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      THE
DESTINY
OF THE
DEAD

      ‘The guards are dead. We’ve done it, Nish. The pass is ours.’
      

      ‘Not yet. Their reinforcements are on the way, maybe thirty. We’ll have to try and take them down as they come.’

      ‘No, we won’t,’ said Clech. ‘There they are. Get down.’

      He pulled Nish down flat. The running enemy were silhouetted in the dim light at the crest of the pass, and Clech roared,
         ‘Fire!’
      

      A fusillade of arrows whistled overhead from Nish’s archers, who were already through the pass, and many of the enemy reinforcements
         fell. A second salvo took down more, whereupon the rest turned and ran.
      

      ‘Now we have the pass,’ said Nish, feeling a quiet satisfaction that they’d won it at so little cost. But how long could they
         keep it?
      

      ‘Hold your fire!’ said Clech. ‘Archers, this way.’

      As he and Nish headed up to the crest, a second rocket shot up from further down the mountain behind them, bursting with an
         ice-blue flare that cast a cold light on the enemy dead and the snowy peaks to either side. The last of the reinforcements
         were bolting down towards the western gate of the pass.
      

      ‘That’s Klarm’s answer,’ said Flydd, stepping out from behind a crag and wiping his blade on one of the fallen soldiers. ‘He’s
         on his way.’
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      Part One

      RUIN ON THE RANGE

      
   
      
      ONE
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      There’s no way out this time, is there?’ said Maelys, wiping the teeming rain from her eyes.
      

      
      Nish glanced at her and managed a smile, for she was even grubbier than he was; her small figure was clotted with mud from
         head to foot. ‘I can’t think of one.’ He rubbed his nose and winced. His battered face was so swollen that he was almost unrecognisable.
      

      
      It was mid-morning on the Range of Ruin, and everyone had gathered in a ring around him, hoping for a miracle, but it wasn’t
         going to happen. The enemy held the surrounding ridges, trapping them in a clearing in the forested valley; they had been
         ordered to take Nish and Maelys alive, and put everyone else to death. All their struggles over the past weeks, and all Nish’s
         agony, had been for nothing.
      

      
      He and his Gendrigorean militia had driven themselves to the limit of human endurance to climb the rain-drenched range and
         reach Blisterbone Pass before his father’s army, and they would have succeeded had their treacherous guide, Curr, not led
         them astray. The pass was only a league away in a direct line, yet it was as unreachable as the moon, for the enemy’s advance
         guard had beaten them to it and the rest of that monstrous army could not be far behind.
      

      
      For supporting Nish and daring to oppose his corrupt father – the God-Emperor Jal-Nish Hlar – the peaceful little nation of
         Gendrigore was going to be obliterated and its men, women and children taken into slavery. Nish felt responsible, for the
         Gendrigoreans had not wanted to go to war; he had talked them into coming and now he bitterly regretted it.
      

      
      Their situation was hopeless, yet he could not give in. During the lyrinx war they had snatched victory from defeat many times,
         and surely there had to be a way to do it again. But they could not win by force of arms, which left only the Secret Art.
      

      
      ‘Flydd?’ Nish said quietly. ‘We really need your help.’

      
      ‘What if you made another portal with the mimemule?’ said Maelys, for Flydd had used that little mimicking device to create
         the portal that had brought her, Flydd and Yggur here.
      

      
      Xervish Flydd, the mancer who had led humanity to an impossible victory in the war against the lyrinx ten years ago, swayed
         on his broad feet. Though he had regained some of his lost gift for the Art, he had never been the same after casting that
         terrible Renewal Spell upon himself almost six weeks ago.
      

      
      It had replaced his aged and failing body with that of a bigger man in middle age, but Flydd was in constant pain and he seemed
         meaner, harder and … Nish resisted the thought for as long as he could – less trustworthy. A few minutes ago, Flydd had been
         gazing at the Profane Tears, Gatherer and Reaper, the source of the God-Emperor’s power, as though he wanted to snatch them
         for himself.
      

      
      ‘I can’t!’ Flydd said, clutching at his belly. ‘Bringing so many people through that second portal took everything I had,
         and the aftersickness –’ He doubled up as though he was going to vomit, gagged, and straightened painfully. ‘I don’t have the power to use the mimemule again.’ He looked around blearily. ‘I don’t know this place. What’s our line of retreat?’
      

      
      ‘There isn’t one,’ said Nish. ‘We’re in a valley shaped like a tilted oval bowl. It’s a good league long and half a league
         wide, and the upper end runs up to the white-thorn peak, the mountain guarding this side of Blisterbone Pass.’
      

      
      With his sabre, he gestured towards the towering mountain, barely visible through the blinding rain. ‘The upper part of the
         valley ends at the cliffs; I don’t think anyone could climb them. The enemy holds the ridges to either side of us and they’re
         bare, rain-washed rock with no cover – we’d never fight our way up. They also guard the only way out, a gorge spanned by a
         natural arch of stone.’
      

      
      He pointed downslope, though nothing could be seen in that direction save a wall of rainforest marking the lower edge of the
         clearing. ‘The valley floor is covered in forest, apart from another clearing lower down, near the gorge.’
      

      
      ‘Is it more defendable than this one?’ said Flydd.

      
      ‘I don’t know. What do you think, Tulitine?’ Nish said to the tall, striking woman to his left.

      
      The old seer had used a Regression Spell to temporarily restore herself to a relatively young age, then made a desperate attempt
         to reach Nish’s militia and warn them that they had been betrayed, but she had arrived just as the trap had been sprung.
      

      
      Tulitine thought for a moment. ‘I don’t think so, for the valley narrows down there. The enemy archers could fire into the
         clearing from the stone arch, and from the nearby ridge.’
      

      
      ‘Forget it,’ said Flydd. ‘We’ll make our stand here.’ He turned towards the river that ran down the centre of the valley;
         it could just be made out through the trees. ‘Can they cross the river and attack us from behind?’
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid so,’ said Tulitine. ‘It’s partly dammed by fallen trees just upstream; that’s how I got here.’

      
      ‘Can you stop them crossing with your Art?’ said Nish.
      

      
      ‘I only know healing charms. Besides, the Regression Spell is already fading, and when it comes undone …’

      
      Tulitine had hinted earlier at what it would do to her. The consequences were going to be horrific and there was nothing anyone
         could do to stop the spell failing. That left only Yggur, who towered to Nish’s left, craggy as an ancient cedar and seemingly
         as indestructible.
      

      
      ‘I know you’ve got power, old friend,’ Nish said, ‘and we’ve never needed it more. If you could create a concealing mist or
         …’
      

      
      ‘Ordinarily, that would be the easiest of spells,’ said Yggur. ‘Especially here, where there’s water everywhere …’

      
      ‘But?’ cried Nish. Yggur had been his last hope.

      
      ‘Gatherer is watching everything I do, and the moment I try to draw power Reaper blocks me. I’m not strong enough to take
         on the greatest force on Santhenar.’ Yggur rubbed his inflamed wrists. For seven years he’d been held prisoner by the Numinator,
         whose enchanted bracelets had continually drained him of his powers of mancery to bolster her own. ‘Besides, I feel strangely
         hobbled in this place.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean, hobbled?’ said Maelys sharply. She pressed a hand between her breasts, and frowned.
      

      
      Nish had seen her make that unconscious gesture many times, and knew that she was making contact with her taphloid, the mysterious
         little device she’d worn around her neck since childhood. Touching it normally comforted her, but she seemed troubled now.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ Yggur’s gaze flicked towards the red-hot caduceus, the height of a small tree, embedded in the centre of the
         clearing. Whatever uncanny force drove its internal fires, it was unquenched by the teeming rain. ‘There may be a way to hide
         what I’m doing from Gatherer, but … it will take time to find it.’ He headed towards the caduceus, shielding his eyes from its glare.
      

      
      Time we don’t have. Nish could feel the radiance beating upon his bruised face. The caduceus, a winged shaft tightly entwined
         by a pair of open-mouthed serpents, was made of black iron forged from the heart of a meteorite and, when Stilkeen had hurled
         it down, its point had penetrated half a span of solid rock.
      

      
      Hostage! For – white-ice-fire! that tormented being from the void had cried as it seized the God-Emperor and carried him off, but what had it meant?
      

      
      Had Stilkeen meant that Jal-Nish was held hostage until it regained the chthonic fire – the force that had once bound its
         physical and spirit aspects together – stolen from it in ancient times?
      

      
      Or did the caduceus signify that the whole world was Stilkeen’s hostage? Either way, Nish had no idea what to do about it.
         No one on Santhenar had faced an immortal being before and not even Yggur, oldest of them all, knew how to deal with it.
      

      
      ‘Then I’d better organise our defences.’ Nish turned away, sick at the thought of the coming massacre. The professional soldiers
         up there were going to tear his rag-tag militia apart.
      

      
      His eye fell on the ginger-haired cook’s boy, Huwld, a cheerful, scrawny lad of eleven.

      
      ‘What the blazes are you doing here?’ Nish cried.

      
      ‘Got better,’ grinned Huwld.

      
      He had suddenly appeared halfway up the range, as though the militia had been hiding him from Nish all that time. Nish had
         sent the boy back with the third of his militia who had contracted dysentery, but somehow Huwld was still here, and it made
         the coming battle so much worse. The boy was going to die, along with all his people, and Nish couldn’t bear it.
      

      
      The Gendrigoreans seemed to have no idea what an army was really for, or how brutal and savage warfare was. And why should
         they, Nish mused. No enemy had successfully crossed the Range of Ruin into Gendrigore in over a thousand years.
      

      
      At first he’d thought of them as little more than carefree, pleasure-loving innocents, impossible to turn into a decent fighting
         force, but he knew better now. Inside, they were tough as the gnarled roots of an old tree.
      

      
      Huwld had vanished again and, as Nish scanned the militia for the boy, he saw Aimee, a young woman so small and slender that
         she made Nish look tall. Whatever had possessed him, allowing her to join the militia? She was as brave as any warrior, but
         what use was she going to be when the fighting started? A heavy blow would break her in half.
      

      
      Nish shook off the gloom and self-doubt before it became despair, and looked up. Above the western ridge, Jal-Nish’s deputy,
         the dwarf General Klarm, stood spread-legged on a drifting air-sled the size of an emperor’s bedroom. He appeared to be issuing
         orders to his troops, who were lined up along the ridge like pegs on a washing line. Nish estimated their number at a thousand,
         three times his militia, and they were big, brutal men, twice Klarm’s height. The God-Emperor’s white standard, mounted on
         a wooden pole at the bow, flapped high above him.
      

      
      Nish still couldn’t come to terms with the betrayal, for Klarm, who had been a friend and ally during the war, was one of
         the bravest men Nish had met. Yet after Jal-Nish seized power ten years ago Klarm had, inexplicably, taken service with him
         and was now his commander-in-chief, even trusted with the Profane Tears in his liege’s involuntary absence. And because Nish’s
         militia had refused to surrender, Klarm would show no mercy.
      

      
      ‘They’ll shoot us down from the edges of the clearing,’ said Gi, a gentle, sturdy young woman, one of Nish’s lieutenants and
         his closest friend in the militia. ‘No need to risk their own lives.’
      

      
      ‘The God-Emperor doesn’t give a damn for his soldiers’ lives,’ said Flydd, ‘but he would not risk his only surviving son’s
         life, and neither can Klarm. They’ll have to come on foot, and an agonising death awaits any soldier who harms you, Nish.’
      

      
      Nish took no comfort from that, for no one could control the course of a battle, and in its chaos soldiers were often killed
         by accident, or even by their own people. Besides, he would sooner die in battle than be captured and see all his friends
         and allies slain.
      

      
      ‘Take them!’ Klarm’s amplified voice rang out from the air-sled, and his troops began to move down the steep ridges towards
         the rainforest covering the floor of the valley.
      

      
      ‘What if we run into the forest?’ said Gi. ‘It’s dark in there. Some of us might escape.’

      
      ‘They’ve ringed the valley and they hold the only exit,’ said Nish. ‘Klarm will make sure that no one escapes. We’ve got to
         stay together.’
      

      
      He raised his voice. ‘Form into a circle, facing out. Archers at the front, lancers behind them and swordsmen at the rear.
         Archers, when I give the order, fire until they’re just ten seconds away, then fall back. Lancers, hold firm and make them
         come onto your spears. They won’t dare fire at you for fear of a stray arrow hitting me or Maelys.’ At least, Nish hoped they
         wouldn’t.
      

      
      The militia formed a tight circle, about forty paces across, surrounding the caduceus with their backs to it.

      
      ‘What good will it do?’ said Hoshi, a big, enthusiastic youth who had been an apprentice potter in Gendrigore. Nish had tried
         to train him in leadership but Hoshi had no head for it, his only tactic being to go straight at his opponent, whacking furiously.
      

      
      Nish rubbed his scarred left hand, which was aching again. Many years ago, on the battlefield of Gumby Marth, his father had
         thrust Nish’s hands into the tears in an attempt to control him, but the compulsion had failed and Nish’s feeble, unreliable
         clearsight had appeared instead. Last month, in a cavern at the clifftop of Mistmurk Mountain, he had put his left hand into
         Reaper in a desperate effort to enhance his clearsight and find Flydd’s lost Art, and had partly succeeded, though his hand
         had been hideously burned.
      

      
      He kneaded the scars as he considered Hoshi’s question. The poorly armed and untrained militia stood no chance in hand-to-hand
         combat with Klarm’s crack Imperial Militia, but Nish’s archers were skilled hunters and could do great damage if he used them
         well.
      

      
      ‘From the edge of the clearing it’ll take the enemy at least a minute to reach us through the mud, and our archers can each
         fire ten arrows in that time. If we can even the numbers, and delay them a minute or two, Yggur might be able to do something
         …’
      

      
      ‘He’d better get a move on!’ snapped Flydd, for he and Yggur had always been rivals and, clearly, Flydd felt his own helplessness
         keenly.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think you should use your Art so close to the caduceus, Yggur,’ called Tulitine, who was standing a few paces from
         it.
      

      
      ‘Why ever not?’ said Yggur imperiously. He did not appreciate being told what to do.

      
      Nish would have been cowed, but Tulitine was unfazed. ‘If you do, it may go ill for you.’

      
      ‘Death may go ill for us all,’ said Flydd wryly.

      
      The enemy were skidding down the wet slopes and moving into the forest; they would reach the edge of the clearing in minutes. It was still pouring, Nish was sweating rivers
         in his sodden clothes, and the humidity was so thick he could have sliced it with his sabre.
      

      
      ‘We can’t get away,’ said Tulitine. ‘We’ve got to concentrate on saving you, Nish, so you can rebuild your forces and fight again.’
      

      
      ‘I led my militia here,’ Nish said, ‘and I’m not running out on them now.’

      
      ‘You must,’ she said urgently. ‘When your father took over with the tears, you swore to return, bring down his corrupt realm
         and restore freedom to Santhenar.’
      

      
      ‘And I’ve failed,’ he groaned. ‘Again and again.’ Nish deeply regretted that despairing vow after Jal-Nish had slain his beloved
         Irisis, for he was never going to fulfil his oath. The enemy was too strong.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got to try harder,’ said Tulitine. ‘You gave hope to a million desperate souls – indeed, your vow has been the people’s
         only hope over the ten years of your father’s brutal rule, and you cannot let them down.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t do it, Tulitine.’

      
      ‘You’ve got to try and get away. Even if you die in the attempt, striving valiantly to keep your word, you will become a beacon
         of hope for generations to come – just as Irisis’s self-sacrifice has strengthened you.’
      

      
      ‘What kind of a man escapes at the cost of his friends’ lives,’ said Nish, ‘and the loyal militia that has followed him all
         this way?’
      

      
      ‘A man who does what he has to do for the greater good,’ said Flydd, ‘no matter how hard it is.’

      
      ‘Or a man who abandons his friends in their most desperate need,’ Nish retorted. ‘When Father returns, as I’m sure he will,
         he would call me a coward and an oath-breaker. How could that make me a beacon of hope?’
      

      
      ‘It’s a difficult choice, but you have to make it.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve made it.’ Nish turned and passed through the circular lines towards the centre. ‘I can’t stand in front of my troops
         and tell them I’m running away.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll tell them,’ said Tulitine, ‘because it must be done for the good of the empire.’

      
      ‘No, you won’t! I will not abandon my people.’ He walked away.

      
      ‘I can’t bear it either,’ Maelys said quietly, going with him.

      
      ‘The waiting?’ said Nish, glad she was there. Though only nineteen, and of a quiet, shy disposition, Maelys had an inner strength
         the equal of anyone here, and he felt better for having her at his side.
      

      
      ‘The knowing that everyone else is going to die, while I’ll live because of the possibility that I may be bearing your child.’

      
      After an interval he lowered his voice and said, ‘And are you?’

      
      ‘Of course not,’ she muttered, meeting his eyes. Hers were the colour of dark chocolate and showed nothing, though a pink
         flush spread across her pale cheeks. Maelys blushed easily, and rather prettily, despite the mud on her face. ‘I made that
         story up to save our lives.’
      

      
      She had told his father that she had gathered Nish’s nocturnal seed months ago, while nursing him, and placed it inside herself
         so as to become pregnant. And Jal-Nish, desperate for a grandchild, had believed her.
      

      
      ‘You did save our lives,’ said Nish, ‘so it was worth it.’

      
      ‘It cost me my friendship with Colm. Afterwards, he looked on me as no better than a – a whore!’ Her flush deepened.

      
      ‘You can’t be a virgin and a whore.’
      

      
      ‘In Colm’s eyes I was,’ she said plaintively. ‘I really liked him, Nish. He was good to me, in the early days.’

      
      Nish restrained the urge to tell her just what he thought of Colm, who had lost his clan’s estate in the war and would forever
         be bitter about it, as he was about a number of other injustices. Colm also resented the stain on his clan’s name left by
         his distant relatives Karan and Llian, once heroes of the Time of the Mirror, who were now known as Karan Kin-Slayer and Llian
         the Liar.
      

      
      Nonetheless, Colm had treated Maelys better than Nish had in the first month they had travelled together. But Colm was gone.
         He had accepted Klarm’s offer of amnesty and was now their enemy; he and Nish could be fighting each other in minutes.
      

      
      It was time to make amends. He put an arm across Maelys’s mud-covered shoulders and drew her closer. ‘I’m sorry it’s come
         to this. And sorry for the way I treated you, after all you’d done for me. Can … can you forgive me?’
      

      
      She looked up at him and her dark eyes were shining. How little it took. ‘Of course, Nish. I – I wasn’t honest with you in
         the early days; I should never –’
      

      
      ‘They’ll be through the forest any minute!’ cried Flydd. ‘Yggur, are you ready?’

      
      ‘Not yet.’ Yggur was walking in a spiral around the caduceus with his right hand upraised, the fingers hooked as if he were
         clinging onto a bar.
      

      
      ‘What’s he doing?’ whispered Maelys, pulling away and turning to stare at Yggur.

      
      Nish knew that she was fascinated by mancery. Maelys had been told that she had a gift for it, but she had never been trained
         and now she might be too old to learn.
      

      
      ‘He’s trying to find a point where Gatherer can’t penetrate the field surrounding the caduceus,’ said Flydd in grudging admiration. ‘Yggur is taking an awful risk, but if he can find that point,
         he may be able to use his fog spell there without Gatherer instantly cancelling it.’
      

      
      ‘Assuming that the caduceus doesn’t cancel him,’ muttered Maelys. ‘I can feel the power radiating out from it. It’s a horrible, alien thing and we shouldn’t go near it.’
      

      
      ‘Tulitine was right,’ said Flydd. ‘By its very nature, or the nature of the being that created it, the caduceus affects all spells done nearby.’
      

      
      Nish was also afraid of it, but Yggur was their only hope now. Nish headed towards him and she followed but, as they approached,
         Yggur’s hooked fingers clenched and the caduceus flared white hot.
      

      
      Momentarily, Nish felt a throbbing pain behind his temples. One of the iron serpents around the shaft was displaying its forked
         tongue, while the other had its mouth wide open, baring two pairs of fangs. The upper ones were huge, the lower pair smaller
         and curved backwards to hold its prey, and in a flash of clearsight he noted that the serpent with the fangs had something
         burning at its core.
      

      
      ‘Stilkeen is in pain,’ said Maelys, wrapping her arms around her chest and squeezing hard. ‘Terrible pain, just from being
         in our world.’
      

      
      ‘Tell it to bugger off, then.’ Nish turned away, for there was no more time.

      
      He called his signallers and his four lieutenants – Hoshi and Gi, Clech the giant fisherman, and the dapper joker, Forzel
         – and they agreed on signal codes, both flags and horn blasts, in case Yggur succeeded and there came an opportunity to retreat.
      

      
      ‘Chief Signaller Midge,’ Nish said to the fuzzy-haired young woman whose size belied her name, for she was tall and solidly
         built, ‘stay close to me. If Yggur manages a fog, we’ll need to retreat at once.’
      

      
      ‘How will we find our way?’ asked Midge, wiping her muddy face on a yellow flag and turning it brown.

      
      ‘Not on the signal flags, Midge, please.’ Nish scraped the mud off with his sabre and handed the flag back. In some respects they were like children, his loyal Gendrigoreans; he didn’t think he’d ever turn them into soldiers. ‘If we get a chance to retreat,
         we’ll head downslope and gather at the lowest edge of the clearing. We can tell we’re going down-slope even in fog.’
      

      
      ‘What then?’ said Hoshi.

      
      ‘How would I know?’ Nish snapped. He thought for a moment. ‘We’ll go through the rainforest to the lower clearing and try
         to get out via the gorge.’ There was still no sign of the enemy. He raised his voice. ‘Lancers, ready your spears. Archers,
         fire the moment they come out of the forest, and again as they rush us. Keep firing until they’re twenty paces away, then
         draw back so the lancers can meet their attack.’
      

      
      The clearing, which was shaped like an egg, was about four hundred paces by three hundred. Running soldiers, even on this
         boggy ground, would not take long to reach the centre.
      

      
      ‘How’s Yggur going?’ Nish said to Flydd.

      
      ‘Do you see any fog?’ Flydd snapped. He’d been really cranky of late.

      
      ‘Isn’t there anything you can do?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve already tried. Curse this body. Why did I let Maelys talk me into taking renewal?’ Flydd scowled at her.

      
      ‘If I hadn’t, you’d probably be dead by now,’ she said quietly.

      
      ‘At times like this, I wish I was,’ Flydd muttered. ‘I feel as though my new body is fighting me all the way; after all this
         time, it still doesn’t fit.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure you’ll get used to it,’ said Nish.

      
      ‘If I survive, you mean. And if I don’t, good riddance.’

      
      ‘Where are they?’ said Maelys, standing on tiptoes and scanning the forest all around. ‘Why are they taking so long?’

      
      ‘They know we’ve no way of escape,’ said Sergeant Flangers, cleaning his purloined Whelm jag-sword with a clump of grass. His friend, protector and constant shadow, Chissmoul,
         was at his side. ‘They’re taking their time to make us sweat.’
      

      
      ‘Still, it’s wonderful to have you here,’ said Nish.

      
      Flangers, apart from being an old friend, was their only other experienced soldier, and a master of battlefield tactics, but
         he’d lost weight in his seven years of captivity and Nish wasn’t sure he was ready for the rigours of warfare.
      

      
      ‘It’s good to have the old team back together, surr,’ said Flangers. ‘We showed the enemy a thing or two in the past, and
         we can do it again.’
      

      
      ‘Of course we will,’ Nish said unconvincingly. ‘Archers, get ready –’

      
      Maelys gasped, and all around, people were crying out and pointing.

      
      Feeling the radiance beating upon the back of his head, Nish whirled; his head spun sickeningly and the pain behind his temples
         grew worse. The caduceus was keening, the note rising and falling, and it had brightened to white-hot again. The iron serpent
         with the fangs appeared to be staring at Nish, while the other snake was looking at Flydd, and Nish imagined, for one mad
         moment, that he saw its tongue flicking in and out.
      

      
      ‘What’s it doing?’ Nish cried.

      
      Maelys caught at her taphloid. Yggur threw himself backwards away from the caduceus, tripped and fell, sending out a spray
         of muddy water. Fog wisped up around him but disappeared at once.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ he said, scrambling out of the way, his frosty eyes wide. ‘But we meddle with it at our peril.’

      
      ‘At Santhenar’s peril,’ said Flydd. ‘Do you recall the volcanic ruin wrought upon the world of Aachan not so many years ago?
         Fifty thousand Aachim fled through a portal to Santhenar, and surely all those who remained behind on Aachan perished.’
      

      
      ‘What of it?’ said Yggur.

      
      ‘Chthonic fire caused Aachan’s ruin; the very fire Yalkara stole from Stilkeen in ancient times so her people could escape
         from the void. What dreadful forces might the caduceus contain?’
      

      
      ‘Then why did Stilkeen leave it here?’ said Yggur, scooping up handfuls of muddy water from a puddle and rubbing it all over
         his face, which was coming up in hundreds of little blisters. He winced, but turned back.
      

      
      ‘Stay away from it,’ said Tulitine. ‘I think it’s a trap.’

      
      ‘I’m sure it is, but with Klarm using Gatherer to block my powers, the one place I can use my Art is next to the caduceus.’

      
      In an open space, Nish noticed the three healers setting up their station. Closest was lanky Dulya, her chin marred by a large
         strawberry mark, and behind her, plump and palely pretty Scandey, one of the sisters of poor Tildy, the milkmaid who had been
         murdered by Vivimord in Gendrigore. After Scandey had seen Vivimord tried by ordeal above the Maelstrom of Justice and Retribution,
         and found guilty, she had been one of the first to join Nish’s militia.
      

      
      The third healer was Ghosh, a stocky youth with an exceptionally long body and short, thick legs. Unlike the other Gendrigoreans,
         he never smiled. He found his healer’s duties too overwhelming.
      

      
      Pulling his collar up to protect the back of his neck, Yggur backed towards the caduceus until his clothes began to steam,
         then stopped and raised his hands to try the spell again.
      

      
      Nish’s gut tightened. What if Tulitine was right? Was Yggur doing just what Stilkeen wanted?

      
      ‘They’re coming out,’ Gi shrilled.
      

      
      Nish ran out through the lines as the first of the Imperial troops appeared. Within minutes they had formed an oval ring around
         the edge of the clearing, surrounding the militia.
      

      
      ‘Archers, pick your targets,’ said Nish. ‘Lancers, get into line; don’t you remember anything you’ve been taught?’ He turned,
         his head throbbing worse than ever, and noticed Maelys beside him. ‘What the blazes are you doing out here – you’re unarmed. Get into the centre of the circle.’
      

      
      She ducked through a gap in the line, towards the little rise where the healers were getting ready to work on the brutal fruits
         of battle.
      

      
      Nish faced the enemy and tried to prepare himself for what was going to be a massacre.

   
      
      TWO
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      Nish drew the black sabre which he’d taken from Vivimord’s tent after the zealot’s disappearance in the Maelstrom. The sabre
         was a magnificent weapon with an edge that never needed sharpening, though it was a trifle long for him. Whenever he held
         it, the pain in his left hand eased, which was curious.
      

      
      ‘I don’t like you using that weapon,’ Flydd said to Nish dyspeptically.

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘It’s an enchanted blade.’

      
      Nish nearly dropped the sabre. ‘Really? What kind of enchantment?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, but I’d be very careful with it. Go behind the lines. If they take you, they can butcher us at their leisure.’

      
      The keening of the caduceus rose half a note, as if mimicking the song of the tears, and again the black eyes of the fanged
         serpent seemed to be on Nish. He rubbed his throbbing temples, then said coldly, ‘I’m not cowering behind my friends while
         they die for nothing.’
      

      
      ‘If the enemy takes you, their deaths will be for nothing.’
      

      
      ‘You’re talking like a manipulative scrutator, Flydd.’

      
      ‘You’ve got to start acting like one if you hope to bring down your father. You have to do whatever it takes.’
      

      
      It was a side of Flydd that had bothered Nish as far back as the time of the lyrinx war, but it had been more evident since
         his renewal. He seemed harder and more ruthless now and Nish rarely saw the kindly, warm-hearted side of him.
      

      
      ‘I tried that once,’ said Nish, ‘and look where it got me. I’m going to defeat my father my way, or die trying, in which case
         my troubles will be over.’
      

      
      ‘You have a higher duty –’

      
      ‘How dare you lecture me!’ Nish cried, for his headache was blinding now and there wasn’t time for this. ‘If you can’t help
         me, get out of my way.’
      

      
      Tightening his jaw, Flydd stalked back through the lines. Nish turned to face the top of the clearing and swished his sabre
         through the air. Though he was skilled with a blade, he was a small man and would be at a disadvantage fighting the tall Imperial
         troops. On the other hand, they could not afford to harm him.
      

      
      They did not wear armour, for no man could have endured it in the heat of the tropical lowlands, and neither had they carried
         their huge, cumbersome war shields up the precipitous mountain paths. It gave Nish’s archers the advantage, though they would
         only have ten arrows each to capitalise on it.
      

      
      The enemy were armed with short lances and long swords; they wore iron helms and carried small oval shields that only covered
         their torsos. They stood silently around the edge of the clearing, at least eight hundred of them, awaiting Klarm’s orders.
         The remainder held the ridges to either side, to cut down anyone trying to escape and, even if they lost hundreds to Nish’s
         archers, the end could be in no doubt.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t they attack?’ said Gi, trembling. She had never been in a battle before – hardly any of the militia had seen warfare.
      

      
      Nish put a steadying hand on her shoulder and she looked at him gratefully.

      
      ‘They’re trying to unnerve us,’ said Tulitine. ‘They’re succeeding,’ said Nish, though he was icily calm now, for during the
         war he’d been in dozens of battles. There were only two possible outcomes for anyone – you lived, or you died – and, ultimately,
         anyone’s survival came down to chance.
      

      
      In Tulitine’s serene and beautiful face it was hard to see the old woman she’d been before. How long did she have before the
         failing Regression Spell took its savage toll? ‘I wish you’d go inside the circle,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘But you’re not game to order me about,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’m standing with you, Nish, and if it comes to it I’ll fall
         with you. I’ve had a good life – for the most part – and a long one, and it would be a blessing to die while I still have
         my health and my looks.’
      

      
      ‘I never thought of you as vain,’ he said absently, waiting for the enemy to move.

      
      ‘I’m human. Who would be old and feeble when vigorous youth and beauty were on offer, even for a few days – ah, here he comes.’

      
      The air-sled came zooming down the ridge, then lifted and shot above the tops of the trees before curving in an elegant arc
         around the clearing. General Klarm stood mid-centre, legs spread and cloak flapping.
      

      
      ‘He appears to be enjoying the ride,’ said Nish.

      
      ‘Klarm has command of the marvel of flight. And with the tears, he has only to wish for something and he can have it. Who
         would not enjoy that?’
      

      
      The question sounded like a test, and Nish did not reply. The air-sled side-slipped towards the troops at the pointy end of the clearing and hovered soundlessly in the heavy air. Klarm raised his hand and the teeming rain stopped.
      

      
      ‘Can he even control the weather?’ said Gi breathlessly. Few Gendrigoreans knew anything about mancery and they were superstitious
         about it.
      

      
      ‘For a moment, evidently,’ said Tulitine, ‘though if he holds back the rain now, later it must fall all the harder. Weather
         is driven by forces beyond our understanding, and if one changes it there is always a consequence. And a cost.’
      

      
      ‘Come back into the line where we can defend you, Nish,’ called Hoshi, the apprentice potter. ‘Don’t make it easy for them.’

      
      His Gendrigorean troops never called him surr, only Nish. He’d been irritated by their lack of discipline at first, until
         he appreci-ated that it was just the way they were. He moved back through the archers and the wavering line of spears, eyeing
         the enemy. ‘They’re covering their bodies well with those oval shields. We’re not going to take many down.’
      

      
      ‘We could aim for their heads,’ said Gi, raising her bow.

      
      ‘Not at this range.’

      
      ‘The legs, then. It’s a tough man who can fight with an arrow through the leg.’

      
      ‘They’re tough,’ said Nish. ‘Archers, take aim.’

      
      His hundred and fifty archers drew back their bowstrings. The enemy army lifted their spears.

      
      ‘Advance,’ Klarm said softly, yet his amplified voice came clearly to every part of the clearing. ‘Cut Cryl-Nish Hlar and
         Maelys Nifferlin out. Leave no …’ His voice faltered; he had been a decent man, at heart, and clearly still had trouble with
         his orders, but Klarm had sworn to the God-Emperor and would follow orders to the letter. ‘Leave no one else standing.’
      

      
      A shaft of sunlight broke through the churning clouds, illuminating the caduceus and the mud-caked militia surrounding it, and the sodden ground steamed. Nish scratched his backside. He hadn’t washed since Boobelar’s treacherous
         attack several days ago, and he itched all over.
      

      
      The Imperial troops took a step, then another. No one spoke; the clearing was silent save for the keening of the caduceus.
         The hairs on the back of Nish’s neck lifted, then fell.
      

      
      ‘Nish!’ said Gi. ‘I’ve had an idea.’ She put her mouth to his ear.

      
      Nish studied the line of the enemy, then nodded. ‘Well done! Why didn’t I think of that?’ He lowered his voice, ‘Archers,
         turn halfway to your right and take aim at the body of the enemy you are then facing. Pass the word around.’
      

      
      The archers turned and, instead of aiming at the soldier directly opposite, each took a bead on a man forty-five degrees around
         the oval ring, for the soldiers’ small shields did not protect them from arrows slanting in from the side. It was a fundamental
         weakness of Klarm’s encircling position. He should have formed two lines and crushed the militia between them.
      

      
      ‘Fire!’

      
      The archers let loose a ragged volley, smoothly reached for their second arrows and nocked them as Nish counted five seconds.
         ‘Fire!’ He watched the arrows to their targets, counting under his breath, and a good number of the enemy fell, more than
         he had expected. But not near enough; not even all those who had been hit. He squinted at the soldiers, wondering if they
         were protected by sorcery.
      

      
      ‘Fire!’

      
      More soldiers fell. The survivors whipped their shields around to cover their left sides, exposing their chests to frontal
         fire, and charged.
      

      
      ‘Face forwards,’ roared Nish, ‘and now fire at the man directly ahead. Hold fast, lancers. They’re taking a lot of casualties and they’ll be exhausted when they get here. We can beat them.’
      

      
      Gi fired, drew another arrow, then gasped.

      
      ‘What is it? Are you hit?’ He hadn’t seen the enemy fire, but Klarm might have battle mancers among his troops, attacking
         with unknown Arts. ‘Fire!’
      

      
      ‘My arrow went right through its target,’ she said in a tight voice, struggling to control her terror, ‘and the soldier didn’t
         even check. He just kept on.’
      

      
      Her teeth were chattering, her eyes darting this way and that, but she forced herself to hold firm and he admired her all
         the more for it. That first, terrifying experience of battle – even without mancery – could break the strongest soldier.
      

      
      Klarm must be using the tears to undermine the morale of the superstitious Gendrigoreans. ‘Fire! I think some of the enemy are illusions.’
      

      
      The enemy were ploughing through the mud. ‘W-we’re going to die, Nish,’ said Gi.

      
      He thought so too, but he had to pretend otherwise. ‘Hold firm, Gi – illusions can’t fight. We can beat the enemy. We’ll come
         through this yet, you and I.’
      

      
      The lie sickened him, and especially telling it to sweet, gentle Gi. Why, why had he allowed her to come?

      
      ‘How can we tell which is which?’ said Gi, firing again.

      
      The leaders were less than a hundred paces away when Nish noticed that not all of the soldiers were struggling in the mud;
         some were moving easily through it with not a trace of muck splattering from their boots. ‘Fire!
      

      
      ‘Watch their feet – half the soldiers are phantoms, illusions,’ he roared, ‘and they can’t touch you. Klarm hasn’t got the numbers.’ Yet even with half their number, the enemy were a
         superior fighting force.
      

      
      The air-sled drifted his way, about twenty spans above the ground. Its metal frame was slightly bent from where it had crashed earlier, and a clump of grass dangled from a kink in one of its runners.
      

      
      ‘Should I bring the dwarf down, Nish?’ said a red-haired, balding man, one of Nish’s best archers.

      
      Nish hesitated, but only for a second; Klarm’s death could swing the odds their way, and it was kill or be killed now. ‘Have
         a go.’
      

      
      The archer swung, aimed and fired in one fluid movement. The arrow streaked towards Klarm’s throat, but the dwarf’s head whipped
         around, his hand reached for Reaper, and a moment before the arrow reached the target it burst into splinters.
      

      
      The caduceus shrilled; Nish’s head screamed and, momentarily a red mist obscured his vision. It cleared; in another flash
         of clearsight he saw the churning core of the caduceus again, then a vibration shot from Reaper towards the red-haired archer,
         a tube of vapour condensing in its wake, and struck.
      

      
      The archer’s bow shattered first, then his hand; the vibration propagated up his arm, tearing it to pieces in a stinging spray
         of blood, tissue fragments and shards of bone.
      

      
      The archer was splattered with the pulverised remains of his arm, as was everyone around him, and blood was pumping from his
         shoulder. He had not made a sound, but he was so pale that the freckles on his fair skin stood out like moles. His eyes were
         fixed on Nish as if to say, ‘Why did you tell me to shoot?’
      

      
      Gi let out a moan that made Nish’s skin creep, and many others echoed it. The superstitious Gendrigoreans could face death
         in battle with fortitude, but the uncanny Arts terrified them, and if they panicked the battle was lost.
      

      
      Then, oddly, Klarm cried out in pain, the air-sled dipped sharply, recovered and shot away.

      
      Tulitine reached the bleached archer as he collapsed and pressed her fingers against his spurting arteries, but Nish knew the man could not be saved; not up here. The healers Dulya
         and Ghosh ran out, bearing the stretcher.
      

      
      Nish turned away; they had their job to do, and he his own, and one second’s inattention could prove fatal. ‘Hold, hold!’
         he roared to the nearby rabble. ‘We’re beating them. Aim! Ready? Fire!’
      

      
      Fortunately, most of his militia were too far away to have seen what had happened. The archers fired, but Nish did not see
         many enemy fall. The real soldiers laboured across the boggy soil, churning it to mud.
      

      
      Nish caught his breath. Ten seconds until they struck. ‘Fire!’ He rubbed his eyes, for his vision kept going in and out of
         focus and the headache was worse.
      

      
      ‘Fire! Archers, fall back.’ They could do no more. Effectively, half his militia was now useless.

      
      The illusory soldiers disappeared; the real ones kept on and struck, driving through the lancers’ spears with ruthless efficiency,
         catching the spearheads on their shields and hacking through the shafts with their swords.
      

      
      Before his lancers could recover, the enemy were attacking the front line, smashing a lancer’s shield aside with one blow,
         taking him in the belly or throat with the next, then shouldering the sagging body out of the way to attack the next man,
         and the next.
      

      
      Even with only half their expected numbers it was terrible, bloody slaughter, as sickening as anything Nish had ever seen
         in war. In ten more minutes, the Imperial forces would butcher the lot of them, and it could not be borne. Neither could he
         do anything to stop it.
      

      
      Three soldiers were converging on Gi and Tulitine, grinning. Nish came out from behind them, sprang forwards and thrust his
         sabre through the ribcage of the nearest man, who died with an astonished look on his swarthy face.
      

      
      He had not seen Nish coming. The Imperial troops were well trained but there had been no war in ten years and they were not
         battle hardened the way Nish had been. He whirled, struck upwards and slew the second man with a slash that took his head
         off, then turned for the third.
      

      
      The soldier was out of reach, and Gi was defending furiously with the heavy sword that had been her grandfather’s, but even
         had she been trained in sword fighting she could never match this man. He was toying with her, feasting on her terror, delivering
         a minor cut to the shoulder, another to the thigh. Nish tried desperately to reach him but the soldier saw him coming and
         laughed as he thrust his blade into her heart.
      

      
      Loyal, gentle Gi, who had been Nish’s closest ally since he’d arrived in Gendrigore, fell on her back into the mud. Her eyes
         met his, she looked puzzled, then their light faded and she was dead.
      

      
      No time to grieve; no time for anything. Nish ran and, with a wild swipe, hacked through the soldier’s side. He screamed and
         fell on top of Gi’s body, thrashing. Nish heaved him off and put him out of his agony with one swift thrust. After a last
         look at her compact, bloody form and her pretty, bewildered face, he shook his head and turned to survey the battlefield,
         which had descended into the chaos of hundreds of individual melees.
      

      
      ‘The cause is lost,’ bellowed Flydd from not far away. ‘Yggur, if you’re going to do anything, do it now! Nish, this way.’

      
      ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said Nish. He had led his faithful militia here and nothing could induce him to run out on them
         now.
      

      
      On the circling air-sled, Klarm was peering around the steamy clearing, searching for him, and Nish felt an urgent need to
         hide. He slid in behind Tulitine but Klarm touched Reaper and Nish’s head felt as though it were bursting – as if the dwarf had used the same spell on him as he had on the red-haired
         archer.
      

      
      Every nerve fibre sang and his scarred hand shrieked with pain. The scars took on a bright, silvery glow, like a reflection
         of the mercuric shimmer of the tears, and even when he slipped the hand inside his shirt, its glow could still be seen. He’d
         never hide now.
      

      
      He raised a fallen spear in his shining hand; the caduceus shrilled, his headache faded and his vision cleared suddenly, as
         if he were seeing the world through a diamond lens – his clearsight had switched on, as it sometimes did when things were
         desperate.
      

      
      From the corner of his eye he made out an aura swirling around the caduceus; high above them, the Profane Tears roiled menacingly.
         And, to his surprise, something pulsed within the blade of the sabre – Vivimord’s enchantment?
      

      
      It was no use to him; he had no idea how to use it. Catching a movement from the corner of his eye, Nish whirled; a giant
         of a warrior was heading for him. Over his back was strapped a span-long sword, and he carried a weighted net whose cords
         had a faint aura, no doubt linked to the tears. On seeing Nish’s shining scars, the giant raised the net. Once he threw it,
         it would be impossible to evade.
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      Nish had no time to think – clearsight suggested that the giant would toss the net to the left, so he hurled himself to the
         right and prayed that he was not mistaken. He wasn’t; the net missed save for its weighted edge, which settled over his calves,
         burning like the touch of the tears, and he began to lose feeling from the knees down.
      

      
      Biting back a gasp, he tried to squirm free, no longer able to feel his feet. He heaved his right leg to one side but the
         edge of the net felt as though it was searing through his left ankle.
      

      
      The giant flicked the net into the air to envelop Nish completely and, unable to escape, he transferred the sabre to his glowing
         left hand and hacked at the soldier’s knees.
      

      
      He missed; the tip caught in the net and he braced himself for another jolt of agony. Instead, his hand brightened, the enchanted
         sabre sang and sheared through the net as if it were cotton.
      

      
      From on high, over the fighting, Nish heard Klarm’s anguished cry. Had the spell he’d used to light up Nish’s scar backfired
         on him? Could the enchanted sword have something to do with it? Nish didn’t understand what he’d done, but he planned to keep
         doing it. Hacking the net to pieces, he lunged for the giant, who snatched at the sword on his back. Before he could bring it over his head, Nish had opened
         his belly with the sabre.
      

      
      The giant clutched at his entrails with both hands, trying to stop them from sliding out, but they spilled through his fingers
         and he fell. Nish ducked behind him to survey the scene.
      

      
      Dozens of his militia lay dead and more were dying by the second. As he stood up, tall, dapper Forzel, who had somehow contrived
         to look immaculate even in this mud bath, was beheaded, his head landing face-down in the muck. Forzel the joker would laugh
         no more.
      

      
      The air-sled, which had been wobbling through the air not far above, recovered and shot upwards. A signal horn rang out.

      
      ‘What’s the dwarf doing?’ said Beyl, a short, darkly tanned woodsman who was better than most with staff or sword.

      
      At forty-three, he was one of the oldest of the Gendrigorean militia. His frizzy grey hair, hacked short with a knife, covered
         his head like a grey carpet and he wore an earring shaped like an ear of corn.
      

      
      ‘He’s calling down the troops he left guarding the ridges,’ said Stibble, a burly blacksmith covered in black hair. He did
         not carry a sword, but wielded his long-handled hammer with deadly efficiency. ‘We’re beating him.’
      

      
      ‘Nah,’ said Gens, a little gnome-like shoemaker whose fingers were stained brown from leather dressing. He wasn’t much of
         a swordsman but he was hard to hit, being so small and nimble, and his knife work was craftsmanlike. ‘He’s just making sure
         of us.’
      

      
      Zana, a stocky cutler with cropped hair and a flat nose, said nothing at all. She carried the biggest sword of anyone in the
         militia, and used it with a surgeon’s precision.
      

      
      Two soldiers came at Nish, one from the left swinging a cudgel, the man on the right raising a mallet. They had to take him
         alive but they weren’t bothered about breaking bones, and he couldn’t fight them both at once – or could he? With clearsight
         singing along his nerve fibres, maybe he could … if he were game to trust it.
      

      
      Nish ran between them – normally a suicidal move – then turned away from the tall soldier with the mallet and slashed at the
         more dangerous opponent, the thickset fellow with the cudgel. He swung a horizontal blow at Nish, who ducked: he’d known what his opponent was going to do.
      

      
      Sensing that the man behind him was about to strike, Nish swung the sabre up and over his left shoulder and felt it hit something
         hard, the soldier’s forehead. He fell away and, as the man with the cudgel took a second swipe, Nish leaned backwards and,
         striking up at an angle, took him down.
      

      
      ‘I think I’ve got something,’ cried Yggur over the clamour.

      
      Nish wove back through the fighting, towards the caduceus. Yggur carried a jag-sword but had not drawn it, for none of the
         enemy had dared go that close to him. He was not only a tall, powerful man and a fine swordsman, but also a mancer of mystery
         who had lived for more than a thousand years. No one knew where he came from, and few people understood his Art, which had
         stayed with him even when the destruction of the nodes had robbed most other mancers of their Art.
      

      
      He stood with his back to the caduceus, long legs spread, arms held in a vase shape above his head, chanting.

      
      ‘What is it?’ Nish panted. More soldiers were converging on him, and even with the benefit of clearsight he could not hold
         them all off.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know …’ Yggur turned towards Nish but did not appear to see him. ‘I’ll have to try it.’
      

      
      ‘Make it snappy!’ bellowed Flydd.

      
      Yggur strained until the hairs on his upraised arms began to smoke and a tenuous mist formed around him. People cried out;
         Nish recognised Klarm’s voice among them. He felt waves of heat and the caduceus brightened until it resembled a rod of molten
         lava welded to the earth, so bright that it burned.
      

      
      The pouring rain turned to steam clouds which were whipped into a spiral around the caduceus, spinning ever faster until they
         formed a miniature tornado that was plucking grass and mud up with it. The grass flash-flamed to char and was whirled up the
         funnel of the ever-growing tornado, out of sight. The clash of sword on sword stopped as friend and foe stood side by side,
         staring.
      

      
      Yggur sagged, his eyes wide and fearful, and he was not a man given to exposing his emotions. ‘It feels as though the caduceus
         is feeding on me,’ he rasped. ‘Drawing the very essence out of me.’
      

      
      ‘Get on with it,’ said Flydd, pushing through, jag-sword in hand. Shreds of bloody uniform were caught between the jags, and
         what looked like a man’s thumb. ‘We need that mist.’
      

      
      He glanced towards the air-sled, which was drifting sideways across the battlefield. Klarm clung to the pole flying the God-Emperor’s
         standard as if he could barely stand up.
      

      
      ‘The runt isn’t looking so bold now,’ sneered Flydd. Again his yearning eyes lingered upon the tears.

      
      ‘The caduceus hurt him through Gatherer, but he’ll soon recover,’ said Yggur.

      
      ‘Try again.’

      
      Yggur put up his arms, gave Nish another of those blank stares, then set his jaw and forced hard. Nish’s scarred hand burned anew, but its silvery glow faded a little. As he took the sabre in his left hand, which sometimes helped to ease the
         pain, a mist sprang up, thickened and whirled in towards the caduceus.
      

      
      There came a sound like thunder, save that the echoing boom was at the beginning and the whip crack at the end; spectral figures
         wisped into being above the caduceus, but vanished again; allies and enemies cried out, all at once. The air-sled wobbled
         and this time almost fell out of the sky.
      

      
      ‘Yggur has no idea what he’s doing, has he?’ said Nish to Flydd.

      
      ‘Not a clue,’ said Flydd. ‘Yet if he can gain us a breathing space –’

      
      The sky turned yellow, darkened to the purple of a bruise and slowly went black. Had it not been for the uncanny red radiance
         coming from the caduceus, Nish would not have been able to see at all. The whirling wind was chilly now and blowing right
         through his sodden clothing, but it suddenly died and the moisture in the saturated air condensed into fog so thick that he
         could not see his silver-scarred hand on the hilt of the sabre.
      

      
      The clash of weapons stopped again, for no one could see to fight. The groans of the wounded rose in pitch. A woman was crying,
         ‘Don’t leave me,’ over and over; a man sobbed, ‘Please, please, put me out of my misery.’
      

      
      As Nish groped through the dark, he could not help remembering other battlefields littered with the dead, and the maimed comrades
         who, too badly injured to walk, had been left to die because nothing could be done for them. One war ended and another began.
         Would there ever be peace? And what was the point of fighting when there was no hope of victory?
      

      
      His sodden shirt flapped as the whirlwind picked up again, and momentarily the bright caduceus pierced the fog like a lighthouse beacon – but was it offering shelter, or luring
         them to destruction?
      

      
      The fog had thinned fractionally; he could just make out his feet now. Time to retreat. ‘Chief Signaller?’ he yelled. ‘Midge?’

      
      She did not reply, and he was cursing her for not staying close, as he’d ordered, when he trod on her shoulder. Midge lay
         face up in the mud with a broken spear through her chest. She was not yet eighteen.
      

      
      Shaking his head at the waste, Nish heaved the signal horn out from under her, shook the bloodstained mud from it and blew
         three ringing blasts followed by two short ones – the signal to retreat to the lowest point of the clearing.
      

      
      Was there really any chance? Wherever he led them, the enemy would follow once the fog cleared. And yet, while they lived,
         while they were free, a tiny hope remained, and Nish had fanned the embers of such meagre hopes into flame before today.
      

      
      Another clap of inverted thunder echoed forth and he heard the air-sled whistling across the sky.

      
      ‘Come down, you treacherous little flea!’ Yggur roared.

      
      The air-sled made a grinding sound; Nish heard a monstrous splat, the sound of mud spattering in all directions and steam belching up. The dwarf cried out, ‘The tears, the tears!’
      

      
      He must have dropped them during the crash but there was no chance of seizing them – Nish would never find them in the fog.
         Besides, even without them, Klarm was a powerful mancer who still had his knoblaggie.
      

      
      After blowing the signal again, Nish moved down the slope. Distantly, other horns repeated the message. The fog was slowly
         thinning – he could see two paces now – and he made out several of his militia moving in the same direction.
      

      
      ‘Get a move on,’ he said, afraid that the fog would clear suddenly and the enemy would resume the attack.
      

      
      One of Klarm’s soldiers appeared in front of Nish, staring the other way. He stabbed him in the back and pushed him aside.
         It was kill or be killed now.
      

      
      He had not gone far when lightning flashed from the direction of the caduceus, turning the fog orange. Flydd bellowed in pain,
         his cry oddly muffled, and then the rain Klarm had held back could be restrained no longer. Tulitine the seer had seen truly.
      

      
      The skies opened in a deluge like nothing Nish had ever felt before – not in Gendrigore, the wettest place he had ever lived,
         nor on the Range of Ruin, which was even wetter. This was solid rain, so heavy that his knees bent under the weight of it,
         rain that hissed and steamed away from the red-hot caduceus and flowed ankle-deep down the slope, tugging at his feet.
      

      
      Even if the fog cleared, no one could fight in such weather. The enemy would put their shields over their heads, hunker down
         and wait it out. They knew that the militia was on its knees and, even if they ran through the fog, where could they run to?
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ he shouted to Tulitine, who had appeared to his left. He had to shout or she would not have heard him. ‘A downpour
         like this can’t last long.’
      

      
      The fog thinned a little more and Nish saw Hoshi. ‘Where is she, Nish?’ he said anxiously.

      
      He must be looking for Gi, who had been more than a friend to him, and Nish could not bear to tell Hoshi that she was dead.
         He did not want to think about her, for the look in Gi’s soft eyes as she’d died had reminded him of other friends, other
         deaths, and one especially – the best friend he’d ever had.
      

      
      ‘This kind of rain can last for ages, up here,’ said Tulitine.

      
      Nish was thinking fast. ‘If it keeps up, it’ll flood the valley floor –’
      

      
      ‘The low-lying parts, certainly.’ Her eyes were on him. ‘And that won’t take long.’

      
      ‘What if we head for the lower clearing?’

      
      She understood at once. ‘It would flood first, since it’s right by the river. Come on.’

      
      Nish took the bow and quiver from a fallen archer and slung them over his shoulder. He must have died early on, for his quiver
         was nearly full. Nish had used both javelard and crossbow during the war, and had been a good shot with both. He was not an
         expert with the longbow but at close range he did not have to be.
      

      
      The glimmerings of a plan were forming. ‘We can’t climb the ridge in this, but we might scramble through the gorge over the
         boulders on the right-hand side.’
      

      
      ‘We’d better be quick. These mountain rivers rise fast.’

      
      ‘And the gorge will soon be impassable … Tulitine, if we can get through quickly, the rising river might stop them from following.
         They’d have to climb out over the ridge, and by that time we could be anywhere.’
      

      
      He tipped water out of the horn and sounded the signal again then, with a last glance around the battlefield, headed down.

      
      ‘Where’s Gi?’ cried Hoshi, grabbing his arm.

      
      He had to be told. ‘I’m sorry. She died in the first assault.’ It was impossible to put it gently when Nish had to shout to
         be heard.
      

      
      ‘Where did she fall?’ Hoshi shook him. ‘She might still be alive.’

      
      Not with a sword through the heart. Nish pointed up the slope, mutely, and Hoshi splashed through the mud, crying out her
         name.
      

      
      Nish turned away, never hating war more than he did at that moment. He felt sick at the thought of leaving her body behind, to say nothing of the many wounded, but he could not
         do anything for anyone who could not walk unaided. He had to save those who were still on their feet and had little time to
         do it.
      

      
      He skidded down the slope, sounding the signal over and over, and in a couple of minutes reached the eaves of the rainforest,
         where the fog was thinner, with the last of the survivors. They numbered two hundred at a rough count, which meant that a
         hundred and sixty had fallen.
      

      
      He could not bear to think about the bloody, useless slaughter, the waste of young, precious lives, nor about those lying
         wounded on the battlefield who might, in other circumstances, have been saved. Nothing could save them now and even the walking
         wounded had little chance in this climate, where a scratch could turn septic in half a day. He had to become iron-hard and
         think about nothing except saving the able-bodied.
      

      
      It was almost as noisy in the forest, with the rain hissing and rattling on the leaves high above, and just as wet. The ground
         squelched underfoot and the rain fell in cascades.
      

      
      Everyone gathered around in a ragged, gasping circle. He saw Maelys on the far side, blessedly unharmed, along with Tulitine,
         supporting a tall, muscular man between them, though it took a few moments before Nish recognised him as Yggur. What had happened
         to him? Nish could not see any obvious wounds but Yggur seemed barely able to walk. And, being the only mancer still able
         to use his Art, he was the key to their survival.
      

      
      ‘Clech,’ Nish said to the huge fisherman, who was propping up a tree, panting, ‘can you bring Yggur? You’re the only one strong
         enough.’ Though not even Clech could carry him for any great distance.
      

      
      Clech heaved Yggur over his shoulder like a net full of fish and grunted, ‘Which way?’
      

      
      ‘Down through the forest, across the lower clearing and through the gorge – if it’s still open.’

      
      Flydd stumbled out of the fog, bent double and holding his belly.

      
      ‘Xervish?’ said Nish. ‘Are you –?’

      
      Flydd straightened up painfully. ‘When the lightning flashed from the caduceus, it felt as though I was being torn in two.’
         He peered into the foggy clearing. ‘What’s the plan?’
      

      
      Nish explained. Flydd frowned. ‘Any hope is better than none, I suppose.’

      
      ‘I reckon they lost two hundred up there,’ said Nish, ‘mainly to our arrows. And if half their troops were illusions, that
         means Klarm only had five hundred, not the thousand we thought –’
      

      
      ‘It still leaves them with three hundred crack fighters to our two hundred novices. If they get among us, they’ll massacre
         us.’
      

      
      ‘They’re coming,’ someone yelled.

      
      The downpour had not abated but the fog was clearing to ground-hugging patches of mist, between which Nish made out a dark
         mass moving down the clearing. ‘This way.’
      

      
      He pushed further into the forest. The tangle of vines and creepers made it impossible to run except to his left, where deer
         had opened a winding trail wide enough for two people to move abreast.
      

      
      Behind him, bowstrings twanged as his archers fired. He felt a trickle of hope – for the moment, he had the advantage. His
         troops could fire on the enemy from cover, while they could not fire back for fear of hitting him or Maelys. It would help
         to even the odds, and gain vital seconds. He began to jog on the slippery path.
      

      
      Maelys slipped in beside him, wearing a huge knife in a scabbard on her right hip. He was pleased to see that she was armed, though she could be killed as easily as Gi had been,
         and he could not bear to think about that possibility.
      

      
      ‘I’ve never seen such rain,’ she panted, her breasts bouncing as she ran. ‘I didn’t think the sky could hold so much water.’

      
      ‘The Range of Ruin is the wettest place on Santhenar – and the really wet season is yet to come.’
      

      
      Could this be the beginning of it? If it was, every gully would become impassable and they would be trapped here until it
         ended five months later – or, rather, until they starved to death.
      

      
      She picked a leech off her forearm and flicked it aside, the puncture ebbing a thin trail of blood. ‘I reckon this rain has
         something to do with Yggur’s spell – and the caduceus. What if they’re feeding on each other?’
      

      
      ‘Mmm.’ He did not have time to think about that, though he felt sure the same interaction had temporarily heightened his dormant
         clearsight.
      

      
      ‘How far is it to the gorge?’

      
      ‘Half a league, I’d guess.’

      
      As they hurried along, they brought each other up to date – what Nish had been doing since Vivimord had carried him to Gendrigore
         through the portal nearly six weeks ago, and where Maelys had been with Flydd and Colm. She told him about her visits to the
         Nightland; her encounter with Emberr and his tragic death, for which she felt responsible, though she did not say why, and
         her relentless pursuit by the Numinator and Yalkara.
      

      
      Nish said little, for there was little he could say, but when he put an arm across her shoulders he sensed that it was a comfort
         to her.
      

      
      She stopped for a moment, looking up at him as if she wanted to tell him something important. ‘Nish?’

      
      ‘Yes?’
      

      
      Maelys gnawed her lip, flushed, then looked away. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      
      They ran on. ‘So did you find it?’ he said. ‘I expect you didn’t, or someone would have told me.’

      
      ‘Find what?’ said Maelys absently.

      
      ‘The antithesis to the tears. That’s what you went to the Tower of a Thousand Steps for.’

      
      ‘I asked the Numinator but she didn’t know anything about it.’

      
      The path curved to the left, he heard the river roaring not far away and they broke out of forest onto a long, narrow and
         sloping strip of grassy riverbank. The torrent, to his left, gnashed at the bank, which had partly collapsed up ahead, leaving
         just a crumbling rim of earth five paces long but less than a pace wide. The narrow strip of undermined bank, along the vine-tangled
         wall of the forest, was only held together by tree roots.
      

      
      Maelys stopped, for the grassy river bank to either side of the collapse was saturated and nearly as dangerous. ‘Put one foot
         wrong and we’ll end up in the river. We’ve got to find another track.’
      

      
      ‘There isn’t time,’ he said roughly. ‘Go across and scout out the lower clearing. If the enemy find a faster path through
         the forest, we’re finished.’
      

      
      ‘What about you?’

      
      ‘I’m going to set up an ambush. Run! See if the gorge is still open.’

      
      She edged along the riverbank, hanging onto the looping vines. Nish closed his eyes, afraid for her, then turned back to warn
         the leaders, who were close behind.
      

      
      ‘After everyone crosses,’ he said, ‘I want ten of our best archers to take cover on the far side and ambush the enemy as they
         try to cross. But if they’re getting across under fire, the archers must retreat. I’m not losing another man if I can help it.’
      

      
      The word was passed back and Nish hauled himself along the quaking riverbank. Maelys was out of sight. His worn boots could
         not grip the wet grass and without the vines he would have slid straight into the river.
      

      
      Several dozen lancers crossed, a group armed with swords, then more lancers. The best part of a hundred of the militia had
         made it without loss, but there was no sign of the archers yet. Most would be at the rear, since they had been firing on the
         enemy who, judging by the approaching clamour, were close behind. A band of his swordsmen came pounding down the track and
         onto the grassy riverbank, but stopped at the edge of the collapsed section.
      

      
      ‘Come on!’

      
      They came on, looking back fearfully, for they were exhausted, panicky and many were weaponless.

      
      ‘Where are the archers?’ said Nish, starting to sweat.

      
      ‘They’re coming,’ gasped a red-faced, yellow-bearded fellow whose name Nish could not remember. Yes, he was Avigg, a carpenter.

      
      ‘All of them, Avigg?’

      
      ‘Except the last dozen. They got cut off. Enemy came through the forest.’

      
      And the rest must be low on arrows. Nish began to worry that he’d have to do the job for them. He had to gain a few minutes
         or the enemy would run them down before they reached the gorge.
      

      
      He fitted an arrow to his bowstring, but did not draw it back. ‘Go on,’ he said to Flydd and Tulitine, who came next. ‘Follow
         the path. I sent Maelys to the lower clearing to see if the gorge is still open.’
      

      
      ‘What if it isn’t?’ said Flydd, who looked worse than before.

      
      Nish waved him on without answering, scanning the forest for a place where he could shoot from cover. Half a dozen lancers
         crossed, then Clech appeared, red in the face and staggering under Yggur’s weight.
      

      
      ‘He’ll have to cross by himself,’ said Nish. ‘I don’t think the bank will take the weight.’

      
      ‘He can’t,’ said Clech, ‘and if I put him down I’ll never lift him again.’

      
      Which would mean that Yggur was lost. ‘All right, but go carefully.’

      
      Clech peered over the edge at the thundering waters. ‘Don’t worry! I’m not washing my filthy feet in there. You’d better not
         stay here long, Nish. The bank can’t last.’
      

      
      Nish did not need to be told. The rising water was flowing so furiously that it was carrying small boulders with it, and if
         anyone fell in, they had no hope of survival. But there was no hope if the enemy caught them, either.
      

      
      With a whoomph, a curving section of bank collapsed a third of the way across and was swallowed by the water, leaving an even more precarious
         passage across a suspended network of tree roots.
      

      
      ‘Climb through the forest,’ said Nish. ‘You’ll never get across there.’

      
      ‘I’m a fisherman. I’m used to slippery decks.’

      
      Clech clambered across the roots, holding Yggur over his shoulder with his left arm and hanging onto the vines with his right.
         Nish couldn’t bear to watch, but when he looked again Clech was over and onto the grass.
      

      
      Not everyone was so lucky. Three of his precious archers, clinging onto the same vine, were lost when the first one slipped
         and his weight pulled the vine down over the edge. It did not break, but none of the men had the strength to haul themselves
         up the wet vine and, one by one, they fell into the river and were pulled under.
      

      
      Another group of archers appeared. ‘Go across and find an ambush site,’ Nish said. ‘Fire on the enemy as soon as they appear.
         We’ve got to gain some time.’
      

      
      The leading archer held out his empty hands. ‘Sorry, Nish. All our arrows are gone. The next group might have a few left.’

      
      Nish cursed. ‘Run to the lower clearing. I’ll wait for them.’

      
      They had no arrows either, and nor did the band after that. They’d emptied their quivers firing at the enemy from the forest.

      
      Nish cursed them black and blue. ‘What kind of fools use up their last arrows with the enemy close behind?’

      
      ‘We saved some arrows for last,’ said Lym, a short, stocky woman who had to shoot with her bow held horizontally, since it
         was longer than she was tall. ‘And then, last came, and we had to use them. Sorry,’ she said anxiously.
      

      
      He waved her across, knowing she was right, and followed. Even if his archers had carried a hundred arrows each, that number
         would only last ten minutes in battle. Readying his bow, he withdrew into cover on the downstream side, and waited.
      

      
      The rest of his stragglers managed to cross the quaking root-path, save for the final group of six, four archers and two lancers,
         who burst out of the forest just ahead of the enemy. They might have made it along the dangerous strip of riverbank had they
         gone at once, but they baulked momentarily, and the enemy rushed them, forcing them over the bank at spear-point into the
         torrent, where they were driven with bone-smashing force against rolling boulders.
      

      
      Once, Nish had almost been inured to the horrors of war, but this casual slaughter of men and women so dear to him stiffened
         his resolve to tear down the world his father had created, and replace it with a better one. I will do whatever it takes, he thought. I will never give in.
      

      
      But first he had to win the war; no, first he had to survive this battle. Nocking his arrow, he fired and took the leading
         soldier in the throat.
      

      
      Three more fell before the rest of the Imperial lancers scrambled back into the forest, but Nish’s plan was in tatters, for
         he could not ambush hundreds of men by himself. He moved further into the forest gloom. He had to try and hold them off, yet
         if he stayed here long they would hack paths through the jungle to attack him from all sides. But if he could delay them for
         another minute or two, the militia might just reach the gorge first.
      

      
      He didn’t see the little wisp-watcher globe drifting though the canopy high above, nor the one that came after, but their
         spoked irises contracted at the sight of him. One stayed on watch; the other drifted back the way they had come.
      

      
      A soldier appeared at the far end of the grassy bank. Nish shot him and ducked backwards under a liana as thick as a giant
         python. As he did, three arrows struck the vine in a tight group at chest height, where he had been standing, and others sang
         through the vines to either side. They had been waiting for him to fire. Clearly, they did not expect Nish to be here in person,
         but their arrows could kill him just the same.
      

      
      He slid around the next tree and sighted through the gap between its twin trunks, but no one else appeared. Were they cutting
         a path to bypass him? With the roar of the river in his ears he’d never hear them, and he could not afford to wait much longer.
      

      
      A minute passed. What were they up to? I’ll give them another thirty seconds, he thought, and if they don’t come out I’ll
         go.
      

      
      The thirty seconds were nearly up, with no further sign of the enemy, when something round and hard dug into his lower back
         and a deep, familiar voice rumbled, ‘Drop the bow, Nish, and raise your hands.’
      

      
      How had Klarm got so close, without a sound? There would be no getting away from him.
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