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Suth gazes down from the Halls of Rebirth upon the tributaries in the Plain of Thrones. He reads again the letter Carnelian left for him before he disappeared with Osidian Nephron - God Emperor elect. He curses himself for not having taken more interest in what his son had been doing, for having underestimated Ykoriana. Even now he has parties searching the Yden. Aurum appears. He suspects something is wrong. Suth gives him Carnelian's letter to read. Suth tells Aurum that he has been summoned to appear before the Wise. Both know that, if Osidian does not reappear soon, it is Molochite, their enemy, who will become God Emperor. Aurum can see that Suth cares for nothing but his son, and rushes off to throw himself on the mercy of Molochite. Later, in the Labyrinth, Suth appears before four Grand Sapients. They ask him where Osidian is. Suth, knowing he can no longer protect Carnelian, confesses what he knows. The Wise become chillingly enraged. By keeping this information from them for so long, he has not only stopped them from doing what they could to find Osidian, but he has led them into transgressing the Law, so leaving them vulnerable to Ykoriana. They tell him that Molochite will assume the Masks; that he and Carnelian, when he is found, shall be punished.

Carnelian wakes in the funerary urn in agony and panic. The lid is opened by a retired Red Ichorian who has been selling relics stolen from the dead that are brought out of Osrakum. Seeing that Carnelian is a Master, the Ichorian knows he has stumbled on some intrigue and fears for his life. He decides that his best hope is to flee to the margins of the Commonwealth, hoping to sell Carnelian and Osidian for enough to allow him to hide for the rest of his life. While he is off making arrangements, Carnelian tries to escape, but fails. He knows Osidian is awake, but his friend ignores his pleas. Osidian's silence tortures Carnelian, who feels responsible for their predicament. The Ichorian returns and has them carried out of the City at the Gates to a rendezvous with some slavers. Carnelian and Osidian are smashed out of their urns, and the slavers, seeing their faces, become implicated in the Ichorian's sin. They overcome Carnelian and Osidian's resistance. To conceal their height, they bend them with ropes tied from their necks to their ankles. To conceal their white skin, they cover them with bitumen and rags. Hidden among sartlar, Carnelian spends his first night of slavery tormented and doing what little he can to comfort Osidian, even as the Rains break.

A day of agony follows as they are driven south with the sartlar herd. The slavers take them off the road into the mud of the Land. That first night is spent in a sartlar kraal where Carnelian has reason to fear for Osidian's sanity. They are forced to run for days. One night, a sartlar hag approaches Carnelian and, to his surprise, applies some salve to the wounds made by his ropes. Days later, he becomes aware the rain has stopped. He wants to die, but a green shoot coming up through the earth cheats him with its hope of rebirth. Driven back onto a road, they encounter some barbarian raiders. One of these spots Carnelian and cuts his ropes. As he falls into unconsciousness, Carnelian is aware of a fight breaking out.

He comes round in a wicker saddle-chair, surrounded by the raiders, arguing. With shock he realizes they are speaking the same language Ebeny spoke to him as a child. One of them, Ranegale, is accusing one of the youngsters, Ravan, of having got them into the fight with the slavers. Because of Ravan, Ranegale’s brother and uncle have been killed and his father, Stormrane, wounded. Stormrane speaks up in defence of his son. Ranegale demands to know from another of his sons, Fern, why he had persuaded them to bring the Masters - whom they refer to as the Standing Dead - with them. Carnelian recognizes Fern to be the man who cut his ropes. He is darker than the others, has short curly hair and wears the brass collar of an auxiliary. Fern stands up for himself. The raiders decide they must go south to Makar, keeping out of sight of the road and its watch-towers. There are differing opinions about what they should do with the Standing Dead. Stormrane, an Elder and their leader, decides they may be of some use, and against Ranegale's objections, he has drag-cradles made. Fern helps Carnelian out of the saddle-chair and into a drag-cradle. He is clearly grief stricken for his lost kin. Fern confirms that, though running a high fever, Osidian is still alive. 

For the rest of the day, Carnelian dozes on in his drag-cradle. That night there is fearful talk of a 'scouring line' of dragons that must be passed through if they are to reach Makar. More days in the drag-cradle as they cross a monotonous world of mud and pouring rain. Then Stormrane, his condition worse, tumbles from his aquar. There is talk about using the Standing Dead as a diversion to get past the dragons. Carnelian suggests they let him ride, so that they can use his drag-cradle to carry Stormrane. Ranegale warns that Carnelian will escape, but Fern, believing them brothers, convinces them that Carnelian would not leave Osidian behind. When mounted, Carnelian is shown by Fern how to control the aquar with his feet. Carnelian glimpses Osidian who looks near death. When the Raiders see dragonfire reflected in the clouds, they prepare the Standing Dead. Fern and Carnelian talk over Osidian as they clean him. Fern asks Carnelian why he gave up his drag-cradle for his father. Fern finds it hard to believe Carnelian's claim that it was compassion. As the bitumen comes off Osidian's forehead, Fern becomes fascinated with the black birthmark that is revealed. When they have finished, they wait by the corpses. A tattoo on Stormrane's hand catches Carnelian's eye. Deciphering it, he speaks out loud one of the words comprising it: Ochre. When Ravan reacts with shock, Carnelian realizes this is must be the name of their tribe. Fern shares Ravan's horror. They realize they must cut the hands from their dead who have similar service tattoos. But legionary auxiliaries are approaching fast and the raiders panic. Hearing talk of killing the Standing Dead, Carnelian prepares to sell their lives dearly. Ranegale gives Fern responsibility for them, then speeds off. Fern decides he must take the corpses with him. As Carnelian helps him and his brother to lash the corpses into saddle-chairs, he broods on their situation. If they are rescued, he might be able to return to his father and his people, but Osidian would die in accordance with the Law. Carnelian makes a decision. He asks Fern to give them sanctuary. Fern agrees. They pack Osidian into another saddle-chair and they ride after the others.

Riding hard, Carnelian and the raiders just manage to evade the auxiliaries, and the dragons that can be seen in the distance. But in doing so, they are forced to leave the Commonwealth by a nearby gate in the Ringwall. Once out of sight of its watch-towers, Ranegale confronts Fern for having once again brought the Standing Dead and the corpses with him. Fern tells him about the betraying tattoos. Ranegale menaces Carnelian who again prepares to fight, but Fern steps in to defend him. Cloud, now the only remaining Elder, breaks it up. Disgusted, Ranegale takes them eastwards still hoping to reach Makar. However, the increasingly rough limestone landscape funnels them ever further south along its gulleys. When they eventually camp for the night, they sink into arguing again. Carnelian proves to them he can read their service tattoos by deciphering the name of Cloud's adopted tribe from his hand - Twostone. Cloud tells Krow, also of that tribe, that he did the right thing in helping Fern and Carnelian. 

Later, as Fern helps Carnelian nestle Osidian into some shelter, he confronts him: he has deduced that Carnelian can understand their Plainsman speech. Carnelian is surprised to find that their tongue is unique to the Ochre tribe. Both see this as a very strange coincidence. On the basis of this, Fern insists Carnelian must attend their council. As everyone sits passing round djada (sun-dried meat), Fern expresses his belief that the Standing Dead have been sent to them by the Sky-Father. As evidence he points out how they came covered in bitumen, as the Plainsmen do to their own male dead. There is also the birthmark. They all gather to peer at this on Osidian's forehead. Ranegale is unconvinced, but he can see that many of the others are beginning to believe. In the end, as the only Elder there, Cloud decides to let the Standing Dead live for now. Talk then turns to how they are going to get home. They can no longer hope to reach the rendezvous with the rest of their people in Makar. Ranegale says they have no choice but to attempt a direct route, down the cliff of the Guarded Land and across the swamps to their homeland, the Earthsky. From something someone says, Carnelian learns Fern has Marula blood. The next day he helps him load the dead into saddle-chairs. Then they set off down the gulley. Towards the end of the day they find the gulley tumbles into an abyss. Disconsolate, they settle down for the night in a nearby cave. Huddling with the Plainsmen, Carnelian feels more at ease than he has done since he left his island home.

It is decided that they have no choice but to attempt a descent of the cliff. Riders by nature, the idea of walking all the way home horrifies the Plainsmen. Clearly, they cannot take the dead with them and so they improvise a sky-burial. Fern volunteers to help Carnelian carry Osidian and together they lash up the iron spear and some poles into a stretcher to which they bind him. Then, tenderly, they slaughter the aquar. Carnelian puts on one of the dead men's clothes. They begin the descent from ledge to ledge down the limestone cliff. During days of vertiginous nightmare and weariness, they slowly climb down. Some of the others help with the burden of carrying Osidian. One youth falls, taking another with him. Osidian's feverish babbling spooks the Plainsmen. At last they reach the ground and move off across a landscape studded with vast boulders, braided with streams. They try to keep to the foot of the cliff, aiming eastwards towards the Leper Valleys, but the going proves too difficult and, when they reach a river they cannot cross, Ranegale tells them they must go south across the swamps. Soon they are moving through a world of mud and water haunted by monsters. Osidian wakes, delirious, claiming the Black God seeks him. Fern tells Carnelian the fever has broken. When they cut Osidian free of his bindings, Carnelian is shocked to see how much he has wasted away. That night they feel the tremors of something huge nearby. The next morning Osidian is comatose again and again they have to carry him. He resumes his babbling and the Plainsmen become increasingly anxious that he is drawing the huge presence to them. Then, suddenly, the night erupts into horror as a massive monster comes to devour them. Carnelian smells blood, hears screams, then is hurled away, unconscious.

When he comes to, he finds his way back to the carnage. Cloud has been slain along with several of the youths. Osidian lies curled in the midst of the slaughter. Carnelian approaches, thinking him dead, but Osidian is alive and they find in his hand the remains of Stormrane's iron spear gory with the monster's blood. Ravan claims the spear for his own because he is Stormrane's true son. Humiliated, Fern gives it to him. Osidian, now lucid, is shocked to find out where he is. He insists he can walk. Later he interrogates Carnelian about everything he has learned about the barbarians. Osidian deduces their location from the movement of the clouds. He suggests it is likely the Wise will have knowledge, from their watch-towers, of where the raiders and their captives left the Commonwealth. Carnelian fears the Wise will search for them. He confesses he can speak Ochre. Osidian sees this as another sign. They slog on. One night Carnelian wakes to find Osidian and Ravan whispering to each other. Incessant rain makes everything swell and rot. Their djada becomes slimy with purple-black mould. More and more, the Plainsmen, Ravan especially, begin to question the way Ranegale has been leading them. When Ranegale turns upon the Ravan, Osidian defends him. In the ensuing fight, though still weak, Osidian overcomes the Plainsman, deliberately snapping his back on his knee. As Osidian walks away from the broken man, Carnelian follows him. He tries to restore their bond, but Osidian is remote as he tells him he believes the monster that attacked him was not a ravener, as the Plainsmen claim, but an incarnation of the Black God, come to anoint him with His holy blood. Carnelian is chilled by what he judges to be Osidian's madness. When they return they find Ranegale, mercifully killed, being hoisted up into a tree. His brother Loskai looks at the Standing Dead with hatred. Osidian assumes their leadership and guides them on. Slowly their contaminated djada makes them all pass into a strange madness. They find themselves wandering through a forest after Osidian who mumbles all the time as he draws strange portents from the gloom.

Carnelian becomes aware they have come out onto a vast plain of ferns. The Plainsmen gambol like children, delighted at being back in their Earthsky. Grimly, Osidian looks north to where a bright horizon shows the cliff of the Guarded Land. When Carnelian states they can never return, Osidian asks him if he is already so sure of that. Carnelian finds this disturbing. Fern improvises some shoes for them, telling them that men are forbidden to step upon Mother Earth. The Plainsmen throw away the rotting djada and go hunting. When they return with a brace of small saurians, they thank them for their deaths. Cooked in a hole in the ground, Carnelian finds it the most delicious meal he has ever had. As they eat, the Plainsmen admit they do not know where in the Earthsky they are. Interrogating them, Osidian declares he can find a way home. Using two spears and some knowledge gleaned from the Wise, he manages to approximate their latitude. They march southeast. In the mist they encounter a herd of massive long-necked saurians, called heaveners. As they shelter against a tree while letting the monsters pass, one comes so close they can feel the beating of his heart. With the Plainsmen, Carnelian is driven to tears by the magnificence of this beast that they consider sacred. They struggle on, shunning the lagoons for fear of raveners, finding water where they can. Osidian becomes jealous as Carnelian and Fern's friendship deepens. After many long, hot, weary days, they come within sight of the Backbone - a dyke of basalt running north south across the Earthsky. Reaching this, the Plainsmen now know where they are. As a consequence, Osidian's power over them wanes.

Following the Backbone south, they come within sight of Krow's home - the koppie of the Twostone. The Plainsmen become anxious when they can see no smoke rising from it - the signal that its lookouts have spotted them. Crossing the outermost ring ditches, they come to the last one where they find still in place the huskmen set to guard its gates. Entering the grove of mother trees (cedars), they can detect no sign of life. They climb to the crags rising from the summit of the koppie hill. A shrill cry makes Carnelian and Fern run down to find one of the youths, hysterical. Carnelian follows Fern back onto the plain where they discover the entire Twostone tribe massacred. Within the koppie they locate a funeral pyre. In its ashes they find a tooth filed to a point. Carnelian recognizes this as Marula. This shocks the Plainsmen who have only a hazy notion of the Marula lands somewhere to the south. Fear grows that the Ochre tributaries might have found the Marula waiting for them when they passed through. A debate ensues as to what they should do. Applying for help from a neighbouring koppie is dismissed because they fear what their reception there might be. It is decided they must walk home. All save Ravan and the now orphaned Krow abandon Osidian as they make the weary journey south. Then one day the Koppie comes into sight. Signal smoke rising sends the Plainsmen running for their home. Fern alone remains behind with Carnelian and Osidian. He is morose, knowing he will have to answer to his mother for his dead kin, and to the Tribe for bringing into their midst two Standing Dead. The mass of the Tribe come out to welcome those they had feared lost. Unease spreads as they become aware of the two giants walking with Fern. An Elder, Harth, questions him about the missing. Grief spreads with news of those who have not returned. Fern's mother, Akaisha, asks him who these strangers are. Hysteria begins to spread through the crowd as Fern admits that they are Standing Dead.

Loskai tries to incite the Tribe into killing the Standing Dead by accusing them of having murdered his brother, Ranegale. Fern cries out that he is lying and they get into a scuffle. Akaisha separates them and commands her son to take the Standing Dead away to a distant ferngarden. Still smarting from humiliation, Fern obeys her. Left alone in the ferngarden, Carnelian and Osidian argue. Carnelian asks him if he could not consider trying to live here among these people. Osidian is horrified at this notion, though he is beginning to doubt that their experiences are really part of some god-driven fate. Carnelian almost manages to reach him, but then Ravan appears and, feeding on the boy's adulation, Osidian retreats into hauteur. At Osidian's urging, Ravan shows them to a pool where they can wash. At first scandalized by Osidian putting his bare feet upon the earth, Ravan copies him to prove his allegiance. When Fern returns he tells them their fate is to be decided the next day by an Assembly of the Elders. The next morning they are led up to the Crag, halfway up which nestles a structure made of bones - the Ochre Ancestor House. They climb the steps to it, and wait in its dark interior as the Elders file in. The Assembly first interrogates Fern and Loskai. The Elders are incredulous that the two Standing Dead should have been found as slaves. When Fern describes what they found at the Twostone koppie, the Elders who had led the tributaries back from the Guarded Land tell of how they found a few survivors hiding in the ditches. They debate the strange portent of the Marula. Then they begin discussing what is to be done with the Standing Dead. Fern makes a plea on their behalf, but the Elders have little sympathy for this. They begin relating to the Standing Dead just how much they hate them for the cruelty of taking their children in the flesh tithe. There is talk of killing them. Fern ignites uproar when he makes his claims about how he believes it was the Sky Father who sent them to the Tribe. Osidian, who has been getting increasingly enraged, breaks into all this with blood-curdling threats of what will happen to them should they harm a Master. When he falls silent, Carnelian, desperate to present another side to them, addresses the Assembly in Ochre. Shocked, the Elders wonder by what sorcery he knows their tongue. Carnelian talks about Ebeny and awakes fevered excitement in Akaisha, who asks him questions about this Plainswoman. When she is satisfied, she asks Carnelian and Osidian to leave them, so that the Assembly can determine their verdict.

Outside the Ancestor House, Carnelian and Osidian quarrel. Humiliated, Osidian feels there is nothing left to live for. To avoid him getting into a fight with some guards, Carnelian takes him up to the summit of the Crag. From there they get a panoramic view of the Koppie with its three concentric ditches. Osidian claims this form is a slavish imitation of the Chosen wheelmap. Carnelian is lost in wonder that this place could well be where Ebeny was born. Osidian expresses disgust at Carnelian's love for his nurse. Further, he accuses him of betraying him with Fern. Akaisha and other Elders come up to tell them they have decided to postpone their decision and that, meanwhile, she has condescended to take them into her hearth. As they follow her down through the cedar grove, Carnelian gets his first view of the domestic life of the Plainsmen, with children running around and each family living around their individual cedar. Akaisha gives them leave to enter the rootearth of her mother tree. She introduces them to Whin who is clearly unhappy about her new hearthmates. Whin talks to Fern about his punishment. Ravan is there but is awkward with his mother. Fern leads the Masters off and encourages them to choose a hollow among the roots in which to sleep. Lying in their hollow, Carnelian watches men and women returning from the day's labour being told about the Elders' decision. Akaisha invites Carnelian to walk with her. As they descend the Blooding rootstair she questions him about Ebeny, seeking some proof that she is indeed her long-lost sister. Carnelian remembers the childgatherer tattoo on Ebeny's hand and draws it for Akaisha who recognizes it. Convinced, she tells him that she could save them by adopting them into her hearth. To save Osidian, Carnelian lets her believe he is his brother and accepts her offer. Carnelian tries to get Osidian to come with him to meet their knew hearthmates, but he refuses. Carnelian is given a place to sit around the hearth. Akaisha announces she has decided to adopt the Standing Dead. Her kin are shocked but have no choice than to accept her decision. Carnelian is surprised to find that Fern has a wife, Sil, and a baby daughter. As he shares his first meal with them, a little girl showing signs of grief in her face serves him. She is one of the children they found gone feral in the koppie of the Twostone. Sil tells them she has not said a word since they found her. Whin deliberately discomfits Carnelian by getting her grandson to serve him more of the stew - for Carnelian cannot avoid seeing the childgatherer tattoo on the boy's hand that shows that he has been chosen for the flesh tithe. Angry, Fern makes a scene when he demands his child from his wife so that Carnelian can hold her. He tells them all how Carnelian helped save the souls of their kin. Akaisha tells Whin that the Standing Dead will earn their keep by joining them at their work. On impulse Carnelian tells Fern he will share his punishment with him. When he tells Osidian they must work if they expect to eat, Osidian says that he prefers to starve to death. Carnelian succumbs to doubt and guilt about the life he has brought Osidian into, and to the grief that he will never see his father and the rest of his family again.

Fern wakes Carnelian who accompanies him down to the bloodwood tree, just within the outermost ditch. The remains of an earther (a horned saurian related to a huimur) are there already partially butchered. This being women's work, it is considered a humiliation for a man to do it. Women and girls arrive. As they hack and slice the meat, Carnelian and Fern are required to dispose of the offal. It is filthy, unpleasant work, especially in the heat while being tormented by flies. Then there is the mob of jeering children. As they take a break in the shade, Fern tells Carnelian how he is the result of his mother being raped by a Marula in the Leper Valleys. At the end of the day, Gingka, the Elder in charge at the bloodwood tree, grudgingly has to admit that Carnelian has worked hard. He and Fern wash each other which conflicts Carnelian who has only ever done that for Osidian. When they return to the hearth, he finds Osidian still lying in their hollow, not having moved or eaten anything. Next day it's the turn of Akaisha's hearth to work beneath the bloodwood tree. During a break, as the Twostone girl gives them water, Carnelian manages to coax her to say her name - Poppy. Thereafter, she follows him around like a shadow. Later, hunters drag in a new earther. The leaders of the hunt are Crowrane and his son, Loskai, who fix Carnelian with looks of hatred. Back at his hollow, Carnelian is shocked to see how much Osidian's strength has further ebbed. He begs some broth from Akaisha. Ravan blames Carnelian for Osidian's condition. Returning with the broth, Carnelian manages to rouse Osidian and coaxes him to eat. Osidian decides he will join Carnelian under the bloodwood tree. This news shocks Ravan who cannot believe any man would choose such work - and especially not his idol. Fern says, bitterly, that the Master has turned out to be a poorer replacement father than Ravan had hoped.

Carnelian wakes to find Poppy snuggled in with him and Osidian. When he goes to fetch some breakfast, he talks to Akaisha who approves of him 'adopting' the waif. Carnelian's is worried about Osidian's reaction, but Osidian accepts Poppy as if she was some pet of Carnelian's. Together with Fern they all go down to the bloodwood tree. In spite of not having yet regained his strength, Osidian works all day with them.

So the days pass, with Poppy helping to hang out the meat ropes to dry into djada. Then, one day, Loskai's hunt brings in a new earther. He taunts the Standing Dead for being womanish cowards. Osidian accepts his challenge and tells him he will go out with Loskai's hunt the next day. Fern warns them that it might be dangerous for them. Carnelian decides he must go with Osidian. Akaisha warns him too, that outside the Koppie, she cannot protect them, but Carnelian cannot let Osidian go into the danger alone. He promises her that he will do what he can to stop Ravan from getting involved. He is shocked to learn that, for having deserted from the legions, Fern's life will be forfeit the next time the childgatherer pays the Tribe a visit. He also learns that one of the reasons Akaisha accepted Poppy into her hearth is so that she too could be put up for selection for the flesh tithe. Ashamed, she admits she hopes Poppy's prettiness might save her granddaughter from being chosen.

Carnelian and Osidian ride out with Crowrane and Loskai's hunt to fetch water. Carnelian is aware of an atmosphere of threat from the men around him. They wind their way carefully through the earther herds. When they reach the lagoon, they begin to fill water skins. Pointing to a sandbar in the lagoon, Osidian asks whether the saurian bellowers on it are nesting. Ravan confirms this, and agrees that their eggs would make good eating, but that their roost is impregnable. Osidian now issues a counter-challenge to Loskai and the other men - are they brave enough to follow him to the bellowers’ island? Sending half the men back with the water, Crowrane agrees. The raid on the eggs is a terrifying experience as the monsters mass to defend their roost. But Osidian is not cowed and rides forward, Carnelian with him. As the others hold back, Carnelian is certain he and Osidian have fallen into a trap, but then Krow brings the others through; Crowrane being unable to control the enthusiasm of the young to get involved. Collecting a load of the massive eggs, they flee the returning bellower mothers. In their flight, Carnelian falls into the lagoon. It seems that the monsters are going to come after them, but Osidian confronts them screaming curses. As if obeying him, they fall back. Exhilarated, Ravan puts it about that the monsters obeyed the Master. Carnelian thanks Krow for having come to their rescue. They make the journey back to the Koppie with their prizes. Much of the Tribe comes out to greet them. Mother Gingka is angry at the risk they took, and protests that the bellowers cannot afford to lose so many young. But no one listens to her in their excitement as the eggs are distributed. Later, Ravan basks in the admiration of his hearth as he tells and retells the tale of Osidian's glorious raid. Watching the boy, Carnelian tells Osidian that he intends to rejoin Fern under the bloodwood tree. Osidian warns him that something terrible might happen to Ravan if he does that.

When Carnelian tells Fern that he has decided not to return to work with him as promised, the Plainsman clearly feels betrayed. Carnelian and Osidian join the rest of the hunt as they take their turn helping the women repairing the Koppie ditches. Ravan gives to Osidian the iron spear that is his birthright, and then the Standing Dead set off on their first hunt. All day they ride further and further away from the Koppie. They make a camp around an acacia tree. Crowrane tells them stories, seeking to fortify everyone's courage for the next day. In the morning they paint their faces with hornblack in imitation of the Sky Father. They bring down an earther, then drag her back to their camp. That night, men from a neighbouring tribe - the Bluedancing, invade the camp. They swagger and insult the Ochre and threaten to take their earther from them. When they disappear into the night, the Ochre are left feeling humiliated. Some call for retribution, but Crowrane tells them that, because they are one of the largest tribes, the Bluedancing can be arrogant with impunity. The next day they hitch the earther to their aquar and begin to drag it home. They make another camp. Just before dawn, raveners come nosing around. Another day of dragging the earther follows. That night, three raveners attack. The hunters barely manage to hold them off with fire. Osidian attacks one, driving his iron spear into its throat. Carnelian charges, leading the others, scaring the monsters away. That morning everyone is stunned by the dead ravener. As his kill, Osidian gives them permission to dig its teeth out of its jaws for trophies. Thereafter, the Plainsmen are all in awe of the Master. When they return home, news of his feat spreads throughout the Tribe. Poppy is excited at Carnelian's return. He is concerned about Fern and waits for him at the edge of their rootearth. Fern shows disinterest in what Carnelian has to say. For the next few days everyone hides from a sporewind beneath blankets in their hollows. On their third hunt, Osidian startles the earthers into forming a defensive ring that the Plainsmen call a hornwall. Back in the Koppie they find a wedding has occurred in the hearth and that they have a new hearthmate. Poppy is sad; she believes nobody would want her because she has no mother tree of her own. She shows Carnelian a precious seed, salvaged from her mother tree in the hope she might be allowed to plant it one day. Carnelian is on his fourth hunt when they see smoke rising from the Koppie. They abandon their kill to rush back. When they arrive they are told at the outer ditch that the childgatherer has appeared a year early. Everyone is terrified what could happen should he see the Standing Dead among them. Osidian says he has expected this: it is the Wise looking for him. Defying Crowrane, he refuses to hide. He asks Carnelian to ride out with him, but Carnelian, knowing that Poppy is going to be offered up to the childgatherer and that Fern might well die for his desertion, decides to remain behind. Defiantly, Krow and Ravan choose to ride back out with Osidian.

When Carnelian appears at the hearth, he is greeted with horror. Hysterically, Sil accuses him of having brought the childgatherer. When Akaisha finds out that Osidian is out on the plain, she accuses Carnelian of trying to get them all killed. His fear and grief turns to anger. Akaisha appeases him. He sees for the first time the children of the hearth being washed and having their heads shaved by their parents, pale with shock. Carnelian is allowed to do the same for Poppy. The terrified girl extracts from him a promise that he will be there to watch when she is delivered to the childgatherer for examination. Carnelian feels miserable that he cannot take part as the hearth bids farewell to Fern. But Fern comes to say goodbye to Carnelian. Carnelian confesses to him that Osidian is not his brother. Smiling, Fern tells him he had worked that out already. He tells him that, in the coming days, only Akaisha can hope to save him from the Tribe's wrath, and forces Carnelian to promise he will accept her help. Fern accepts he is to die. Emotional, they embrace and part. Carnelian remains behind, torn between his promise to Poppy and his fear of endangering the Tribe. Eventually, disguising himself as best he can, he creeps down to the edge of the Grove. From there he observes the childgatherer, an ammonite with other ammonites as staff. Their masks and magnificence have become alien to him. He empathizes with the distress of the Plainsmen as, one by one, their children are examined like animals. Those selected for the flesh tithe are marked with tattoos on their hands. As he watches Poppy being selected, Carnelian curses himself that he had not thought to disfigure her.

He leaves before there is the chance he might witness what is done to Fern.  Back at the hearth, he torments himself with notions of escaping with Poppy. When people begin returning, Carnelian is shocked to see Fern among them. He blurts out to him that he wishes he had mutilated Poppy. Fern's anger, that Carnelian put the Tribe at risk by going down to watch the childgatherers, turns to grief because his own daughter has been selected. Hatred for Carnelian, being a Master, is in everyone's eyes. Poppy has him read the tattoo on her hand that shows she must go to Osrakum the following year. Akaisha confides in him that the childgatherer is looking for two renegade Masters. She says she can no longer protect him, that his fate must lie with the Assembly. While he waits to be summoned, Carnelian returns to working with Fern. Osidian comes in with Krow and Ravan. He refuses Carnelian's request that he submit to the Assembly. He tells him that he has begun to use Ravan sexually. When Carnelian refuses to go with him to freedom, Osidian rides back out onto the plain, leaving Ravan behind. Later, Carnelian tries to allay Poppy's fear of Osrakum but fails. She had believed he would save her. Resigned to her fate, she buries the seed from her mother tree deep enough so that it will die. After Ravan delivers Osidian's message to Akaisha, she goes up to the Crag to attend an Assembly. Unable to sleep, Carnelian waits for her at the hearth. When she returns, she tells him that Osidian threatened to reveal his presence to the Bluedancing should they do anything to harm him or Carnelian. Akaisha tells him that he will be a hostage for Osidian's behaviour. She asks him to swear an oath on her mother tree that he will make no attempt to escape. Carnelian swears.

Ravan returns to Osidian who now has with him the majority of Crowrane's hunt. Over the following days, Carnelian is only too aware of Akaisha's thinning face. One day Ravan returns with others, pulling an immense earther bull on a sled. Gingka remonstrates with them about the sacrilege of cutting down trees to make the sled and of taking an earther in its prime, but they are not inclined to listen to her. Krow boasts of a brawl in which they bested the Bluedancing. News of Ravan's defiance to the Elders causes more and more of the young men to desert their hunts to go out and join Osidian. People complain to the Elders, but they seem powerless to do anything about it. The Withering season arrives, desiccating the world. Soon it will be time to migrate. The ferngardens are burned to make a firebreak to protect the Grove. Everyone is worried about their boys out there. Akaisha tells Carnelian that thirst will bring them in. The Tribe packs the djada onto drag-cradles. That night, Akaisha's hearth holds a tithing feast for one of their lads who is going to leave with the tributaries the next day. In the morning, as the Tribe gathers to see them off, Akaisha defends Carnelian's right to be there. There is an outpouring of grief as the tributaries set off for Osrakum. The people of the Tribe bury their grief in stowing everything away around the mother trees. Carnelian accompanies Akaisha as huskmen are set to guard the Grove gates. On impulse, he returns to the hearth to dig up Poppy's seed. Slowly the Tribesmen file out of the Koppie into the dust of the dying fernland. They cross the dry bed of the lagoon. That night, as they camp, Osidian, by prior arrangement with the Elders, comes in with his followers. With triumph in his eyes, he joins Akaisha's hearth. For Carnelian's sake, she asks Krow to join them. The next day they continue the long march east. Days later, they form defensive rings as a magnificent herd of heaveners overtakes them. For days they see the blue of the mountains on the horizon. When they reach them, they climb to a valley where they sink with relief by the shores of a stream.

As the people of the Tribe give themselves over to happy pleasure in their cool valley, Carnelian worries that their idyll might be threatened by Osidian's discontent. He suggests to him they should climb the mountains. Fern is jealous. As they climb, Carnelian reaches out to Osidian. On the shore of a pool they swim and make love. Carnelian asks him to let Osrakum go. This sparks anger in Osidian. Defeated, Carnelian challenges him to continue their climb. Higher and higher they go in angry silence. Climbing becomes a war between them. So high, they begin to lose consciousness. Close to death, Carnelian manages to raise himself. He finds he cannot let Osidian die. Reviving him, they begin a painful descent. They survive one more night and, the next day, collapse within sight of the camp. When Carnelian next wakes, he is being tended by Poppy. She tells him Osidian is being taken care of by Ravan. Drums indicate the Ochre getting ready to attend a gathering of the tribes. When Fern appears, Carnelian realizes how much he loves him and Poppy. He also realizes, with surprise, that he now feels free of Osidian. With his friends he wanders around the camp, watching the Tribe's embassy being adorned with barbaric pomp. He tries to go and see Osidian, but Ravan bars his way. The embassy leaves. Carnelian goes gathering berries in the foothills with Sil and Poppy. Sil and Carnelian talk about Fern. She tells Carnelian that Fern loves him. Carnelian tells her that he loves Fern, but that it is she who is his wife. They make their peace with each other. When the members of the embassy return, they relate how much of the talk at the gathering was about the unexpected appearance of the childgatherers all across the Earthsky. The Ochre had a run-in with the representatives of the Bluedancing.

The Withering reaches their valley and turns it brown. The people of the Tribe torch the ferns, then march west with what water they have, marching in desperation to meet the Rains. In the Earthsky, now a desert, each day is a struggle. Then the rain comes, dissolving their march into a riot of joy. Day after day it falls, turning the land into a quagmire covered in lagoons. One night, sheltering as best they can against the downpour, they are attacked. Mounted figures speed through the camp striking people down, snatching up children. Erupting into violence, Osidian kills one of their attackers. When there is light enough, the Tribute takes stock of the disaster. Osidian protects the man he killed from the revenge of the grief-stricken. Later, they assemble around the corpse, which is clearly Bluedancing. The young men are all for taking armed revenge against them. Elders tell them to shut up, pointing out how much more numerous the Bluedancing are, and blame this all on the brawl Osidian provoked with the Bluedancing earlier in the year. Ravan, in defending Osidian, ends up being rude to his mother and gets slapped by her. Osidian declares that if they were to choose to fight under his command, they might find their manhood. The Tribe rises in outrage as the men bay for war, though they reject Osidian as leader. Carnelian demands to know why he is smiling, and Osidian tells him the Tribe will, in the end, fight under his command. With all the men setting off, Carnelian feels he has no choice but to join them. Painted for war, the warband has a ferocious aspect. As they leave their women behind, their ardour cools. Even with the legionary veterans among them, their march is confused and uncertain. Some urge a return, others an immediate charge. Eventually they settle for a night attack. They spend the rest of the day riding parallel to the Bluedancing march. Fern confides in Carnelian that he feels they are making a fatal error. When night falls they summon up their courage and launch themselves at the enemy. Later they huddle together, many wounded, their spirit broken. Their attack was violently repulsed. They are certain the Bluedancing will make bloody reprisals. Many are convinced their children are going to end up the slaves of the Bluedancing. At this moment Osidian appears offering them victory if only they will agree to obey him.

At first light, Osidian leads them to the shore of a dried up lagoon. Leaving Carnelian in command of the older men, he rides off with the younger. Carnelian marshals his people, several ranks deep, with spears and improvised shields, along the ridge in a hornwall. They sing songs to keep their courage up. At last they see the Bluedancing warriors advancing towards them in a rabble. The Bluedancing charge but, when they reach the ground just in front of the Ochre hornwall, the aquar founder on the soft earth. Enraged, the survivors fling themselves against the Ochre. A desperate struggle ensues. Then battle cries are heard behind the Bluedancing as Osidian and the rest of the Ochre crash into their rear. The Bluedancing break and Carnelian, possessed by bloodlust, pursues them and cuts several down. As his bloodlust ebbs, he is left contemplating the slaughter with horror. Many of the Ochre cavort, relief turned to triumph. Ravan is gleeful. Fern and some of the Elders are sobered by the carnage, compassionate for what this is going to mean for the rest of the Bluedancing tribe. Osidian tells them that, if they are so concerned, it is in their power to save them. He seduces them further with promises of the precious salt they can rob from them and he gives them the idea that they can send the Bluedancing children to pay the flesh tithe in place of their own. He also says that they have no choice but to leave the Bluedancing unburied. 

Riding over a ridge, they find the Bluedancing barricaded in their camp behind drag-cradles. The Bluedancing wail as the Elders convey their terms. They know they have no choice if they want their children to survive. When the Ochre men return to the Tribe, their people are wary of the Bluedancing bringing up the rear of their march. The women Elders list the difficulties, but are won over by the suggestion, however shameful, that they can pay their flesh tithe with Bluedancing children. As they continue their march, the Ochre harden their hearts against the Bluedancing so as to assuage their guilt. Carnelian comforts Poppy after a nightmare. He confirms she will no longer have to go to Osrakum and, to her delight, produces her mother tree seed that he had rescued. At last they reach the Koppie, joyous to be home. As the Earthsky bursts into renewed life, Carnelian slips back into the routines of daily life. In return for food and water, the Bluedancing take over the renewal of the ditches and other heavy work. But it soon becomes obvious that the Tribe cannot hunt enough to feed everyone. Osidian sends Ravan to tell the Elders he has a plan that could feed them all. One day Carnelian is with Osidian fetching water when a messenger arrives from the Elders, summoning the Standing Dead to appear before them.

Carnelian and Osidian witness the Assembly trying to determine what to do with the Bluedancing. There is talk about driving them out of the Koppie, but too many cannot bear losing the children to replace their own in the flesh tithe. Yet, they also do not want to consider merely kidnapping the children from their mothers. In the end, they ask Osidian about his plan. He will not reveal any details, but assures them he wants nothing in return. Reluctantly, the Elders give him their mandate. On the field with the bloodwood tree, Osidian describes to Carnelian the wider and deeper ditches he wants dug around its margin. Carnelian understands that Osidian wants to make a 'bottle' into which to drive a herd. Osidian takes all the men with him into the fernland. Carnelian, with Akaisha and the other Ochre women, oversee the widening of the ditches by the Bluedancing. As this work progresses, news comes in that Osidian is having the men dig an earthwork near the lagoon and that he drills them daily in military exercises. One day, Osidian has his men burn the Bluedancing's mother trees. Fearing the reaction of the Bluedancing women, the Ochre take their children away from them as hostages. When Osidian comes in to ready things for his great hunt, he confesses his plans of conquest to Carnelian, who feels he cannot oppose them, for fear of famine coming to the Tribe. On the morning of the hunt, Carnelian makes an avenue of fire into which Osidian drives a herd, that Carnelian sees, with dismay, are heaveners. Seeing them trapped on the field of the bloodwood tree, the younger people in the Tribe quickly overcome their squeamishness at killing the sacred saurians. They shout down the opposition of some of the Elders because, without this meat, they know the Tribe cannot survive. As the slaughter of the heaveners begins, Fern reacts badly. At the hearth that evening all are haunted by the cries from the dying creatures. The next day everyone is pressed into the work of butchery. With so much meat, only the best cuts are kept; the rest is thrown away. 

Carnelian has had enough and decides he must betray Osidian's plans of conquest to Akaisha. Water is running out in the Koppie. When pushed, some men admit the reason they have not gone for more is because a neighbouring tribe, the Woading, threatened by Osidian's earthwork, have taken to patrolling the lagoon in force. Next morning, all the men are gone and no one seems to know why. Then news comes that there is a battle taking place in the outer Koppie. Akaisha commands they defend the Grove, but she is disobeyed, and people stream down to the battlefield. As Carnelian waits for Akaisha, now ailing, he confesses to her Osidian's plan of conquest. She fears it is already too late, whichever way the battle goes. When they reach the battlefield, they find that the Woading have fled, defeated. The Ochre men are triumphant. Osidian’s suggestion that they go now and punish the Woading is greeted with adulation. The men ignore Akaisha. She calls an Assembly. Reluctantly, Carnelian repeats his warnings about Osidian to the Elders. Many of them laugh at the preposterous notion that any number of Plainsmen could take on the dragons, never mind the impregnable fortresses of Osrakum. Carnelian points out that Osidian does not have to be successful to bring down ruin on them. All he has to do is to rebel against the Masters. He tells them they must kill Osidian and himself while they still can. Eventually, the Elders agree. They have a signal fire lit with the intention of killing Osidian when he answers its summons. He does return, but bringing a bodyguard of youths with whom he overthrows the Elders.

Akaisha and other Elders tell the young the rest of the Tribe will not let them get away with this. Ravan defies her, and what he tells his mother comes true: the Tribe accept the deposure of the Elders. A distressed Carnelian goes off on his own to think. When he returns to the hearth, Fern accuses him of having conspired with Osidian. Carnelian has to admit that, once again, he has been an unknowing weapon in Osidian’s hand. Fern determines to go and assassinate Osidian, but Carnelian persuades him that he alone has a chance of getting close enough to make the attempt. After trying and failing to turn Ravan against Osidian, Carnelian meets with Osidian on the summit of the Crag. Osidian talks about the coup as a trivial application of the skills he learned from the Wise. He tells Carnelian that not once has his love for him wavered. Carnelian hardens his heart against him. He is about to push Osidian off the ledge, but his face betrays him. Osidian steps away from the edge, shocked. He says he should kill Carnelian. Carnelian counters that to do so would only diminish Osidian in the eyes of his new subjects. 

Osidian leaves, off to conquer other tribes. His hearthmates do not blame Carnelian for his failure. News comes of Osidian's campaign against another neighbouring tribe. When he returns he tells Carnelian about his plan to have the Bluedancing dig a third, concentric ditch to bring more of the fernland into the Koppie. He has decided that, when the Tribe leaves on migration, the Bluedancing are to remain behind. Cisterns must be cut to not only provide them with water during the Withering, but to hold enough for him to be able to return with all his warriors. While Carnelian oversees the cutting of the cisterns, Osidian extends his empire. Carnelian fears that this has to, sooner or later, bring the Plainsmen into conflict with the Masters. At the latrines, he and Fern conspire against Osidian. Bluedancing children are sent to Osrakum in place of the Ochre's own, but the relief of the Tribe is soured by shame. Osidian tells Carnelian that he and Krow are going to be left behind to oversee the Bluedancing. Carnelian panics, realizing his plotting with Fern is undone. There are painful partings for Carnelian and Krow as the Tribe leaves.

The Earthsky burns as the heat builds. Though he craves the shade, Carnelian chooses to stay with the Bluedancing women as they labour on the new ditch. Then one of the Darkcloud comes to tell him about the smoke they have seen rising from their koppie. In the cool of the night, Carnelian leads them on an expedition to find out what is happening. When they get close, it is Krow who guesses the smoke is being made by another raiding party of Marula. They creep into the koppie and fall on the sleeping Marula with mattocks. As the black men are routed, Carnelian spies some smoke rising from the Ancestor House. Climbing to it, he finds it occupied by three Marula who have made a campfire on the bony floor. One of them, Morunasa, speaks to Carnelian in Vulgate, learned when he served in the legions. With difficulty, Carnelian persuades the Darkcloud not to kill Morunasa and his two companions there and then. Having detected that there is another Master that the Plainsmen all fear, Morunasa refuses to explain anything, except that he is an Oracle of his god, the Darkness-under-the-Trees. In the morning they discover that Morunasa has torn out the throats of his two companions with his teeth. They take him back with them to the Koppie. 

When Osidian returns, Carnelian tells him about the Marula. Osidian and Morunasa have a private discussion, the result of which is that Osidian declares suddenly that they are marching south. He will not tell Carnelian why, but when Fern challenges him, he says they are going to the land of the Marula. Fern makes an attempt to overthrow Osidian by suggesting to the Plainsmen that Carnelian take his place, but Osidian makes Carnelian doubt that he could win a pitched battle against him without massive bloodshed.  They ride south in the dusk. During the next day they hide from the sun; as night falls they march on. At last they come into a land populated by strange trees - baobabs. They reach the edge of a chasm with a river running in its depths. In battleline they ride east. They reach a great waterfall divided by an island buttress. Expecting battle, they find the place abandoned. Morunasa names this place the Upper Reach and he identifies the falls as the Voice of God. Osidian demands that Morunasa fulfill some oath he made to him. Morunasa leads them to the chasm edge and points out where a massive rope ladder had provided a route down to the chasm floor. The ladder was cut by people he calls pygmies. Down there is the Lower Reach. Morunasa and Osidian descend a second, smaller ladder, then disappear into the chasm wall. When they return, Osidian is grinning irrepressibly. Morunasa insists that now they must go to the Isle of Flies, the buttress in the middle of the falls. He suggests they take Ravan with them, but Osidian says that if his god needs blood, they shall provide it themselves. As Carnelian watches them cross to the island, he is shocked to see with what bitterness Ravan is regarding them. It is nearing dusk when they return. He sees the ghost of some horror Osidian has witnessed upon the island. Osidian tells him that he intends to leave Carnelian in command of the Plainsmen while he goes with Morunasa down to the Lower Reach.

Osidian holds an assembly of the Plainsmen. He tells them that the attacks on koppies by the Marula were incidental. Their goal was to restore a route from the Lower Reach up to the sacred Isle of Flies. He is going down to negotiate an end to their expeditions into the Earthsky. Grudgingly, the Plainsmen give him their assent. That night they make a camp on a knoll near the chasm. Morunasa tells them that the baobabs around them are hollow and hold caches of water. Osidian asks Carnelian that, while he is away, he will restore the ladder down to the Lower Reach. For this work, he tells him to use the sartlar who are in the caves beneath their feet, to which the second ladder gives access. None must go there, save Carnelian alone. Plainsmen declare that they have found the baobabs to be filled with tiny huskmen. Morunasa tells them it is the tradition of the pygmies to entomb their dead in these trees. Osidian makes sure Carnelian understands that, if on his return he is faced with any opposition, he will lead the Marula by the longer route back to the Earthsky seeking vengeance. Carnelian has a dream of a rotting ship made of bread, infested with weevils. That morning they lower Osidian and Morunasa down to the part of the ladder still attached to the chasm. Then, in defiance of Osidian's instructions, Carnelian takes Fern with him down the second ladder. Entering the caves below, they find they are made of salt; enough to buy the entire Earthsky and, clearly, the prize Osidian was after when he came south. They encounter the sartlar who have been mining the salt. One of them, a female, Kor, falls on her knees worshipping Carnelian. He overcomes his disgust of her and her kind to tell them they are to follow him. When he returns with Fern and the sartlar, Carnelian devises a way to restore the ladder. For several days the sartlar work, gradually lifting the broken section of the ladder. A terrible accident undoes their work, dragging many sartlar over the edge. The survivors are shocked by Carnelian's compassion for them. Work resumes. When it is near to being completed, Fern examines the two baobabs to which the ladder will have to be anchored. Climbing footholds in its trunk, he discovers that its hollow holds a broth, heavily laced with salt. This broth is made from pygmies. He and Carnelian begin to suspect that it was the sartlar and not the pygmies who must have cut the ladder. Fern urges that they should destroy the salt cave ladder to maroon the sartlar. Carnelian decides it would be better to deal with this in the morning. That night, on the knoll, they take turns keeping watch. Carnelian sees shapes creeping around the pygmy broth tree.

Carnelian and Fern share a blanket against the cold. In the morning, Carnelian confronts Kor. She tells him they had to have something to eat. She admits to having slaughtered the pygmies in self-defence, but not the Oracles on the Isle of Flies. Carnelian needs the sartlar labour and so overcomes his disgust. They finish restoring the ladder. That night Carnelian heads off a mutiny by Ravan, beginning with talk of how they have consumed all the water there was in the tree caches. Carnelian tells him that they can go and fetch water from the river. Ravan argues that the Plainsmen want to return to their people in the mountains and that they should cut the ladder, thus marooning Osidian in the Lower Reach. Carnelian silences him with the specter of the Marula returning with Osidian at their head. Later, Fern tells him that part of the problem is that the Plainsmen are idle. Carnelian suggests they fortify the knoll to keep them busy, but also to make themselves safe from the sartlar. The Plainsmen begin digging defensive ditches. They grumble at first, but the work, by its familiarity, eventually raises their spirits. Because the others fear to go near the Isle of Flies, Carnelian and Fern go to fetch water from the river. As they fill the water skins, Carnelian becomes increasingly fascinated by the Isle. He decides he wants to go closer. Fern, unable to dissuade him, reluctantly follows him across rocks in the river. Closer to the Isle, they see immense tree trunks concealing darkness behind. The closer they get, the more it seems to Carnelian to resemble the Labyrinth.  When they return to the knoll, something like a riot is in progress. They find Kor at the centre of the Plainsmen with a slab of salt. Fern sees no point in not revealing the existence of the salt caves. Hearing this, Ravan becomes excited by the notion that they could use the salt to hire an immense army. Carnelian asks him how long it would take before such a move provoked the Masters into taking terrible reprisals. Fern destroys his brother's position by claiming it represents nothing more than the bile of a lover rejected. Ravan fights back by accusing Fern of the same thing with Carnelian. Fern then strikes his brother and sends everyone back to work. When he is alone with Carnelian, he complains of how his brother seems possessed by the spirit of the Master. Carnelian asks him if his anger was not more to do with Ravan's accusation. Fern says, unconvincingly, that love between boys is all very well, but that men should keep their affections for their wives. Days later, commotion brings everyone running to the ladder - Marula are ascending from the Lower Reach. Ravan urges them to cut the ladder. Fern supports him. Carnelian vacillates, though he does form them up in a hornwall.

The Marula warriors coming up from the ladder are constrained by the Plainsman hornwall. Osidian appears behind them. He mesmerizes Carnelian, causing him to hesitate. By the time he realizes it, he begins to fear what would happen to the Plainsmen should the Marula attack. He commands the Plainsmen to retire, and scowling, the Plainsmen obey him. Carnelian knows he has made a terrible mistake and tries to assume all responsibility for it. A flood of Marula pour up, accompanied by pygmies carrying baskets of food. The little men are clearly terrified. Carnelian begins to understand why when Oracles, among the Marula warriors, begin herding them off towards the Isle of Flies. Osidian holds an assembly of the Plainsmen and Marula. Carnelian does not betray Ravan's attempts at mutiny. Cries begin shrilling from the Isle of Flies as something terrible is done to the pygmies. Morunasa states that their Lord's hunger must be sated. Osidian tells the Plainsmen he no longer has need of them and that they can return to their tribes to escort them back from the mountains. Once they have done that, he commands them to return to the Upper Reach with all the other fighting men of his tribes, unless they wish to suffer his vengeance. Krow is given permission to stay; Fern is not. Ravan steps forward, defiantly demanding they be given some salt to take back with them. Osidian, dismissively, tells him to take as much as he wants. Left alone with Osidian, Carnelian refuses to accompany him to the Isle of Flies. Osidian relates his experiences in the Lower Reach and how the Marula there are desperate for the salt they have been deprived of for two years. Without it, they will die. It is in exchange for salt that one of the Marula rulers has given him these warriors. Osidian intends to use them to enforce his rule over the Plainsmen. He says he is leaving and that Carnelian will be left to rule the Upper Reach in his place. Later, in view of what he now knows, Carnelian tells Fern they cannot consider moving against Osidian. Fern declares that Ravan had been right; that they should have cut the ladder, and Carnelian knows this is true. A pygmy is impaled on the idol at the entrance to the path leading to the Isle of Flies. His screaming keeps everyone awake that night. Eventually, Carnelian cannot bear it any longer, and releases the man by killing him with a spear. Then he has a dream about the time Aurum slit the throat of the Maruli. The next morning Fern, Ravan and the Plainsmen ride away.

Standing beneath the impaled man, Morunasa demands that whoever cheated his god of his sacrifice must be handed over to his vengeance. When Carnelian admits it was he, Osidian scorns Morunasa's claim that Carnelian should be given to him. Osidian tells Carnelian he wants him to oversee the clearing of baobabs to make him a training ground. When Carnelian objects that the trees are filled with pygmy mummies, Osidian tells him to burn them. The Marula are too superstitious to cut down the baobabs and so Carnelian turns to the sartlar. He ignores Kor's warning that the earth will rebel. Pygmy corpses are burned in pyres. The trees are cut down and their roots dug up. More Marula warriors come up the ladder with more pygmies that are fed to the Darkness-under-the-Trees on the Isle of Flies. At first, Carnelian refuses to help Osidian train the Marula but, when they are repeatedly run down by Osidian and his mounted Oracles, he relents. Slowly, and with many getting hurt and some killed, Carnelian marshals them into a hornwall that at last is capable of repulsing Osidian's charges. The Rains approach, and it begins to fall ceaselessly. Carnelian retreats up into the hollow of one of the baobabs that have been left standing on the knoll. Eventually, having developed compassion for the Marula during the training, he joins them on the ground. The river spates around the Isle of Flies in two roaring waterfalls. One night, he wakes to a thundering like the end of the world. He watches with others as the earth all around them, no longer anchored by the baobabs, slides into the chasm. In the morning he slips and slides down the bare rock to find that the ladder to the Lower Reach has been destroyed by the landslide. Later, the Plainsmen return, among which, to Carnelian's joy, is not only Fern, but also Poppy.

On the chasm edge, Morunasa is clearly aghast at the destruction of the ladder. Carnelian senses, however, that Osidian is not entirely displeased. Morunasa says that his god will still need to be fed. To Carnelian's dismay, Osidian tells him he will send back victims from those Plainsmen who choose to oppose his forthcoming campaign. That night Fern, Poppy and Ravan give Carnelian news about the tribes, the Ochre in particular. There is a lot of unrest. Osidian appears and tells them they are all leaving the next day. Only a few Plainsmen will stay behind with Carnelian to garrison the Upper Reach. Poppy wants to stay but Carnelian will not allow it. He has a nightmare about fleeing with Poppy from trees hung with strange fruit. He wakes up disturbed, relents, and lets Poppy stay. Together they watch Fern and the others ride away. Poppy meets Kor when she comes to take instructions to cut more salt. In the days that follow, their dreams are haunted by the sound of the waterfalls. One morning, Plainsmen come with supplies on drag-cradles. Each has his face painted white in imitation of Osidian. They describe the battles the Master is fighting as he conquers more and more tribes. With each conquest he takes their salt from the defeated, as well as carrying their children off to the Koppie as hostages. Carnelian asks if Osidian has sent him a message. The Plainsmen say they have come from their commander, Fern, and that he sent no message. Two days later another party appears, this time bringing Plainsmen prisoners. Carnelian joins his men when they rush to see them. He wants to help the captives, but knows this would only bring down Osidian's wrath upon their kin. He bears the look of accusation in Poppy's eyes as they endure the horror of hearing the men die. Work begins on once more lifting the ruined ladder back up the cliff. More parties of captives arrive and are ferried to the Isle of Flies. Then one day Osidian returns with Plainsman and Marula. Carnelian is shocked to see Fern among them, also with a whitened face.

Osidian and Carnelian go off into the remains of the baobab forest together. Carnelian asks him if he is not afraid to walk with him alone. Osidian retorts that he does not believe Carnelian would remove the only protector the Ochre have against the hatred of the other tribes. Carnelian is surprised to that Osidian's spirit is so low. Osidian admits to having lost faith in his destiny. Seeking a return of certainty, he intends to submit himself to the initiation of the Oracles and he has come to prepare Carnelian for the possibility of his death. He gives some indication of how Carnelian might be able to unmake his empire among the Plainsmen, including cutting down the baobabs that anchor the ladder so that the Marula can never again rebuild it, and also to bar access to the salt caves. Carnelian watches Osidian cross to the Isle of Flies. Later on the knoll, Carnelian accuses Fern of having gone over to Osidian. Fern gets angry and retorts that at least he is doing something to soften the process of conquest. Poppy scolds them both and, sheepishly, they resume their friendship. There is talk about how much Osidian has gone out of his way to humiliate Ravan. This makes Carnelian feel uneasy. Days pass, then news arrives that the Ochre have risen in rebellion against Osidian. Both Carnelian and Fern realize Ravan must be at the centre of this and that Osidian has groomed him for this role. Carnelian is terrified that the other tribes might now fall upon the Ochre as the agents of their oppression. He knows that now only Osidian can save them.

Fern fails to dissuade Carnelian from going to the Isle of Flies. As they come down to the shore, a boat crosses the spating river towards them. The ferryman turns out to be Morunasa. In spite of his warnings, Carnelian tells him he wants to cross. After a scary crossing, Morunasa leads Carnelian into the gloom of the vast banyan that covers the Isle of Flies. Morunasa lunges and, with his teeth, tears Carnelian's wrist for the libation of blood that is required to go further. Carnelian becomes aware the air is thick with flies. Men hung everywhere are being fed on by maggots who incarnate the Darkness-under-the-Trees. They reach the central trunk of the banyan upon whose roots lie Osidian and many Oracles. Carnelian sees by the wounds on their bodies that they too have been impregnated with maggots. Osidian wakes in a delirium and reveals his belief that he has been talking to the Darkness-under-the-Trees, and that he is now an Oracle. When Carnelian tells him about the revolt, it is clear Osidian had expected it. With horror, Carnelian realizes this is all about Osidian's desire to punish the Ochre for having laid their hands and eyes on him. He backs away, determined to thwart him, but is already beginning to feel weak. Morunasa smiles at him knowingly. Carnelian fears Morunasa has poisoned him with his bite. He flees, then falls unconscious, then wakes. When he reaches the edge of the banyan forest, he becomes aware it is no longer afternoon, but morning. He sees that Osidian's forces have left. He manages to get across the river and wanders stunned across the abandoned camp. Then Poppy and Fern appear. His friend managed to hide one aquar. They tell him of how Osidian had appeared in the camp on a litter and taken his forces north. Both know where he is going. Carnelian frees the sartlar and tells them that, if he is not back in ten days, to cut down the anchor baobabs. The three of them travel north as fast as they can; Fern or Carnelian taking turns to ride while the other jogs along beside the aquar. Their unease increases when they see smoke signals rising from every koppie they pass. They push on against an early sporestorm. When they sight the Koppie, they see that it alone is not sending up smoke. There is no sign of life as they approach. As they enter the Grove, Carnelian recognizes the stench and snatches up Poppy so that she will not see the corpses hanging like fruit from every mother tree. Keening, Fern runs up towards his hearth. Carnelian runs back with Poppy to leave her in a ferngarden, commanding her to stay there until he comes back. Then he returns into the Grove. He withstands the horror until he reaches the hearth and sees Akaisha and the others already bloating as they hang. Fern throws his touch off with a snarl. Carnelian runs mindless up to the Crag. Morunasa is there with some Marula. He offers Carnelian a spear and points up at the Ancestor House. Carnelian ascends to it, and enters. Osidian is inside. Carnelian puts the spear to his throat. Osidian tells him Carnelian will not kill him because if he dies so will the rest of the Earthsky. Carnelian is desperate to seek some kind of atonement by killing him, but Osidian talks to him about the smoke columns and how these are an ancient sign of warning that the Standing Dead have invaded with dragons. A legion is coming south led by Aurum and only he, Osidian, has a hope of stopping it. Overwhelmed by the many implications of this, Carnelian lets forth a cry of anguish.
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