Prologue

Through the grimy windows of the Courtroom in
Perianth Palace, the condemned woman looked out
at the ruined town below. Only one week ago, fierce
fighting had raged in the streets. The long and brutal
war against the Malevolents had finally ended with
an Arylian victory, but for the Wintrish people left in
Perianth, there would be no celebration.

Smoke was still rising from what was left of the
Wintrish Quarter. The fires that had destroyed her
small house, and the homes of her family and friends,
hadn’t been caused by invading Malevolents. It was
angry Arylians who had marched through the Wintrish
Quarter two nights ago, hurling cries of ‘Traitors!” and
bolts of deadly white fire. The violent riot had erupted
just when everyone believed that peace had finally
arrived, after so many years of war. The memory of
that fleeting feeling of safety made her want to weep.

The Courtroom was huge but it was now so tightly
packed with Wintrish women and men that it was
impossible to move. The doors and windows were all
locked and the room was unbearably hot. Some of the
older people had already fainted in the crush and were
being propped up by those around them.
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Countless days of her life had been spent cleaning
and polishing this room. She knew every inch of it,
every one of its secrets — so she knew there was no way
to escape. Others knew it too. The air was thick with
fear and the sound of panicked breathing. It was like
being surrounded by drowning souls, gasping their
final breaths.

The Wintrish woman gazed at the piles of rubble
where her home had been, only turning when an
imperious voice rang out through the overcrowded
room.

‘Wintrish servants of Perianth! You have been
found guilty of the crime of Talisman theft. You are all
hereby sentenced to the Greying Curse. The speaker
paused and then added, ‘Effective immediately.’

Screams and cries, of terror and fury, filled the
room.

Those closest to the doors surged, in a desperate
attempt to escape. A man tried to smash through a
window. But it was impossible — both the doors and
the windows had been sealed with Marvellance.

She had not known that a curse could be visible
but now she saw it: a grey mist, drifting through the
room, stalking and enveloping its prey. The screams
of the Wintrish grew hysterical as the first victims
succumbed to the curse. Their hair turned grey and
their faces became eerily expressionless, as though all

thoughts and feelings had been erased. Some of the
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grey-haired ones lay where they had fallen, others
remained standing, vacantly waiting for orders.

A short distance away, a mother was clutching
her grown son, screaming his name over and over
again — but it was already too late. The Greying Curse
had taken him. He stared blankly at his mother, who
wept until the curse took her too. She fell silent and
stood passively. Her arms, which moments ago had
been wrapped tightly around her beloved son, now
hung limply at her sides.

The grey mist moved on, floating through the room
at head height. The Wintrish woman felt a chill on her
scalp and, trembling, dropped to her knees, where the
air was still clear. Then she began to crawl over fallen
bodies, towards the desk at the back of the room.
She kept her gaze fixed on what lay on top of the desk:
a small, open book, the ink of freshly written words
still glistening on a half-filled page.

Someone reached up and grabbed her, imploring
for help. With tears in her eyes, she shook the hand
off and kept going. She couldn’t save anyone, not even
herself. There was only one last meaningful thing she
could do with the scarce time she had left.

She made it to the desk. Hoping desperately that
she wouldn’t be seen, she reached up and scrabbled
over the desk’s surface until she found the book. As
she pulled it down, a lock of her hair fell across her

face. It was tinged with grey.
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Sheer terror was flooding her now. Her hands
trembled violently and her tears began to fall faster,
blurring her vision. Summoning the last of her
courage, she completed what she knew would be
her final act of free will. Then she crawled away from
the desk, getting as far from it as she could, until there
was nowhere left to go.

As the cries of the Wintrish abated, the room began
to fall silent.

She was shivering, barely able to breathe. All
around her was horror. She could barely recognise
people that she had known and loved her entire life.
All of them now had grey hair and gruesomely blank
faces.

The mist was moving relentlessly towards her.
Within moments, the cold touch of the Greying Curse
slithered over her skin.

Her world began to dissolve. Struggling to keep
control of her mind, she saw someone coming towards
her, stepping over bodies with unhurried movements.
The person reached her and looked down with a
pitiless expression. There was a flash of bright silver.
The Wintrish woman shielded her eyes as a voice
spoke softly.

‘This is only what your kind deserves.

The Wintrish woman barely heard the words, for
as the grey mist pressed in closer around her, the voice

grew fainter. She was still fighting the curse but the
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end was near, she could feel it. There was a cold, dark
place waiting to claim her and she knew she would
never be able to escape from it.

Like a cobweb billowing in a long-abandoned
room, the woman whispered along to the last
remnants of her dying memory. It was a song she
used to sing to someone but she couldn’t remember
who ...

‘Dry your eyes, my brave Wintrish maid

Rise up, though you're cold and afraid

Follow the red star, when you're all alone

That'’s how you'll find your way home.

Then the Greying Curse took her and her voice
fell silent.
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