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In the Hold, on a small island in the far north, Carnelian is sitting listening to some people of his household telling stories about the lands from which they were taken by the childgatherers to pay the flesh tithe. A girl appears claiming that she has seen a ship coming towards the island on the winter sea. Carnelian goes to see for himself. Unbelievably, it's true. He rushes back to tell his father, the Lord Suth, who sends him away to get ready to receive their visitors. Carnelian's half-brother Tain helps him dress in formal robes, then they watch the black ship coming into the harbour. Several huge men get off whom Carnelian recognizes as being Masters like himself and his father. Wearing his gold mask and jade blood-rings, he goes to his father's hall to meet the visitors. These turn out to be his uncle, Lord Aurum, a cousin, Jaspar, and another Lord, Vennel. A conversation ensues between these menacing Masters and his father that is too subtle for Carnelian to entirely comprehend.

The next morning Carnelian escapes the guards placed upon his chamber to go among his household and find out what he can. In the kitchens he encounters another half-brother, Keal, who tells him that, on the previous evening, their father had considered murdering the visitors when they disembarked. Later, Carnelian answers a summons to attend his father. Father and son discuss blood purity, their visitors and how dangerous they are, the politics of the Chosen (as they call themselves - it is their subjects who call them Masters), and Suth's intention to return with Carnelian to the centre of the world: the Hidden Land of the Masters, Osrakum. Their discussion is interrupted by the appearance of the visitors. In the ensuing conclave, Carnelian learns that the God Emperor is dying. The Clave, the council of the Great who are one of the three Powers, have appointed Suth He-who-goes-before and beg him to return to oversee the election of a new God Emperor. Aurum represents one faction, Vennel another; Jaspar's faction is uncommitted. In order to repair and resupply the ship the Hold will have to be pillaged. Shocked, Carthage begins to fear the future. 

Tain paints Carnelian in order to protect the whiteness of his skin from the sun. They explore their home as it is being ripped apart. Witnessing the trauma of his people, Carnelian becomes increasingly distressed, but can do nothing about it. Tain comes to tell him his half-uncle Crail is refusing to move from a building that is to be demolished. Carnelian seeks the old man out and forces him to seek safety. Some of the household beg him to do something to save them. In the storerooms he sees how little food is left to see them through the winter. Again he feels powerless and he retires to his chamber, morose.

Keal tells Carnelian of the oarsmen he has glimpsed in the belly of the ship: sartlar, the beastmen who work the fields of the Masters' Commonwealth and form by far the majority of her subjects. Carnelian persuades Keal to obtain for him an audience with his father. When they meet, examining some books, Carnelian and his father consider nostalgically their years on the island and the education Suth was forced to improvise for his son. Carnelian begs his father to intercede on behalf of their people. Suth admits that, contrary to his Chosen nature, he actually does care for them, but in spite of this he can do nothing. Carnelian discovers that Suth's concubine Ebeny, mother of Tain and Keal, and the woman he feels in his heart to be his own mother, has decided not to leave with them. Distraught, he goes to see her. As a son, he begs her to come, but she holds firm. Disconsolate, he watches the ship being loaded with his home's vital supplies. Dressed in a ritual robe, he appears once again before his father where, in a ritual in which their visitors participate, he is given an iron blood-ring in token of his coming of age and drinks some of his father's blood to ignite the ichor in his own. Then he tries to defy his father, saying he is going to stay behind, but his father overrules him.

Next morning, Carnelian and Tain make their way down to the ship. The household lines the road down to the quay. As his people keen, Carnelian responds and is discomfited by the appearance of the other Masters who show cold indifference to the famine they are leaving behind. He and Tain embark. Soon after, the ship casts off and moves into the open sea. Miserable, Carnelian finds his cabin. Sitting in his narrow berth, he imagines the sartlar oarsmen like worms in the bowels of the ship.

He meets Keal on deck to discuss how the people they brought with them are coping with the sea. When Jaspar appears, Keal creeps away. The Master proceeds to give Carnelian a lesson on the coming election. There are two candidates: Nephron whom Aurum supports and Molochite who is the candidate favoured by the Empress Ykoriana, mother of the candidates. Vennel is her puppet. Jaspar tells Carnelian that his own father's faction, though small, holds the balance of power. He talks about the hope Aurum has that Suth will bring his faction victory. Carnelian is shocked when Jaspar reveals that Suth's exile has always been self-imposed. The ship moves into rougher seas, which Carnelian and Tain endure in their cabin. When Suth comes to give his son some opium to overcome the sea-sickness, Carnelian asks him about their exile and finds out that what Jaspar said is true: his father chose to swear the oath that sent him into exile. Finding out from Tain that Crail is suffering in a nearby cabin, Carnelian has him brought into his cabin so they can look after him. Under the influence of the opium all three fall into strange dreams and lose awareness of the passage of time. One night, delirious, Carnelian staggers up onto the deck where he witnesses an apocalyptic view of the storm. Keal gets him back to the cabin where Carnelian, Tain and Crail succumb to more of the drug.

Days later, Carnelian wakes to find the ship becalmed. Rising, he finds that his body has wasted. Up on deck, he encounters Aurum, who is unmasked. Confused, Crail follows Carnelian. Aurum claims the old man has seen his naked face and demands he be punished according to the Law-that-must-be-obeyed. Realizing this involves blinding and amputation, Carnelian is horrified. Later he arranges an audience with his father to beg him to intercede on Crail's behalf. To Carnelian's dismay, his father expresses reluctance to do so. Some days later, in another lull in the storms, Carnelian is summoned to a meeting with the other Masters. The captain tells them they must seek shelter somewhere on the nearby coast, but Suth, fearing the consequences of a delay, with Aurum and Carnelian's votes, forces them on in spite of the peril. One night sometime later, Carnelian climbs on deck where he witnesses his father having a secret, ominous discussion with Aurum about some dangerous woman that Carnelian deduces must be the Empress Ykoriana.

One day, Carnelian is woken in his cabin by a shout. Land has been sighted. Without thinking, he rises and goes up on deck, forgetting his mask. The consequence is that Aurum has to have a large number of the crew and even some of his guardsmen immediately slaughtered for the crime of having looked upon a Master's face. Shocked by the bloodshed, Carnelian is further traumatized by Aurum's abusing him and by his father's coldness and submissiveness to Aurum. After he returns for his mask, Carnelian is summoned to an audience with his father. Standing at the prow of the ship, they watch their entry into the harbour of Thuyakalrul. This is Carnelian's first, exhilarating experience of the Three Lands. Later, Tain joins him as the ship enters the Tower in the Sea where they end their voyage.

Making their way up through the strata of the Tower, the Masters are met by its Legate, one of the Lesser Chosen. They hold a conclave in which Suth assumes his new role as He-who-goes-before and reads a letter waiting for him from the Clave. It warns that their mission has become common knowledge and they are therefore in some danger. Suth asks the Legate if they might proceed inland using his cyphers and banners as a disguise and the man agrees. Carnelian finds his way to their chambers and has Tain share his as they both contemplate, anxiously, what might lie ahead.

Next morning, Carnelian and his father, dressed in strange ritual robes, meet the other Masters in a chamber where the quaestor of the Tower, a representative of the Wise (another of the three Powers), oversees their preparation for the journey ahead. As a precaution against the land beyond that they believe to be plague ridden, the Masters are each given a pair of ranga shoes to raise them above the earth; their masks are given filters and they are wrapped up in ritual bandages. When they are ready, Aurum tells them that they are not, after all, going to travel disguised as the Legate and his entourage, but instead under a different disguise and by a secret route. Vennel's objections are overridden. Carnelian insists on going to say goodbye to his people. When he reaches them, he discovers that, on his father's instructions, Crail has been handed over to Aurum. Tain insists on accompanying Carnelian and, reluctantly, he agrees. When Carnelian catches up with the other Masters, he is horrified to find that Crail has already died during the mutilations ordered by Aurum. Defying his father's anger, Carnelian confronts Aurum. In his heart he determines that one day he will get his revenge on him.

Reaching one of the Tower's outer gates, they encounter a body of Marula auxiliaries, black men from somewhere in the deep south. They have been freed from their service collars, but poisoned and told they will only receive the antidote if they serve the Masters well. Carnelian then sees an aquar for the first time, a gracile, bipedal saurian with a saddle-chair on its back. Mounting, still morose, he rides out onto a strand with the Marula and the other Masters. They turn inland up into a valley where sartlar are shelling ammonite shellfish to be left to decompose in vats to make the precious purple dye that is characteristic of the Wise. With threats the Masters force their way through this 'factory' and wind up the narrowing valley. When they pause for a rest at a weir, Vennel remonstrates against the change of plan in which he was not consulted. Carnelian has a discussion with his father as they gaze down the valley to the sea. His father points out some saltpans where the salt is made that is used to pay the barbarian auxiliaries of the legions. They quarrel over Crail and are not reconciled.

Slipping in among the crowds on the Great South Road, they begin the long journey from the sea to the Guarded Land. Carnelian is stunned by the variety and energy of the crowds on the road. As evening falls, they form a camp at a stopping place. The Marula set up an enclosure within which the Masters talk as they eat. Carnelian quarrels with Aurum and is still angry with his father. As a consequence, he mishandles the situation and so ends up having to share a tent with Jaspar. Upset, he goes off on his own. Jaspar follows him. They talk about Ykoriana, and Jaspar tells him there is a rumour that she had her own daughter murdered. He attempts to find what power it is that Aurum has over Suth, but Carnelian does not know. Later, in their tent, as they prepare for bed, Jaspar deliberately exposes his face to Tain. Carnelian is horrified, knowing that his brother will now have to be blinded. Settling down for the night, in defiance of the Law, he touches the defiling earth. Days follow of relentless slogging along the road. At last they begin to see the cliffs of the Guarded Land rising ahead. Jaspar tells Carnelian he will spare Tain's eyes in return for him finding out what power it is Aurum has over Suth. They reach the cliff edge of the Guarded Land. They climb the road scales it in a long series of switchbacks. At the gates of the Guarded Land, they camp for the night. Something wakes Carnelian. Outside the tent he becomes aware of shapes creeping towards their camp. In raising the alarm, one of the Marula ends up seeing his face. One of their attackers makes it through to Suth's tent and wounds him, before being brought down.

Next morning, the Masters cluster around the corpse that is revealed to have been one of the Brotherhood of the Wheel: a criminal organization native to the City at the Gates, before Osrakum. They conclude the assassins must have been hired by one of the Chosen. Ykoriana is accused and Vennel is forced to admit the unwitting part he might have played in the plot. It is decided they must abandon their disguises. As the gates into the Guarded Land open, Carnelian spots the Maruli fearful from having seen his face the night before. Not wanting the man killed, Carnelian keeps their secret. When the Masters reveal themselves, they cause panic. They fly through the crowds, through the city beyond, up through a watch-tower where they bully one of its keepers into giving them fresh aquar. Mounted they speed along the leftway (a raised courier road) free at last of the crowds on the road below. At every third watch-tower they get fresh mounts to maintain their speed. For the first time, Carnelian sees the monotonous landscape of the Guarded Land upon which vast numbers of sartlar are labouring. Heliographs in the watch-towers relay news of their coming to Osrakum. When a courier attempts to pass them, they violate the Law by killing him and intercepting his dispatch. They stop for the night high in a watch-tower. Carnelian climbs to the tower roof. He is up there when Vennel comes up to join him. Reluctantly, he enters into discussion with the Lord. He is shocked when Vennel reveals to him that Suth had been released from his oath of exile long ago.

Carnelian wakes to find Tain creeping back into their cell. From his brother's body language, he senses that Tain has been coerced into allowing himself to be abused by Jaspar. Carnelian is determined to have it out with Jaspar. He finds him on the roof and tells him that he will pay Jaspar's price and betray his father to him as long as he promises to leave Tain alone. Both become distracted by plague sign: smoke rising from one of the watch-towers ahead. They ride on through the danger zone and see overseers burning piles of sartlar corpses. As a precaution against contamination, Tain and the other servants are sent off to ride with the Marula. That night, the Masters eat on a watch-tower roof. Suth is suffering badly from his wound. Their vantage point overlooks the ruins of a city of the Quyans, predecessors to the Chosen. This sparks off an argument about ancient history and religion. Later, Carnelian overcomes his father's objections to clean his suppurating wound. He ends up confessing Jaspar's blackmail. Father and son find reconciliation. Suth tells Carnelian how he was the lover of the previous God Emperor, and that it was from jealousy that Ykoriana became his enemy. It was the oath he swore to her, to save his lover, that led to his voluntary exile. Suth refuses to tell Carnelian what power it is Aurum has over him, but fabricates a legalistic revelation Carnelian can betray to Jaspar so as to save Tain's eyes. He also tells Carnelian that, when they reach Osrakum, he must go to their coomb and put his trust in his half-aunt Fey. The next day Suth has weakened further. Osrakum's mountain wall becomes visible on the horizon. Dismissing Carnelian's anger and fear for his father, Aurum insists it is too late to attempt to enter Osrakum that day. They stop for the night at a watch-tower on the edge of a marshy lake, in the centre of which lies the City at the Gates. That night, Carnelian awakes from a nightmare. Desperate for some clean air he goes up onto the roof. When he returns, he witnesses a drama being played out below: the other Masters confronting a Maruli armed with a knife. Exploiting the black man's terror of the Masters, Aurum disarms him and cuts his throat. Vennel is nearly hysterical thinking he was the intended victim, but Carnelian recognizes the Maruli as the one who saw his face and whose life he had tried to spare. Confessing this leads Aurum to abuse him again. Fearful of the reaction of the other Marula, the Masters hide the corpse and determine that the Marula must all be destroyed.

Carnelian spends the rest of the night tending to his father whom he fears is close to death. In the morning, Aurum confesses his belief that Ykoriana is likely to make some last, desperate move against them. In spite of his focus on his father, Carnelian creates an opportunity to reveal to Jaspar his father's fabrication and so saves Tain's eyes. They ride the leftway above a causeway into the city. There it is decided to descend to the road in the hope of avoiding Ykoriana's assassins. With excruciating slowness, they move with the crowds through the dense tenements of the city. At last they come into the massive marketplace of the Wheel. It is when they are crossing this, that their enemies make their move. Suth, coming back to life, seems about to save them, but he collapses. Carnelian follows his lead, and their attackers melt away.

They make a dash for the Canyon of the Three Gates, the entry into Osrakum. At the Green Gate they are confronted by Red Ichorians. Aurum pretends to be He-who-goes-before and orders these legionaries to massacre the Marula. Once in the fortress, Carnelian gets separated from Tain, who will have to go through the quarantine. With the other Masters, Carnelian is stripped of his polluted clothing. He is put into a chariot with his father for the journey to the next fortress. Fearing further usurpations by Aurum, Carnelian takes his father's Ruling Ring. When they reach the Blood Gate, he is appalled by the vastness of this fortress. Passing into it, they are drugged and cut free from their ritual wrappings and thoroughly cleansed. More chariots carry them to the final fortress: the Black Gate. Here there are further cleansing rituals before they walk out, blinded, into the crater of Osrakum.

Still woozy, Carnelian stumbles into Osrakum and is overwhelmed by the beauty of this hidden land with its lake and surrounding mountain wall. Among the hexagonal basaltic columns carved into 'angels', they are met by one of the Wise, the Grand Sapient Immortality. Using his homunculus, Immortality interrogates the Masters, accusing them of having broken the Law several times. He takes possession of Suth, claiming he can cure him. Carnelian defies Aurum and declares he is going to his family coomb. Jaspar agrees to Aurum's request to accompany Carnelian at least part of the way. Together they make their way to the shore of the Skymere. There they embark upon a bone boat, crewed by a caste of ferrymen called the kharon, and set off across the lake. As they approach his coomb, Carnelian can no longer bear Jaspar's company and slips into the water and wades ashore. Clambering up on a beach, he finds every pebble of it exquisitely carved. Some Suth guardsmen appear on the beach and, soon after, his Aunt Fey. When Carnelian reveals who he is they are all overwhelmed. Fey tells him the Masters of the other two, subsidiary Suth lineages have already migrated up to the Eyries - palaces delved high into the Sacred Wall - to escape the seasonal heat. She guides him to an abandoned region of the lower palace.

Next morning, feeling lonely, Carnelian is glad when Fey brings him breakfast. He has already found a letter from his grandmother who thinks he is Suth, her son. Fey tells him that, though Suth had left the house seal in his mother's hands, some time back the Second Lineage had misappropriated it. Carnelian is aware that Fey is frightened of something but he cannot discover what. She informs him that the head of the Second Lineage has come down to meet him. Carnelian is prepared for this meeting by being elaborately robed and crowned. He meets Spinel and his son, Opalid and informs them of who he is and that his father has gone into the Labyrinth. He also tells them that he intends to visit his grandmother that day. Later, he is carried up to the Eyries in a palanquin. There he enters the forbidden house in which his grandmother is sequestered. She expresses her pain and frustration at her imprisonment, invoking Carnelian's sympathy so that he promises he will get her back the house seal. In the sumptuous chambers assigned to him, he waits for the Second Lineage to respond to his letter demanding the seal must be returned. As the days pass, Carnelian becomes increasingly dissipated as the trauma of his recent experiences begins to sink in. One day he stumbles across the system of hidden chambers in which mutilated slaves operate the pumps that draw water up to cool the palaces. Outraged by their suffering, he has the water turned off. When he confronts Fey, she confesses that she has been conspiring with the Second Lineage to thwart him. Carnelian commands the Second Lineage to attend him. When Spinel and his son come, they try to distract him by telling him that Jaspar's father has been murdered, while at the same time giving him a letter just arrived from his father in the Labyrinth. As they expect, Carnelian decides to go and join his father. Spinel tells him this is forbidden, but suggests that Jaspar, who will now have to go to Court in his father's place, might be able to take Carnelian with him. What Spinel does not expect is that Carnelian should still insist on having the seal. Once he has it, Carnelian gives it to Fey, entrusting her to give it to his grandmother.

Returning to the shore of the Skymere, Carnelian, in a red mourning robe, says goodbye to Fey. He notices she is behaving strangely, but is too focused on where he is going to attempt to find out why. Arriving at Jaspar's coomb by bone boat he finds Jaspar presiding over the crucifixions of a large number of his household, claiming he is convinced they are all implicated in the murder of his father. Jaspar agrees to take Carnelian with him into the Labyrinth. Sapients of the Wise appear, escorting the murdered man who is lying upon a slab of ice. Carnelian and Jaspar follow the body down to bone boats that ferry them across the Skymere to the Quays of the Dead. From there, they climb up to the Plain of Thrones. Crossing to its centre, they walk around the triple ring of standing stones called the Stone Dance of the Chameleon, which Jaspar tells him is not just a calendrical device, but where is inscribed the Law-that-must-be-obeyed. Halfway round this they part company with the funerary procession. They pass the Black Field, where tributaries abase themselves each year at the Rebirth, and the Cages of the Tithe, where the children they bring to pay their flesh tithe are put in quarantine. Carnelian recalls Ebeny's description of when she was brought here as a child and is disturbed. They pass under the gaze of the colossi that stand astride the tombs of the Chosen and move on to the Forbidden Door where, passing as one of Jaspar's House, Carnelian is permitted to enter with him.

Passing through a dark tomb tunnel they come into a stone forest. This is the Labyrinth that is filled with the column sarcophagi of dead God Emperors. Guided by Sinistral Ichorians, they make their way through this vast, columned hall until they emerge at the foot of the Pillar of Heaven. Here they are carried up the Rainbow Stair in palanquins. Halfway up, Jaspar stops to spend the night but, disregarding warnings about sky-sickness, Carnelian pushes on. Higher and higher he is carried until he reaches the Halls of Thunder. There, ammonites lead him to a suite of chambers. An omnipresent heartbeat pulses the air.

His father wakes him from dreams caused by sky-sickness (altitude sickness). He explains that the heartbeat Carnelian can hear is an amplification of the God Emperor's own. He is angry at Carnelian for coming to court. He tells him that he suspects Jaspar of murdering his own father and that the reason that Lord brought Carnelian with him was to make Suth vulnerable. His father tells him that he has been made Regent. He then leaves, asking his son to await his summons. The next day, syblings (conjoined twins) appear. A pair of them, the Quenthas, dress him in a court robe, so that he can go and attend his father. Wearing this immense construction, and on high court ranga, Carnelian allows himself to be led through cavernous chambers to an immense stair. Climbing to the first landing, he is there divested of his court robe and ranga. Continuing up to a second landing dressed in a coarse-weave robe, he has an encounter with one of the candidates, Molochite: a menacing Master of exquisite beauty. At last he reaches the final landing, where Aurum and some other Lords are waiting before huge doors of precious iron. Carnelian is aware of their resentment as the doors open for him.

It is the Chosen sybling Hanuses - whose two faces share a single head - who admit him into the Thronehall. They lead him to where his father is standing on a high dais in a court robe, several Grand Sapients arrayed before him. He and they are transacting the preparations necessary for the coming election and Apotheosis. As they talk, Carnelian walks round to look upon the faces of the Grand Sapients and finds they are horribly mutilated. When Suth dismisses them, Carnelian approaches. He rushes forward as his father collapses. They talk about how the dragons of the Red Ichorians are being woken from a drug-induced sleep. They also discuss the approaching crisis: the need to elect a new God Emperor, so that his Apotheosis can occur in the presence of the tributaries at the very moment the Rains reach Osrakum to renew the world. They talk politics, then Suth asks Carnelian to accompany him. As they walk, Suth explains how the Wise force the birth of syblings using drugs. At last they are admitted into a chamber in which Carnelian discovers, with shock, lies the God Emperor Themselves. They are surrounded by Sapients who, deprived of their homunculi, can only sense through touch. Carnelian and his father proceed to talk to the dying God Emperor. Suth commands Carnelian to close his eyes as he removes the God Emperor's obsidian mask. Then he commands Carnelian to kiss the God Emperor's hand, because They are his uncle. Something snags Carnelian's lips making them bleed. Carnelian tastes the divine tears and is amazed they are salty.

Suth has Carnelian move into the Sunhold - a fortress within the Halls of Thunder reserved for He-who-goes-before. Carnelian's boredom there is relieved by the arrival of the Quenthas whom Suth sends to keep him amused. Over the next few days they play music for him and a board game called Three. Restless, Carnelian encourages them to go exploring the Sunhold with him. In a chamber called the Sun in Splendour they discover a trapdoor. He persuades the sisters to accompany him down the dark stair beneath it. It leads to a complex of chambers, abandoned since the newer chambers above replaced them. At the limit of their exploration they come across a door of silver wrought with the crying moon-eye cypher of the Wise. The Quenthas become concerned they have already come too far and insist Carnelian return to his chamber. The next day, a detachment of Red Ichorians arrive to garrison the Sunhold. The Quenthas, being Sinistral Ichorians, are compelled to leave. Lonely, Carnelian becomes increasingly obsessed by what might lie behind the moon-eyed door. One night, taking a lantern and a sword, he creeps back to the trapdoor. He descends once more into the darkness and finds his way to the silver door. Beyond it he discovers a labyrinth of chambers filled with strange chests upon which are piled reels of jewel-beaded cord. He is startled by the sudden appearance of a young Master. Disturbed by the stranger's beauty, Carnelian asks him what he is doing. The stranger explains he was reading the jewelled reels, which he calls beadcord. He counters Carnelian's skepticism by showing him how to read a few beads. When the stranger leads him back to the moon-eyed door, Carnelian asks him, on impulse, whether he would be prepared to teach him to read beadcord. The stranger frowns, but agrees and they arrange to meet the next day. As Carnelian returns to the chambers above, it occurs to him that he does not even know the stranger's name.

Next morning, Carnelian returns to the Library of the Wise to meet the strange youth. He spends the day being taught to read beadcord by touch. The stranger explains how the Wise are mutilated to remove every sense but touch as a means of controlling and preserving their impartiality. As they part, Carnelian asks the stranger his name and he reveals himself to be Osidian of the House of the Masks (the Imperial House). Carnelian detects a resemblance between Osidian and the Hanuses and asks him if he has a twin. When Osidian admits he does, Carnelian concludes he must be an unjoined sybling. The next day they read history, and Carnelian learns of a time long ago when a God Emperor went campaigning on the plains in the deep south. They meet again the next day, and on the one after that they study the Books of Blood, where the blood-taints of the Chosen are tabulated. Carnelian's probing about Osidian's origins seems to offend him so that, when they part, Carnelian is left feeling anxious he might not see him again. Nevertheless, Osidian is there the next day. Carnelian expresses interest in reading about the origins of the Commonwealth. Seeking reels on this subject, Osidian leads them into the heart of the Library where he knows the indices are kept. Avoiding Sapients creeping through the dark, they find the references they seek, that lead them to a set of reels that they find too smooth to read. The next morning Osidian brings with him a drug that enhances touch. Taking it, they manage to read the secret beadcord only to find it is all about embalming. Disappointed, Carnelian declares that he has lost interest in the Library. In response Osidian challenges him to turn up the next day wearing outdoor clothes.

When Carnelian leaves his people the next morning, he tells them he is going to be away for three days. Of course they are anxious, but what can they do? When he reaches Osidian, the youth tells him they are going to descend to the Yden. They find a way to the southeastern edge of the Pillar of Heaven and there begin to climb down a precarious 'ladder' of ledges, foot and hand holds. After a vertiginous, terrifying descent, they reach a small cave near the ground, where they decide to spend the night.

Carnelian wakes from a nightmare to find a winged idol of stone looming over them. They descend the last steps, pass through a thorny wood and climb over a wall into a vast vegetable garden. Coming across some tiny, strange little men, they speculate on their origins and those of the other types of men they know. They come into a magnificent, formal garden and, leaving it by means of a bronze gate, slip into a forest wilderness. At last they come to the edge of lagoons where they find some shade in which to wait for the day to cool. Carnelian finds them some pomegranates. At first Osidian is reluctant to eat them, saying they are forbidden, but Carnelian persuades him. In the cool late afternoon they end up swimming and wrestling among the lotus pads. Osidian offers to clean Carnelian of the last streaks of his body paint. Though conflicted because this is slave work, Carnelian submits to it. They kiss. They make love. They catch some fish and eat them with more pomegranates. Lying with Osidian, Carnelian’s joy is disturbed by worries about his father. They spend another idyllic day together, exploring and making love. Osidian seems haunted by something, but Carnelian persuades him they should stay for one more day. That night they are woken by a procession of lights moving along the edge of the Yden. Osidian has become remote and tells Carnelian they must return to the Halls of Thunder.

The next morning, Carnelian finds he cannot coax Osidian back into their previous intimacy. They return to the Pillar of Heaven. As they climb the Ladder, Carnelian becomes increasingly angry with Osidian. When at last they reach the Halls of Thunder, Osidian tells Carnelian he cannot return by his customary route because his father, Suth, will now occupy the chamber with the trapdoor. When Carnelian questions how Osidian could possibly know this, Osidian makes him aware that the pulsing of the God Emperor's heart has ceased. The God Emperor is dead. It was the procession along the Ydenrim that had made Osidian realize this. He shows Carnelian a way up into the Encampment of the Seraphim and takes his leave. This great hall is now filled with pavilions occupied by the Masters who have come for the election. Carnelian creeps through the camp managing to remain unseen and gains entrance to the Sunhold by means of a postern gate. His household are in a hysterical state. Distraught at Carnelian's disappearance, his father has threatened them all with crucifixion. Carnelian has himself dressed appropriately and sets off to confront him.

Gaining entry to the Sun in Splendour, he finds his father giving an audience to Aurum and some other Lords. Suth asks Carnelian to wait for him. When the Lords depart, Suth has another near collapse. He asks Carnelian where he has been. Carnelian gives him a vague explanation, and the conversation moves quickly on to the death of the God Emperor and the political situation. Suth and Aurum are building up votes for Nephron. Jaspar has brought his faction over to them. Suth is confident he will now defeat Ykoriana and her candidate, Molochite. Cornered, she will be at her most dangerous. Suth makes Carnelian swear that he will not leave his side again. Carnelian fears he may never see Osidian again, but he makes the promise. Suth declares his intention to go and confront Ykoriana who, since her husband's death, is now Regent. He asks Carnelian to accompany him. They go forth into a crowd of Masters: Suth carried aloft on a litter, Carnelian following on behind. When they reach the steps to the Thronehall, Suth is forced to make the ascent on foot. In his weakened condition, this climb is an agony. They meet Nephron, the other candidate, descending the stair. At last they reach the Iron Door and are admitted into the Thronehall. Ykoriana is there, masked and in splendour. A bitter exchange occurs between her and Suth, each accusing the other in a continuation of their feud. Suth introduces Carnelian to his aunt. Then Molochite appears and stands at his mother's side. There is something unnatural in the way mother and son caress each other. On Nephron's behalf, Suth offers Ykoriana release from her purdah if she agrees to remove her opposition to his election. Molochite makes blood-curdling threats even as Ykoriana refuses the offer. Carnelian is disturbed by the way the sybling Hanus look at him. Back in the Sunhold, he helps to put his father to bed and leaves him with Sapients ministering to his illness. Returning to his chamber, he finds his brother Tain waiting for him, wasted and traumatized by his experiences in the quarantine.

To escape the silence between them, Carnelian suggests they sleep. He watches Tain slip into the sky-sickness. Then he returns to his father's side. Claiming to be fully recovered, Suth asks Carnelian to deal with some Lords of House Suth who have come seeking him. Carnelian deals with them coldly, then returns to his chamber. With Tain still sleeping, Carnelian broods, missing Osidian. When Tain wakes at last, he talks about his time in the quarantine - more than thirty days of fear and deprivation exposed to the cruelty of the others sharing it with him. Eventually he describes his arrival in Coomb Suth where he was greeted by a woman crucified. Carnelian, realizing this must be Fey. Needing to talk to his father about it, he goes looking for him, but is turned away from the Sun in Splendour where Suth is in conclave with Nephron. Waiting in his father's chambers, he falls asleep. He is woken by his father's return and witnesses his weakness revived by means of an aspirated drug. Suth, shamed, reveals that his wound is unhealed and that all his strength comes from the drugs the Wise are giving him. Carnelian tells him about Fey, and the part he believes he has played in her death by giving his grandmother the seal. Suth defends his mother's actions, but they are both left feeling miserable. Then Suth confesses he thinks the election lost - Jaspar has defected to Ykoriana and there is not time enough to rebuild their vote. Carnelian urges his father to try and offers to help him. Suth accepts Carnelian's offer. Later Carnelian receives Opalid who has come to tell him that, though his father has decided to vote with Ykoriana, he has come to pledge his vote to Nephron. At the time appointed, Carnelian goes to join his father. He finds him standing on a promontory open to the sky with the whole of Osrakum laid out before him. Carnelian can see the twinkling that shows the tributaries gathering in the Plain of Thrones. They discuss Opalid's visit, then go back into the Sun in Splendour to begin rebuilding their vote. During the following days, Carnelian aids his father as he negotiates with an endless stream of Lords for their votes. At the end of the process, the ammonites who administered the agreements are slain.

On the morning of the election, Carnelian wakes, anxious, but hoping that he might see Osidian at the voting. In his court robe, he joins his peers heading for the Chamber of the Three Lands. He runs into Spinel, with whom he has words, and into Jaspar, who is clearly confident of victory. Locked within the Chamber, the hierarchy of the Chosen is displayed with great pomp. Voting commences by the putting of blood-rings into urns. The Wise count the votes, then begin announcing them. To everyone's amazement, Nephron wins. Carnelian's elation turns to shock when that Lord reveals himself to the Chosen and Carnelian recognizes him as Osidian.

Carnelian returns to his chamber feeling betrayed. He and Tain end up having a confrontation. Carnelian's anger turns to grief as Tain heaps blame upon him for, not only Crail's death, but also the fear and abuse that he had to endure in the quarantine. Both end up in tears, embracing, with Tain forgiving his brother. Suth comes to visit. Victory has entirely reenergized him. He talks to Carnelian about the imminent descent of the court to the Labyrinth where they will soon attend Osidian Nephron's Apotheosis. Carnelian asks him if Ykoriana is not still dangerous. Suth says no, convinced Nephron has her well caged. He talks about how he will hand his power over to Aurum, and that he and Carnelian will be free to return to a private life in their coomb. Later, Tain brings Carnelian a letter. It is from Osidian, expressing a desire to see him. Carnelian tells Tain all about Osidian. Later still he wakes to find Osidian standing over him. He lashes out, accusing him of playing him for a fool. Osidian tries to explain, to placate him. As he talks about the Yden, Carnelian anger leaks away. They end up making love. Afterwards, in each other's arms, they contemplate a bleak future in which Osidian, as God Emperor, will be for ever hidden behind the Masks, and remote behind the constraints of ritual. They talk about Osidian's fear of his mother and his hatred of her for having murdered his sister. He shows some pleasure that Molochite will be sacrificed at his Apotheosis. Desperate to share what freedom they have left together, Carnelian proposes they make their way down to the Labyrinth on their own, descending the way they did before to the Yden, spending some time alone there. At first Osidian says this is impossible, but Carnelian works on him and, reluctantly, Osidian agrees. When Osidian goes away to make some preparations, Carnelian writes a letter to his father explaining everything. He has second thoughts about the expedition. Tain wakes him from a nightmare and Carnelian explains his plan to him. Carnelian says goodbye then slips away to meet Osidian, using the trapdoor in the now empty Sun in Splendour. They descend to the Yden and wait for nightfall, each sitting with his own thoughts. They pledge their love to each other, then swim. As Carnelian comes up for air, he detects some movement on the shore. Men with cudgels close in. Impetuously, Osidian throws himself at them. Carnelian joins him in an unequal battle in which they are soon beaten unconscious.

Carnelian and Osidian wake, tied up, in an abandoned kharon boathouse. They can hear the voices of their captors talking nearby. Osidian commands them to approach him. When they come he threatens them, but they laugh at him. Both are scared of the Masters. One, in bravado, slaps Osidian. Carnelian is shocked. Osidian retreats from the humiliation into himself. Later, a Master appears. This turns out to be the Hanuses. They confess the part they have played in this abduction, but it is their mistress, Ykoriana, who is its prime mover. She has sent a message to tell Osidian that she has done this not out of malice, but out of a simple desire to survive. Carnelian asks the Hanuses if they do not fear Ykoriana now. They answer that they have taken precautions. They begin to gloat, expressing their bitterness at their condition and the way they have been treated all their lives. They take Carnelian and Osidian's blood-rings as proof for Ykoriana. Then they spit on Osidian's face. Carnelian threatens them with his father, but they tell him that it is Suth who is going to suffer now. The Hanuses describe how Carnelian and Osidian are to be carried out of Osrakum drugged, then buried alive somewhere in the outer world. Carnelian and Osidian are packed into two funerary urns and, as they struggle with horror and fear, they are drugged into unconsciousness.
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