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      Justice 

      Help! Please help.”

      The desperate cry came from much further down. A shiver ran up the back of Rix’s neck as he peered into the shadowed depths. The crevasse widened below the bulge, then narrowed steadily as it went down, and far below he made out another three trapped soldiers. One fellow was alternately whimpering and moaning, a dreadful, hackle-raising sound. The second man was thrashing violently as if having a panic attack. The third soldier, the highest, made no sound, though the whites of his eyes were luminous in the gloom.

      They were at least forty feet down. Rix’s throat clamped at the thought of being trapped in such a place, either starving to death or slowly suffocating when the soil fell in on them. Or, most horrible of all, being slowly squeezed to jelly as the crack closed again…

      How was he to get the injured men out when they could not help themselves? He probed the edge of the crevasse with one foot. The soil cracked; it would not support his weight.

      Dozens of soldiers were gathering along the crevasse. “Get me three sturdy poles,” said Rix, “six inches through and at least ten feet long. No, make it twelve feet long. Plus a hundred and fifty feet of rope and a block and tackle.”

      The soldiers looked past Rix, as if seeking confirmation of the order. Libbens was behind him, scowling. Libbens stamped a foot. The edge of the crevasse crumbled and he leapt backwards.

      “It’s not worth the risk,” said Libbens. “Leave them.”
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      Benn: Glynnie’s little brother, lost somewhere in Caulderon.

      Errek First-King: The legendary inventor of king-magery, recreated as a spirit by Lyf.

      Five Heroes, the: The Five Herovians who killed Lyf two thousand years ago. They were subsequently turned to opal and cast into the Abysm, but recently escaped and are bent on turning Hightspall into their Promised Realm.

      Glynnie: A heroic maidservant who rescued Rix from Grandys. Benn’s big sister.

      Grandys, Axil: The first of the Five Heroes and the founder of Hightspall. A brilliant, brutal leader.

      Grasbee: A general of Hightspall’s army, sacked for incompetence.

      Grolik: A gauntling in Lyf’s service.

      Holm: Tali’s friend, an old man who was once a brilliant surgeon.

      Hramm: Lyf’s supreme commander, an acerbic, impatient man.

      Jackery: A highly competent sergeant in Hightspall’s army.

      Krebb: A colonel of Hightspall’s army, sacked by the former chancellor.

      Libbens: A choleric general, sacked by the former chancellor.

      Lirriam: One of the Five Heroes, an enigmatic woman and Grandys’ bitter rival.

      Lyf: Last king of Cythe, murdered by the Five Heroes. Now reincarnated from his ghostly wrythen, Lyf leads the Cythonian people in a war of vengeance.

      Maloch: An enchanted sword wielded by Axil Grandys.

      Moley Gryle: Lyf’s adjutant, a striking young woman and a brilliant intuit.

      Nuddell: Rix’s sergeant at Fortress Garramide.

      Radl: Commander of the Pale army. She has been Tali’s enemy since childhood.

      Rannilt: A little slave girl who escaped with Tali. She wants to be a healer.

      Rix: Disgraced former heir to the vast estates of House Ricinus, now Lord of Fortress Garramide and reluctant commander of Hightspall’s army. Also known as Deadhand.

      Rufuss: One of the Five Heroes, a tall, gaunt man full of murderous rage.

      Syrten: One of the Five Heroes, an inarticulate, golem-like warrior.

      Tali: An escaped Pale slave who returned to Cython and led the slaves’ rebellion. She loved Tobry.

      Thom: A wood boy in Fortress Garramide.

      Tobry: Rix’s closest friend, now a mad, dying shifter.

      Tonklin: A loyal sergeant, rescued from a crevasse by Rix.

      Wil: A blind Cythonian, addicted to sniffing alkoyl, who interfered with the Engine.

      Wyverin, the: A legendary beast whose appearance is said to forecast the doom of Hightspall.

      Yulia: One of the Five Heroes, she is sick with guilt at all they have done.
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      In the underground city of Cython, a simple youth called WIL reads the forbidden but incomplete iron book, The Consolation of Vengeance. It burns his eyes out, but he also has a foreseeing about the one, a slave girl of the Pale who will grow up to challenge the Cythonians’ legendary leader, King LYF. Wil should have told the matriarchs where to find the one, so they could have her killed, but he lies, and other girls are killed in her place.

      Lyf, the creator of the iron book, was murdered two thousand years ago but still exists as a bodiless wrythen bent on two things: restoring his dispossessed people to the land above, and taking revenge on the Hightspallers who killed him and drove his people out.

      TALI, an eight-year-old slave girl in Cython, is led, along with her mother IUSIA, on a secret escape route by TINYHEAD, a Cythonian. But Tinyhead betrays them, and in a gloomy cellar Iusia is caught by a masked man and woman. Though Tali has a gift for magery, she is unable to summon it in her mother’s defence – using magery in Cython means instant death and she has been taught to suppress it.

      While the terrified child watches from hiding, Iusia’s captors hack something out of her head, killing her, then take her blood. After they have gone, Tali sees a richly dressed boy hiding on the other side of the cellar. He flees and she returns to her slave’s existence, swearing to bring the killers to justice when she grows up.

      In a cavern deep in the mountains, Lyf’s wrythen is trying to bring his two-thousand-year-old plan to completion. To do so he has to recover his king-magery, the mighty healing force that was lost when he was murdered by the legendary Five Heroes at the behest of their leader, AXIL GRANDYS. But first, Lyf needs all five ebony pearls, powerful magical artefacts that only form in the heads of rare, female Pale slaves.

      Lacking a body, Lyf cannot take the pearls himself, and long ago he forced the sorcerer DEROE to get each new pearl for him, possessing Deroe to make sure he complied. To escape the agony of possession, Deroe employed LORD and LADY RICINUS to take the second, third and fourth pearls for him, hoping thereby to drive Lyf out and kill him. For this service, Deroe made House Ricinus fabulously wealthy.

      Now Lyf forms a long-term plan to get the fifth pearl – the master pearl – by compelling the Ricinus’s son and heir, RIXIUM (RIX), via the great heatstone in Rix’s room, to take the master pearl once the host slave girl comes of age.

      Tali turns eighteen, discovers that three more of her direct female ancestors were also murdered at a young age, and knows that the killers will soon be hunting her. She has to escape Cython but does not know how – the Pale have been enslaved for a thousand years and in that time none have ever escaped. At the same time she begins to have terrible headaches, as though something is grinding against the inside of her skull. The master pearl is waking (though she does not know they exist).

      The pain accentuates Tali’s rebellious streak, but her attack on a vicious guard results in the execution of her only friend, MIA, by their overseer, BANJ. Stricken with guilt, Tali swears that one day she will save her enslaved people. Then she realises that Tinyhead is hunting her.

      Tali also discovers that the Cythonians, who are masters of alchymie and have invented many alchymical weapons, are preparing to go to war on Hightspall, the land above, where Tali’s ancestors came from. Tali feels sure that Hightspall is unprepared; she has to warn her country.

      With the aid of a ten-year-old slave girl, RANNILT, who has an unfathomable gift for magery, and MIMOY, a foul-mouthed old woman who turns out to be Tali’s ancestor, she escapes, beating Tinyhead and killing Banj with an uncontrollable burst of magery. For that crime, if the Cythonians catch her, she will suffer the most terrible death they can devise. Mimoy dies, but Tali and Rannilt get away and Tali sets off across Hightspall to try and find clues to the killers’ identities.

      In Palace Ricinus, Rix is about to come of age. Soon he will inherit one of the greatest fortunes in Hightspall. He’s a trained warrior as well as a gifted artist, though some of his paintings are disturbingly divinatory. But Rix is troubled by nightmares about doom and destruction, the fall of his house, and his role in a future, terrible murder. He is supposed to be completing his father’s portrait for Lord Ricinus’s Honouring, which Rix’s social-climbing mother, Lady Ricinus, plans to use to raise House Ricinus to the First Circle, the highest families of all.

      Rix can’t bear the hypocrisy, for his father is a disgusting drunk and his mother a cold, merciless woman without a good word for anyone. The Honouring will be a travesty and he has to get away. With his reckless and impoverished friend TOBRY, Rix goes off to the mountains, hunting, in the middle of the night. He takes MALOCH, a battered old sword that bears a protective enchantment, though on the way Maloch seems to be leading him.

      Rix and Tobry are attacked by a caitsthe, a huge shifter cat, and only a brilliant attack by Rix drives the injured beast off. They pursue it into a deep cavern, but are forced to flee from Lyf’s malevolent wrythen. Tobry is knocked out by a rock fall; Rix, after an almighty battle, kills the caitsthe but is immediately attacked by the wrythen, which is trying to possess Tobry. On driving it off, Rix discovers that the wrythen is afraid of Maloch, which it recognises as the sword Axil Grandys used to hack Lyf’s feet off before he was murdered two thousand years ago.

      Rix carries Tobry to safety. On the way home they realise that preparations they saw in the wrythen’s caverns presage war, and head across the thermal wasteland of the Seethings to check on the Rat Hole, a shaft up to the surface used by the Cythonians.

      Rix and Tobry encounter Tali and Rannilt in the Seethings. Tobry is immediately smitten by Tali, but Rix and Tali clash and, when he recognises her as a Pale, he rides off in a fury – in Hightspall the Pale are regarded as traitors for serving the enemy. Tobry apologises and goes after him. Once they’re gone, Tali has a blinding revelation – Rix is the boy she saw in the murder cellar! He’s her best clue to the killers’ identities, and she has to go after him, though how can she ever trust him?

      Tali’s escape causes the Cythonians to bring forward their plans for war. They attack Hightspall, using devastating chymical weaponry and causing great destruction. Hordes of shifters go on the rampage; the great volcanoes known as the Vomits erupt violently; and from across the sea the ice sheets are closing in. It feels as though the land is rising up to cast the Hightspallers out.

      After a series of captures, escapes and recaptures, Rix and Tobry rescue Tali from her Cythonian hunters, though even now Tali isn’t sure she can trust Rix. She tells him about her mother’s murder but he doesn’t react – it’s as if he doesn’t remember, though she knows he was there.

      Rix returns to the palace, in the capital city of Caulderon, to complete his father’s portrait, a painting he loathes. Lady Ricinus is furious that he has neglected his responsibilities. The portrait must be completed by the Honouring – the future of House Ricinus depends on it – and she confines Rix to his rooms until it’s completed.

      Rix’s nightmares and premonitions of doom return, stronger than ever. He works on the portrait as long as he can bear it, and also begins another painting that comes from his subconscious – a haunting cellar, a woman laid on a bench, two people standing by her and a wide-eyed child in the background. He can’t paint their faces, nor work out why the scene fills him with such horror, for in a childhood illness he lost all memory of the murder he witnessed.

      Tobry brings Tali and Rannilt to Caulderon and hides them, knowing that Lady Ricinus would never allow a despised Pale in the palace. Tali is also being hunted by the CHANCELLOR, the supreme ruler of Hightspall, since her knowledge of Cython will be invaluable to the war. Tali sneaks into the palace anyway; she has to pursue the clues to her mother’s murder.

      The Cythonians besiege Caulderon. Rix, more and more disturbed at what he’s painting, goes to see his old nurse, LUZIA, to ask her about his childhood, but finds her murdered, presumably to stop her talking to him. Rix is shattered. And Rannilt, whom Tobry had left with Luzia, is missing.

      Tali gets into Rix’s rooms and sees the painting, which she recognises instantly as the murder scene. How can Rix not know? He goes on with it, working unconsciously, and to his horror Tali’s face appears on the prone woman. It’s his nightmare made real; is Tali the woman he’s doomed to kill? He fights the compulsion with all he has.

      The wrythen is pleased. His plans are finally back on track; soon he will tighten the compulsion on Rix and force him to cut the master pearl from Tali. Then he will dispose of Deroe and, with all five pearls, recover king-magery and exact his vengeance.

      The war is going badly for Hightspall; the Cythonians are winning everywhere. The chancellor orders Palace Ricinus searched for Tali, and gives Lady Ricinus an ultimatum – find Tali, or House Ricinus will be crushed. She knows he’ll do it, too, because the chancellor has always despised House Ricinus. Lady Ricinus plots the worst treason of all – to have him killed.

      Rix and Tali discover the plot, separately, and Rix is torn by an impossible conflict. If he does not betray his mother, he too will be guilty of treason. But if he does betray her, how could he live with himself?

      Rix redoes the cellar painting and to his horror, this time he sees what the two unidentified people by the bench are doing – gouging an ebony pearl from the dying woman’s head. Then Tali confronts Rix, screaming at him, “That’s my mother. You were there! How can you not know? And now Lyf wants you to do it to me.”

      The chancellor is an unpleasant, vengeful man but Tali can’t stand by and see him killed. She tells him about the treason, though he does not say what he plans to do about it. He also holds Rannilt and has been interrogating her for her knowledge of Cython.

      The following day Rix, tormented by his own conflict, also visits the chancellor, who forces the truth out of him. He throws Rix out, saying that he could never trust a man who would betray his own mother.

      Rix, now utterly dishonoured, feels that he has only one way out. He completes his father’s portrait then, in a drunken frenzy, repaints the cellar picture from scratch. But this time he paints the faces of the killers – Lord and Lady Ricinus. House Ricinus, and everything Rix has, comes from the depraved, murderous trade in ebony pearls. He staggers up to the roof to cast himself off to his death, but slips, knocks himself out and only recovers as the Honouring is beginning. He’d promised to be there, and he plans to do this last duty before he dies.

      Tali, in disguise, goes to the Honouring Ball with Tobry, and begins to feel that she loves him, though she tries to deny it. At the Honouring, Lady Ricinus’s triumph is complete – the forged documents she presents are verified and House Ricinus is accepted into the First Circle. Then Rix unveils his portrait of Lord Ricinus, but to his horror someone has switched paintings, and he actually reveals the painting of the murder cellar, clearly showing both the killers’ faces and the ebony pearl. The chancellor smiles; he’s about to have his revenge.

      Lady Ricinus is defiant, blaming everyone else, even her own son, but Lord Ricinus can’t take any more. He confesses everything, revealing that Rix was taken down to witness the murder as a boy, to make him complicit in the family business. And they took Iusia’s blood because it has healing powers.

      House Ricinus is condemned, its assets confiscated, the servants cast out and the disembowelled lord and lady hung from the front gates. Rix survives because he’s not yet of age, but is universally condemned for betraying his parents.

      GLYNNIE, a young maidservant, begs refuge for herself and her little brother, BENN, and Rix takes them in. That night the three Vomits erupt at once, a sign of the fall of nations. Rix is plagued by murderous nightmares, sent by Lyf, and plans to take his own life in the morning. A colossal eruption causes a tidal wave in Lake Fumerous which washes the city walls away. Caulderon is defenceless and now the enemy attack.

      Rix prepares to ride out and die. Tali begs Tobry to stop him, saying that she loves Rix, though this is a lie – she actually loves Tobry. Tobry, in despair, stops Rix.

      Tali knows Lyf is coming, and Deroe too; he has been lured to the cellar by Lyf in pursuit of the master pearl. Tali plans to seize the three pearls from Deroe, but he turns the tables on her and prepares to cut out her master pearl for himself.

      Lyf wakes the compulsion, using the heatstone, and forces Rix to go to the cellar to kill Tali. Rix fights the compulsion but cannot defeat it. Tobry realises what is happening and smashes the heatstone, which lets off a tremendous blast of force that knocks everyone down and frees Rix from the compulsion.

      A horde of shifters attack, led by a caitsthe. The only way the allies can be saved is for Tobry to face his worst nightmare – to become a caitsthe himself. In despair at losing Tali, he does so and manages to hold the attack off.

      During a battle in the cellar, Lyf’s faithful servant, Tinyhead, goes for Rix, but Wil, now hopelessly addled from sniffing the alchymical solvent alkoyl to assuage his guilt, strangles Tinyhead and flees with Lyf’s iron book.

      Tali recovers and seizes the three pearls from Deroe, but Lyf breaks through and holds the lives of Rix, Tobry, Glynnie and Benn in his hands. Tali can still execute Lyf and gain justice for her mother, but only at the cost of her friends’ lives. She can’t do it. Lyf kills Deroe, seizes the three pearls to add to his own and calls his armies to attack the city.

      They storm Caulderon and soon the city is doomed; Tali, Rix, Tobry, Rannilt, Glynnie and Benn are trapped in the palace. They are at the top of Rix’s tower when the chancellor appears and orders Tobry killed, because he’s a shifter. Tali realises that her own healing blood might be able to turn him back, and it seems to work. But the vengeful chancellor, who has always hated Tobry, has him cast off the tower to his death. He orders Rix’s right hand severed with Maloch, then takes Tali and Rannilt prisoner for their healing blood, and flees Caulderon.
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      Glynnie and Benn help Rix down into the labyrinthine passages below the palace. Rix is weak; despairing; dazed. In a dark crypt, Glynnie attempts to rejoin his amputated hand, using the last of Tali’s healing blood. To her surprise and Rix’s consternation, it works. He does a drawing on the wall of the crypt, however it shows himself and Tali about to murder Tobry. Rix’s paintings have often been prophetic but what can this one mean – Tobry is dead.

      Rix’s reattached hand goes dead. They are pursued by Lyf’s troops and a horde of jackal shifters. Eventually they find a submerged drainage channel and Rix takes Glynnie down into the lake, but when he returns for Benn there is no sign of him. He’s either been captured or has drowned. Glynnie is distraught. Rix and Glynnie fight the enemy on the lake, and flee. Rix promises that one day they will return and try to find Benn.

      Glynnie has fallen for Rix and feels that, now he’s been dispossessed, the imbalance between lord and servant has been reduced; that she has a chance. But Rix still sees her as a girl who needs protection. He plans to find a safe house to leave her, then build an army and lead the fight-back for Hightspall; he feels sure he’s going to die in this war. Glynnie is outraged by his presumption; she feels betrayed and lost.

      But no safe house can be found, and Rix’s enchanted sword, Maloch, points the way to the one place Rix still owns – Fortress Garramide, on a rain-drenched plateau high in the rugged Nandeloch Mountains. They head to Garramide through a land ruined by war.

      Tali and Rannilt are taken west by the chancellor with the battered remnant of his army, to grim Fortress Rutherin on the west coast. Rannilt wants to be a healer but Tali points out that Lyf stole her gift. Rannilt denies this but Tali won’t listen. She is determined to bring Lyf to justice for his part in her mother’s murder, but can’t because she’s lost control of her magery.

      The chancellor is bitter and desperate: news about the war is very bad. Hightspall’s armies have lost every battle; more than half the country has fallen to Lyf’s forces and the rest can’t hold out long. Tali is weak, for her healing blood is being taken to heal people bitten by shifters. And she’s desolate – it’s her fault that Tobry, whom she loves, chose to become a shifter and was killed. Tali also fears the chancellor will discover that she carries the master pearl in her head, and cut it out of her.

      Her other worry is that Lyf will realise the eighty thousand Pale slaves in Cython are a threat at the heart of his empire; that he will put them down. She cannot allow this to happen to her people but what can she do? After her bloody escape, she’s terrified of going anywhere near Cython.

      She realises that she’s being watched by KRONI, an old clock attendant, and also by LIZUE, another prisoner in the cells. Rannilt reveals Tali’s true identity and Lizue attacks, trying to cut the master pearl out of her head – she’s one of Lyf’s agents. Tali manages to escape and flees down to the old port of Rutherin. The chancellor’s men are closing in when she is rescued by Kroni, taken onto his boat, and he sails out to sea into the pack ice.

      Kroni’s real name is HOLM but is he an ally, or does he want to sell her to the highest bidder? After a number of battles, including being attacked by Lizue from a gauntling (a flying shifter), Holm’s boat being burned, and he and Tali taking refuge on an iceberg, she realises that this gentle, troubled man is on her side.

      Wil, now mad and tormented by guilt, has gone all the way down to the Engine at the heart of the land, the Engine whose imbalance Cythonians believe causes all the quakes, eruptions and other disasters that plague Hightspall. The king’s primary duty is to heal the land, that is to use king-magery to put the Engine back into balance, but king-magery was lost when Grandys killed Lyf 2000 years ago and now the land cannot be healed. Wil, suffering acute withdrawal from his alkoyl addiction, interferes with the Engine and sends it further out of balance.

      Rix, now known as Deadhand, and Glynnie reach Garramide but find that it has been taken over by a gigantic bandit, ARKYZ LEATHERHEAD, and his gang. Rix takes Leatherhead on and kills him, though his widow, the flamboyant BLATHY, swears revenge. Rix takes Garramide back, though his reputation has preceded him and he knows he’s on trial. The castellan, SWELT, supports Rix and he sets out to build his power by a raid on an enemy-occupied fortress, but one of Rix’s allies betrays him and the raid is a disaster.

      Though Rix and Glynnie had been more than friends, their relationship is fractured; she acts as though they’re servant and master again. Many of the people of the fortress are against him and now one of Lyf’s battalions is marching to besiege Garramide.

      Art is Rix’s sole consolation, yet when he takes up his brushes his dead hand comes alive and he paints a screaming figure made from black opal. It is Axil Grandys, Maloch’s original owner, whom Lyf’s vengeful wrythen petrified and cast into the Abysm in ancient times, along with the other four Heroes. Rix is haunted by this figure, which seems to be changing, but he’s also fascinated by it.

      On the iceberg Tali falls, hits her head and relives one of her ancestors’ deaths at the moment an ebony pearl was cut from her. Tali has had these nightmares before and feels sure she’ll be the next one to die. She has to get her magery back and Holm helps her to do so, though he tells her that she can either use it for destruction or for healing, but not both – if she uses it destructively she will never be able to heal again.

      Holm was once a brilliant young surgeon but, after a tragedy of his own making, gave it up forever. They reach shore and find themselves hunted and attacked. They eventually escape and head for the suspended tower of Tirnan Twil, where Axil Grandys’ papers and personal effects are held. Tali hopes to find a clue that will help them to defeat Lyf.

      The siege of Garramide reaches a climax, though Rix knows he cannot hold the enemy out. Then, in the middle of a bitter snowstorm, beyond his wildest hope Tobry reappears and they turn the enemy back.

      When Tobry was hurled from the tower he landed in a pit of water, mud and corpses – he was badly injured but his shifter nature saved his life and he was nursed back to health by an enemy soldier, Salyk. Rix thinks that Tobry was healed by Tali’s healing blood and Tobry does not tell him otherwise, though in fact he did not get enough healing blood and the shifter curse is getting worse.

      Lyf has torn down much of old Caulderon, including Palace Ricinus; he has executed thousands of dissidents and Herovians, and is bent on rebuilding the old city as it was during his reign. However his people are increasingly troubled by the excessive bloodshed and destruction and, when the chancellor’s envoys propose a peace conference, Lyf reluctantly agrees.

      At Tirnan Twil Tali sees a curious self-portrait, done by Lyf when he was a young man, which shows him wearing a simple, woven metal headband. Tirnan Twil is fire-bombed by a flock of gauntlings, who want revenge on Tali because she killed Lizue and crippled her gauntling. Tali and Holm barely escape. They head for the closest refuge, Garramide, and Tali has a joyful reunion with Tobry, until he reveals his terrible secret: he’s still a shifter, it’s passed to the incurable stage, and he’s going to go mad and die. He won’t let Tali use healing magery on him. It’s too risky for her.

      Blathy is listening through the keyhole and spreads the news to the other dissidents in Garramide – that Rix has allowed a vicious shifter into their midst. They plan a mutiny.

      Rix is furious that Tobry, his oldest friend, did not tell him. Morale is dreadful in Garramide now and Rix keeps dreaming about the furious, opalised man he painted. This gives him an idea – if he could recover Axil Grandys’ petrified body from the Abysm and place it above the gates of Garramide, this symbol of the legendary founder of Hightspall would greatly boost his people’s morale, and terrify Lyf’s forces. Tali and Holm get wind of this reckless plan and stop Rix on the brink of the Abysm just in time – the enchanted sword, Maloch, is rattling furiously in its sheath, trying to get to Grandys.

      Back in Garramide, Tali, in desperation, drugs Tobry and attempts to heal him with her healing blood, but when she takes the knife to him he shifts and goes for her, and only Holm’s intervention saves her. This is too much for the mutineers, who attack in the middle of the night. Blathy almost succeeds in killing Rix but Glynnie saves his life; he counterattacks and the mutiny is defeated though at heavy cost. Many good people are dead, including Swelt. The following morning, envoys from Lyf and the chancellor appear, calling Rix to a peace conference at Glimmering.

      The conference seethes with suspicion. Tali fears it’s a stratagem by Lyf to get her master pearl. However the chancellor and Lyf agree on a truce and are about to sign the papers when the towering figure of Axil Grandys appears – returned from stone to human form! In a few minutes of shattering violence he wounds Lyf, steals two of his ebony pearls and drives him off, then wrests Maloch from Rix and commands him to follow and serve. Rix, who has no magery, is unable to break this command.

      Lyf is badly shaken by the attack, for Grandys has wounded him with the very sword with which he amputated Lyf’s feet in ancient times. But there’s worse – Lyf has lost his ability to heal people. Does this mean he will never be able to heal his beloved land? Is Cython, which had victory within its reach, about to be defeated?

      Grandys rescues the other four Heroes – RUFUSS, SYRTEN, LIRRIAM and YULIA – from the Abysm and turns them back from opal. He recruits an army of Herovians, his people, and such is his power, charisma and reputation that within days he has a force of thousands. He rampages across northern Hightspall, takes Lyf’s strongest fortress after a savage siege and puts Rochlis, Lyf’s greatest general to death. Soon Grandys holds the whole of northern Hightspall and is threatening the centre. Everyone knows he’s after the greatest prize of all – to recover Lyf’s lost king-magery.

      The chancellor takes Tali and Rannilt to Garramide – he can’t afford for Grandys to realise that Tali has the master pearl, the key to recovering king-magery, inside her. He sends envoys to Grandys, proposing an alliance against Lyf. Grandys sends the envoys’ heads back in a bag. He wants it all for himself.

      Tali is sick with fear – if Lyf is forced to retreat to Cython he may want to get rid of the Pale, and if that happens she will have no choice but to return and try to rouse them to rebellion… though after a thousand years of slavery the Pale are cowed and docile, and she is not a natural leader.

      Forced to fight beside Grandys, Rix soon comes to despise the man: Grandys may be a brilliant and charismatic warrior but he’s also a bloodthirsty bully who kills prisoners for the fun of it, and he’s bent on erasing all trace of both Hightspall and Cython so as to create the Herovians” Promised Realm. Rix fights Grandys and is defeated. He tries to break Grandys’ command on him but it is too strong.

      The chancellor calls his army from Rutherin and heads west to meet it; it’s time to make a stand. His camp is attacked by the Five Heroes; Grandys wounds the chancellor in the arm with Maloch and abducts Glynnie. The chancellor’s arm goes black and has to be amputated, but will not heal. He knows he’s going to die.

      Tali uses magery to spy on Lyf, for there’s a key to using king-magery and she needs to know what it is. She hears mention of a circlet and realises it’s the one Lyf was wearing in the self-portrait she saw in Tirnan Twil. Later she overhears Lyf discussing the planned genocide of the Pale in Cython. Now she has no choice; she has to go to their aid.

      Tobry and Holm reluctantly agree to help and they get into Cython via a long-forgotten air shaft. Tobry tailors a spell to give them enough air for the flooded passage, but it exhausts his magery and brings on a shifter attack. If he can’t control it he could turn shifter at the worst possible moment. After many obstacles Tali eventually reaches the Pale’s Empound and enters, trying to look like any other slave.

      But the Pale won’t listen because she’s no longer one of them. She is attacked by Radl, her enemy since childhood. Tali manages to convince Radl of the Pale’s peril, and she bullies a few thousand of her people into rebelling. They attack but the small, poorly armed Pale are no match for the Cythonians, who lock the rest of the Pale in the Empound and attack. Soon the battle is going badly.

      Tali sees, via her mage-glass, that Tobry is about to turn shifter. She runs after him with the potion that can reverse it, but is cut off by Lyf. He reveals that there was no plan for genocide – he knew she was spying on him and simply wanted to lure her here, but now that the Pale have rebelled he’s justified in putting them down.

      Tali kicks his crutches from under him and gets away, but finds the Pale in full retreat and dying in droves. She leads a retreat down to the forbidden chymical level of Cython, and there follows a colossal battle with many different kinds of chymical weaponry. But the enemy’s numbers are too great. Defeat looks inevitable until Tali realises that there’s only one way out – she must use her magery for destruction.

      It has unintended consequences – part of the centre of Cython collapses, including the area where the Cythonian people dwell. Many are killed, including the three MATRIARCHS who rule the underground city, and the same collapse frees the rest of the Pale. They swarm out, overwhelm the Cythonians who then retreat, abandoning Cython.

      The rebellion has succeeded but Tobry has relapsed badly; he will soon be taken by incurable shifter madness. They head north to Reffering to meet the dying chancellor, who is awaiting his army, though by the time it arrives only five thousand troops remain – the rest have been lost through disastrous leadership, and desertion.

      Down at the Engine, Wil is in despair at the loss of Cython, which he loves more than anything. He’s got to make up for it; he’s got to destroy Cython’s enemies. He pushes with the Engine further out of balance and the ground starts to quake.

      In Reffering the situation is dire – Grandys is moving in an army of ten thousand battle-hardened fighters, while Lyf is bringing his army of fifty thousand north, determined to make up for the loss of Cython by wiping his enemies off the map.

      Rix finally works out how to break Grandys’ command. He plans to fight him hand to hand at the drunken feast after the next victory, then kill him with a concealed dagger. After Grandys takes Bastion Cowly, Rix makes his move but Grandys brings out a prisoner, Glynnie, and says she goes to the winner. Rix and Grandys fight a brutal battle but when Rix attempts to kill him his concealed dagger is gone – Grandys has seen through the ploy. Rix has lost and Glynnie is also doomed.

      Grandys hurls Rix into an icy water cistern. The soldiers push him away from the edges, the drunken Herovians placing bets on how long it will take for Rix to drown.

      The men of Bastion Cowly counterattack; little Glynnie smashes the drunken Grandys in the face with a length of timber and manages to get Rix onto a horse and away. They reach the chancellor’s camp, where he expects a hostile welcome, but the chancellor sees in Rix the tough and courageous leader he’s been looking for. He appoints Rix commander of Hightspall’s army, to the outrage of the officers who were passed over. Rix doesn’t think he’s up to leading an army into battle against greatly superior foes, as early as tomorrow, but he has no choice.

      The ground is shaking constantly now and the quakes are getting worse. And Tobry is declining by the hour. Tali wants to use her powerful magery to try and heal him but Holm says it’s too late – she’s already chosen the other path – destruction. Tobry suddenly falls into the slavering shifter madness that signals the end is close. Tali and Rix can’t bear to see their dear friend in this state. They ignore Rannilt’s absurd pleas that she can heal him and decide that there’s only one thing to be done.

      At dawn the following day they take Tobry out to a glade by a stream, chain him to a tree and prepare to put him down. Only then does Rix realise the truth of the mural he painted in the crypt below the palace three months ago.
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      Tali was holding the disembowelling knife so tightly that her knuckles ached. She looked into the eyes of the man she loved, the man she had to kill, and her heart gave a convulsive lurch. She tried to swallow but her throat was too tight.

      “It has to be done,” said Rix dully. “It’s the only way.”

      “That doesn’t make it any easier.”

      It was ten minutes past dawn and they were in a meadow by a pebble-bottomed stream, a pretty, peaceful place. A band of ancient trees clothed each bank, forming a winding green ribbon across the surrounding grassland. White flowers dotted the short meadow grass; in the distance, a range of snowy mountains ran from left to right. Behind them, on the plain beyond a low hill, four armies prepared for slaughter.

      Their mad, ruined friend, Tobry, was chained to the largest tree, its trunk two yards through the middle. His shirt had been torn open, revealing a trace of reddish fur on his chest. His eyes were caitsthe yellow, the mark of the incurable shifter curse. To Tali’s left a brazier blazed; beside it sat a paper-wrapped packet of powdered lead. The one sure way to kill a caitsthe was to burn its twin livers on a fire fuelled with that deadly substance.

      “Now!” said Rix.

      “I thought he’d died three months ago,” Tali said softly, putting off the evil moment.

      “We saw him thrown from the tower.”

      “I ached for Tobry, wept for him.” She slipped her fingers into her short hair, caught a handful and clenched until her scalp stung. “And finally, I came to accept his death. Then he came back as a shifter, doomed to madness…”

      “There was nothing to be done. No one’s ever cured a full-blown shifter.”

      “He told me to turn away.” Her voice went shrill. She moved closer to Rix. “Tobry knew he’d die a mindless beast, and I couldn’t accept it.” Tali’s pale skin flushed to the roots of her golden blonde hair. “I did shameful things, trying to save him. Wicked things…”

      “Out of love,” said Rix uncomfortably.

      He thrust his sword into the soft ground, bisecting a white daisy, and stepped away, scrubbing his dead hand across his eyes.

      Tali looked up at Rix – she was a small woman and he stood head and shoulders above her. “He doesn’t know us; he’ll kill us if he gets the chance. He’s got to be put down and I… just… can’t… bear… it.”

      He put his good arm around her shoulders. The shifter snarled. Rix pulled away and, with a jerky movement, plucked his sword from the grass.

      “He’s a beast in torment. We have to do our duty by him.”

      “Yes,” said Tali.

      “Ready?” Rix’s jaw locked.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “It’s hard to kill a shifter.”

      “I know.”

      “When I strike it’ll probably turn him, and in caitsthe form he’ll be three times stronger. A caitsthe can heal most injuries in seconds by partial shifting. You’ll have to be quick.”

      “I know.” Tali’s fingers tightened around the hilt of the knife. She rubbed her knuckles with her left hand.

      “Cut straight across the belly, left to right, then heave out —”

      “Get on with it!” she screeched.

      Rix swallowed audibly, rubbed a large signet ring on his middle finger, then raised the sword in a trembling hand. But before he could strike, someone came belting through the trees towards them. A pale, skinny girl, about ten years old.

      “Stop!” she screamed. “I can heal him.”

      “Not in front of Rannilt,” Tali hissed.

      “What kind of a man do you think I am?” Rix snapped.

      Tali dropped the knife and ran to grab Rannilt. Even chained, Tobry was too powerful, too dangerous. Rannilt stopped.

      “You can’t heal anyone,” said Tali, spreading her arms wide. “You lost your healing gift when Lyf attacked you in the caves that day. He stole your magery, remember?”

      “He didn’t, he didn’t!” cried Rannilt. “You’re lyin’.”

      She darted around Tali, under Rix’s outstretched arm, and ran towards Tobry.

      “Stop her!” said Tali.

      Rannilt, a little, waif-like figure, reached out to Tobry. Her arms were scarred, her skinny fingers crooked from having been broken repeatedly when she’d been a bullied slave girl.

      “I can heal you,” Rannilt said softly, standing on tiptoes and gazing earnestly up at Tobry. The air between them seemed to smoulder. “I got to heal.”

      Tobry made a small, yearning movement, as if allowing her to try, but came up against the chains and let out a roar. Rannilt jumped backwards, her thin chest heaving. After a few seconds she took a small step towards him.

      “You got to let me try,” she said to Tali. “Tobry’s my friend.”

      “No one can heal him,” said Tali. “Rix, grab her.”

      Rix sprang and tried to drag Rannilt away. She kicked him in the shins, drove her bony shoulder hard into Tali’s breast, knocking her off her feet, and ducked past.

      “You’re not killin’ him!”

      Rannilt shoved the brazier over, scattering coals across the ground, then took hold of the packet of powdered lead and tried to tear it open. The tough paper did not give. She took it between her sharp little teeth.

      “Put that down!” roared Rix. “It’s deadly poison.”

      Rannilt spun on one foot and hurled the packet against a rock. It burst open, scattering lead dust everywhere.

      “You’re not murderin’ Tobry,” she shrieked.

      The ground shook so violently that she fell to one knee. The quakes and tremors had been coming for days now but this one seemed different. Stronger. Tali turned to Rix.

      “Was that —?”

      “The Big One?”

      The land heaved and a crack opened fifty yards away, squirting dust into the air like a fountain. Rannilt let out a squawk.

      The earth gave forth an enormous, grinding groan. A wave passed through the ground, tossing the three of them off their feet. A larger wave followed, and a third, larger still. Tali was thrown backwards across the grass; her head cracked against a stone and dust filled her eyes and nose. A series of wrenching roars was followed by ground-shaking thumps. She opened her eyes but could not see.

      The earth groaned like a giant in torment. Rannilt screamed and bolted.

      Rix roared, “Look out!”

      He heaved Tali into the air, carried her for four or five long strides, then dived with her as the ground shuddered one final time. Then came a colossal, thundering crash.

      She wiped dust out of her eyes and looked around. Rix was on his knees a couple of yards away, gasping. Many of the trees along the stream had been toppled.

      “That was too close,” he said.

      She sensed something behind them – huge, blocking the morning light. Tali turned slowly. The gigantic tree had been wrenched out by the roots and its trunk lay in a deep indentation in the soft ground only a few yards from her. Tobry’s chains ran around the trunk and disappeared below it. The crown of the tree had been smashed and broken branches were scattered across a large area. Bees buzzed frantically around a dislodged hive. Rannilt was nowhere to be seen.

      Tali wrapped her arms around herself and stared at the fatal spot. It had been so quick. She sagged.

      “Do you think, even a shifter —?” she began, not looking at Rix. She was afraid to see the truth in his eyes.

      “No,” said Rix. “No chance at all.”

      An ache formed in her middle, a vast upwelling of loss that spread all through her. Her eyes stung. “It’s for the best, isn’t it?” But she wanted to scream and pound her fists into the dirt.

      “He wouldn’t have felt a thing.”

      Rix took her right hand with his good hand. It enveloped hers completely. They bowed their heads for a minute, remembering Tobry as he had been before the shifter curse took him.

      Rannilt! “Where’s Rannilt?” Tali pulled free, ran the length of the fallen trunk and clambered onto the highest branch, staring around her. Her voice rose. “Rix, I can’t see her.”

      “She’s safe.”

      “How do you know?”

      “She ran that way as the tree fell.” He pointed west across the grassland.

      “I’ll go after her…”

      But Tali slid down and plodded back to Tobry’s chains. Her legs felt so heavy it was an effort to walk. She stared at the chains as if her gaze could penetrate the ground to the body beneath. Her eyes filled with tears. She wiped them away. “You’d better get going – you’ve got an army to command.”

      Rix swallowed. “Assuming I can. I’ve never led more than fifty men before – and that ended in disaster.”

      “Rubbish! You led hundreds of people when Garramide was besieged – you saved the fortress.”

      “It’s not the same as leading an army of five thousand into battle.”

      Before the chancellor died, last night, he had outraged his generals by giving the command of Hightspall’s army to Rix.

      “The chancellor despised me for betraying my own mother,” Rix went on. “And rightly so.”

      “You had no choice. She committed high treason – and murder.”

      “And yet, she was my mother,” Rix said bitterly. He paced across the grass, then whirled. “Why did he give me the command?”

      Tali knew that Rix had always been troubled by self-doubt. He had to pull himself together, fast. “You earned his respect. He believed you were the only man with a hope of leading our army to victory.”

      “Then he was a fool!” Rix snapped. “Lyf’s army is fifty thousand strong. Axil Grandys has ten thousand hardened veterans, and a genius for leadership. All I have is five thousand men who’ve known only defeat… and three failed commanders who hate my guts.”

      “The Pale are on our side.”

      “Five thousand former slaves, mostly small, undernourished, untrained and poorly armed.”

      “I’m also Pale,” said Tali softly. “Also small, undernourished and untrained.”

      Rix managed a fleeting smile. “So you are – yet you led the slaves’ rebellion in Cython, and won their freedom. You’ve changed our world. I have to be positive.”

      His grey right hand, from which he had gained the name Deadhand, twitched. He froze, his lips parted.

      “What is it?” said Tali.

      “I dreamed about the portrait last night…”

      “The one you painted for your father’s Honouring?”

      “Yes…”

      The portrait, which portrayed Lord Ricinus killing a wyverin – a winged beast like a two-legged dragon – had been intended to symbolise him vanquishing House Ricinus’s enemies. But sometimes Rix’s paintings held messages about the future, and the portrait had contained a hidden divination – that Rix’s father and his house would fall.

      The Honouring had begun in triumph. House Ricinus had been raised to the First Circle – the greatest and oldest families in Hightspall. But the night had ended in disaster, with Lord and Lady Ricinus condemned to death by the chancellor for high treason, the fall of House Ricinus, and Rix utterly disgraced.

      “But in my dream the picture had changed,” said Rix. “The wyverin was only pretending to be dead; it was rising to kill Father. And the Cythonians say…”

      “What?” said Tali.

      “When the wyverin rises, the world ends.”

      “Whose world – ours, or theirs?”

      “I don’t know. But there’s more to the portrait than I ever intended. There’s something I’ve missed…”
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