who
         can have any girl in his domain. He wouldn’t look twice at a little dumpling like you.’
      

      
      After living on such meagre rations for the past year, Maelys couldn’t be described as plump, but the name hurt.

      
      ‘Forget those dreams,’ said Aunt Haga. ‘They’re not for you, any more than the silly adventure tales you’re always mooning
         over.’
      

      
      ‘Or scribbling in your sad little diary,’ sneered her mother. ‘You’re just like your father. He had too much imagination and look where it got him.’
      

      
      Maelys stood up abruptly. ‘How dare you read my private book!’ she cried, breast heaving. ‘And you’ve told them?’ She glared up at the bony aunts.
      

      
      They pushed her down. ‘Of course I’ve read it!’ snapped her mother. ‘If we’re to survive I have to know everything. We all
         had a good laugh before we put it in the fire.’ Maelys choked, but Lyma went on, ‘Though then we had an idea. We’re sending
         you on your very own quest.’
      

      
      The backs of her hands prickled. ‘Me? Where am I going? What am I supposed to do?’

      
      ‘It’s a vital mission, Daughter,’ said her mother. ‘A secret journey.’

      
      ‘It’s a plan so bold and desperate, no one but us could ever have thought of it,’ cackled Aunt Haga, who held a supreme opinion
         of the sisters’ collective intelligence, and especially her own.
      

      
      Maelys gave her a look that said, What would you know? In all your life you’ve never done anything but gossip.

      
      Lyma slapped her across the face. ‘Show respect for your aunt! The lineage of Nifferlin is one of the oldest in the east,
         girl. We’re privy to secrets you’ve not imagined in your wildest scribblings, and never forget it.’
      

      
      ‘Even a dreamer like you must know about the God-Emperor’s son, Cryl-Nish Hlar,’ said Aunt Bugi. ‘And how his ten years were
         up two weeks ago.’
      

      
      Maelys rubbed her cheek, where she could feel the welts left by her mother’s hard fingers. Of course she knew about Nish,
         which was the name the common people called him. She’d first been told the dreadful Tale of Nish and Irisis when only nine, and it had moved her more deeply than anything she’d ever heard.
      

      
      She’d read a brief, banned version of the story many times since, though not even her all-seeing mother knew that. Maelys
         pored over it in secret and hid it carefully in an old pot in the orchard afterwards. If only she’d left her diary there as well.
      

      
      ‘Nish was one of the heroes of the war,’ she said softly. ‘As well as an architect of the audacious plan that ended it, and
         all by the age of twenty-two.’ And he had given up everything for love – no, for just the memory of his dead love. Maelys’s
         romantic soul was so touched that tears sprang into her eyes every time she thought about the story. Nish was strong. No matter
         how bad things got, he’d never faltered, and she admired that kind of courage more than anything, for it reminded her of her
         father. Nish would have had his own place in the Histories, had not Jal-Nish abolished and burned them. ‘What did he do when
         he got out?’
      

      
      ‘The fool refused his father’s offer, tried to seize the sorcerous tears and was sent back to rot in Mazurhize for another
         ten years,’ Lyma said contemptuously. ‘What a waste.’
      

      
      She didn’t mean a waste of Nish’s life – Lyma didn’t give a fig for him. It was the opportunity that had been wasted. But
         Maelys’s admiration for Nish only grew. He was steadfast beyond all other men; he would never yield; never bend from the principles
         he held dear. Myth, rumour and, recently, prophecy held him to be the Deliverer who would save the world from the wicked God-Emperor
         and usher in a golden age of peace and prosperity.
      

      
      ‘Truly, Nish is a saint,’ she murmured, though she was not so credulous as to think that he could save the world. Jal-Nish was all powerful and could never be beaten. But if only …
      

      
      Lyma and her sisters exchanged incredulous glances. ‘He’s a moron,’ Lyma rasped. ‘A selfish little runt of a man who deserves
         everything he’s got.’
      

      
      The tall aunts often called Maelys a runt, and the insult made her feel closer to Nish.

      
      ‘Can you feed your sister with principles?’ sneered Aunt Bugi. ‘Can you clothe her with honour?’
      

      
      ‘Can you shelter and protect your clan with dead icons?’ said Aunt Haga.
      

      
      ‘Yet there’s a chance,’ said Lyma. ‘Assuming that the child …’

      
      Again the aunts exchanged those ominous glances. Maelys wasn’t sure if they were referring to her or Fyllis. No, surely not
         Fyllis. ‘What is it?’ she cried, feeling quite bewildered.
      

      
      ‘It’s a bold, far-reaching plan,’ said Aunt Haga, again studying her in that head-to-one-side, bird-like way. ‘But quite desperately
         dangerous.’
      

      
      ‘It’s treachery, sedition and heresy all rolled into one,’ said Aunt Bugi quietly. ‘Scheming to overthrow the God-Emperor
         himself. And should you fail, Maelys, we’ll die in the most excruciating agonies his torturers have ever invented.’
      

      
      Maelys’s heart missed a couple of beats, then began to race. Everyone knew about the rebellions of a few years ago, and the
         savage brutality with which they’d been crushed so as to teach the whole world a lesson.
      

      
      ‘Dare we?’ said Aunt Haga. ‘Dare we risk all to gain all? Indeed, is the girl up to it?’

      
      She definitely meant Maelys this time. No I’m not, Maelys thought desperately. How could anyone think I could be? I’ve never
         been anywhere, never done anything outside the estate, never been trained to use weapons. I’ll be caught, tortured in the
         most fiendish ways, tell everything and then we’ll all die.
      

      
      ‘She’s a dreamer and a romantic,’ sniffed Aunt Bugi, peering short-sightedly at Maelys. ‘And yet, if she can be prevailed upon to use it, she’s got a good
         head on her shoulders.’ The backhanded compliment was the first she’d ever given Maelys but it came too late. Maelys had been
         undermined so often that she had no confidence in herself.
      

      
      ‘We’re dead if she can’t!’ said Aunt Haga.

      
      ‘What is it?’ Maelys was finding it hard to breathe. ‘What have I got to do?’

      
      ‘Cryl-Nish is the only man who has a chance of overthrowing his father,’ said Lyma. ‘But first we’ve got to get him out of
         Mazurhize, to his supporters.’
      

      
      ‘What supporters?’ said Maelys, but they didn’t answer.

      
      ‘And then ensure his gratitude,’ said Aunt Haga with another assessing glance at Maelys.

      
      ‘What do you mean, “we”?’ said Maelys.

      
      All three sisters looked towards the corner, where Fyllis was moving her carved figures about, singing, a vacant look in her
         eyes.
      

      
      ‘No!’ whispered Maelys. ‘You can’t even think –’

      
      ‘Why was Fyllis blessed with the talent,’ hissed Aunt Bugi, ‘if not to restore Clan Nifferlin to its rightful position?’

      
      ‘She can deceive the wisp-watchers, and even fool the loop-listeners for a time,’ said Aunt Haga. ‘The God-Emperor believes
         his spying devices because he can’t bear to trust his officers. It gives us our chance.’
      

      
      ‘Do you realise what he would do to Fyllis if he caught her?’ said Maelys. ‘How can you take such a risk?’

      
      ‘Because we’ve nothing left to lose,’ her mother hissed. ‘What do you think her fate will be, and yours, once we’re not here to protect you? That day grows ever closer, Daughter.’
      

      
      Maelys looked down at her fingers, which were knotting themselves in her lap. She’d known it for months, though it had been
         easier to hide from the unpleasant truth in her beloved books than face up to the future. But if someone had to be sacrificed,
         she knew her duty. It wasn’t going to be Lyma or the aunts, and it couldn’t be Fyllis. Maelys was strong and if this were
         to be her fate, she would have to endure it, though she felt sure she was going to die horribly, for nothing. No one could
         outwit the God-Emperor.
      

      
      ‘What am I to do?’ she repeated dully.

      
      ‘We’re starting down the mountain tomorrow –’ began Aunt Haga.

      
      ‘Why so soon?’ Maelys liked to put unpleasant things off as long as possible.

      
      ‘We’ve little food and no wood. And if Jal-Nish sends his son to another prison, far away, or Cryl-Nish dies … it’s got to
         be now.’
      

      
      ‘Once we get there, we’re taking Fyllis to Mazurhize to see her father,’ said Lyma. ‘We have permission for that, before he
         dies.’
      

      
      ‘I’d like to see Father too,’ said Maelys plaintively, ‘for the last time.’

      
      ‘You can’t. You’ll be waiting in the foothills above Morrelune Palace.’

      
      Aunt Haga added, ‘During the visit Fyllis will wander off – no one would suspect an eight-year-old girl – and get Cryl-Nish
         out of his cell without alerting the wisp-watcher. She’ll lead him up and away to you.’
      

      
      ‘Then what?’ Maelys was appalled at the risk Fyllis would be taking. ‘And what happens if something goes wrong?’

      
      ‘Don’t worry about us,’ said her mother, as if Maelys’s only concern could be for them. ‘Fyllis will shelter us until we reach
         our hiding place.’
      

      
      Leaving me to fend for myself, Maelys thought. It didn’t seem like much of a plan. There had to be more that the sisters weren’t
         telling her. ‘Why risk trying to free Nish anyway? Why can’t we all go away together?’
      

      
      ‘To live like peasants in a mud hut, in terror of the God-Emperor’s whim?’ snapped her mother. ‘You forget where you come from,
         girl. Clan Nifferlin cannot bend to this evil man.’ She looked over her shoulder as she said it. ‘It’s our right and duty
         to recover everything we’ve lost. We owe it to our clan Histories.’
      

      
      Or die trying, Maelys thought. The sisters were obsessed with the clan’s heritage, and its fall. ‘Where am I supposed to take
         Nish? Assuming Fyllis succeeds, I mean?’
      

      
      ‘You’ll lead him up through the rice terraces to Cathim’s hut. You remember Cathim?’

      
      ‘I don’t think so.’

      
      ‘He’s your third cousin on your father’s side; a great red-bearded bull of a man,’ said Aunt Bugi.
      

      
      ‘Him!’ Cathim had frightened Maelys when she was little, for he’d been so loud and hairy, so wild and boisterous, hurling
         her high and catching her only at the last second, roaring with laughter all the while. She couldn’t remember when she’d last
         seen him.
      

      
      ‘Cathim’s a good man. He knows the secret mountain paths, and where the hidden wisp-watchers are, too. He’ll take you and
         Cryl-Nish north to Hulipont, to Ousther.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s Ousther?’

      
      Again Aunt Bugi looked over her shoulder, and lowered her voice further. ‘He’s the leader of the Defiance; he’ll help Nish
         achieve his destiny and become the Deliverer.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know there was a Defiance,’ said Maelys.

      
      Aunt Haga smiled thinly. ‘What if the guards catch us?’ said Maelys. ‘What if something happens to Cathim? How am I supposed
         to defend us against armed soldiers?’
      

      
      Aunt Haga’s bony fingers caught Maelys’s chain and jerked the taphloid out from between her breasts. ‘With this, you little
         fool!’
      

      
      Maelys reeled. How had she known? ‘How?’ she said weakly.

      
      ‘I’ll tell you when you need to know.’

      
      Maelys’s heart was thumping. ‘Why do I have to go with Cathim, anyhow? I’ll just be in the way.’

      
      ‘Because once you’re safe in Hulipont, girl,’ said Aunt Bugi, ‘you’ll use your feminine wiles to bind Cryl-Nish to our clan,
         forever.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean, bind him?’ said Maelys. Nothing they said made any sense.
      

      
      The aunts looked incredulously at Lyma. ‘But surely …?’ said Aunt Haga.

      
      Lyma shook her head. ‘Maelys …’ She trailed off, embarrassed.

      
      Haga thrust Lyma out of the way. ‘The tears came at a price, though it was one the God-Emperor paid willingly, for he had
         four sons and it didn’t matter that he could father no more children. Now only Nish survives and his father wants grandchildren
         desperately.
      

      
      ‘By binding Nish,’ she said, harsh as an old crow, ‘we mean getting his baby into your belly. Not even Jal-Nish will touch
         us once we’re his only family. Indeed, he’ll raise us higher than Nifferlin has ever been. And it’s all up to you, girl.’
      

      
      ‘If you fail in your duty, we’re dead,’ Aunt Bugi added, unnecessarily. ‘And you won’t have long to do it, for we’ll have
         to leave our new hiding place at the end of winter.’
      

      
      Horrified, Maelys put her hand over her mouth. Not only was Nish the last surviving son of the God-Emperor, but a mighty hero
         and an honourable man. Though she’d loved the stories she’d read about him, he was as far above her as the stars outreached
         the sparks in the fireplace. Besides, using womanly wiles to seduce and trap a man was wicked and deceitful, and her father
         had brought her up to be honest. But as her gaze fell upon little Fyllis – so innocent, so pretty, so vulnerable – Maelys
         knew she had to do it no matter how wrong it felt.
      

      
      ‘What if he doesn’t like me?’ she said plaintively. ‘He’s a man, isn’t he?’ said her mother. ‘One who hasn’t been with a woman
         in ten years. And you can be … attractive enough, when you make the effort.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I dare say she could be made presentable,’ said Aunt Haga, prune-mouthed. ‘For those who like that sort.’
      

      
      ‘After ten years in Mazurhize, a camel would look beautiful to Nish,’ Aunt Bugi said spitefully. ‘You do understand the feminine
         arts, don’t you, Maelys?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t recall Mother explaining those to me either,’ snapped Maelys, embarrassed. She knew about the physical act of mating,
         of course – no one could grow up on an estate, learning the care and husbandry of animals, without doing so. But of the arts between a man and a woman, of flirting, charming and seducing, she was painfully ignorant.
      

      
      ‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ said Aunt Haga, scowling at Lyma. ‘Come here, girl. And pay attention. I’m only going to say this
         once.’
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