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PART ONE


      ARTISAN

      
   
      
      ONE

      [image: image]

      
      Tiaan could hear her foreman’s fury from halfway across the manufactory. Doors were kicked open, workers cursed out of the
         way, stools slapped aside with his sword. ‘Where the blazes is Tiaan?’ he roared. ‘She’s really cruelled it this time.’
      

      
      The urge to hide was overwhelming; also futile. She busied herself at her bench. What had she done wrong? There had never
         been a problem with her work before.
      

      
      The door of her cubicle slammed back and Foreman Gryste stood in the opening, his chest heaving. A huge, sweaty man, he reeked
         of cloves and garlic. Thickets of hair sprouted between the straining buttons of his shirt.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter with you, Tiaan?’ he bellowed. ‘This hedron doesn’t work!’ He banged a crystal down on the bench. ‘And
         that means the controller is useless, the clanker doesn’t go and more of our soldiers die!’ He shook a fist the size of a melon in her face.
      

      
      Letting out a yelp, she sprang out of the way. Tiaan and the foreman did not get on, but she had never seen him in such a
         rage before. The war must be going worse than ever. She took up the hedron, a piece of crystalline quartz the size of her
         fist, shaped into twenty-four facets. ‘It was working perfectly when I finished with it. Do you have the controller?’
      

      
      Gryste set that down gently, for it was a psycho-mechanical construction of some delicacy, a piece of precision craft work even the scrutator’s watchmaker would have been proud of. The
         controller resembled a metal octopus, its twenty-four arms radiating from a basket of woven copper and layered glass.
      

      
      Fitting the hedron into its basket, Tiaan unfurled the segmented arms. She clutched a pendant hanging at her throat and felt
         a little less overwhelmed. Visualising the required movement, she touched her jewelled probe to one metal arm. The arm flexed,
         retracted, then kicked like a frog.
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ sighed Gryste, leaning over. ‘That’s better.’

      
      Tiaan moved backwards to escape the fumes. The foreman did not understand. This was not a hundredth of what the controller
         was supposed to do in working a battle armoped, or clanker as everyone called them. And the crystal had hardly any aura. Something
         was badly wrong. She visualised another movement. Again the spasmodic frog kick. Frowning, Tiaan tried a third. This time
         there was no reaction at all, nor could she gain any from the other arms. The aura faded to nothing.
      

      
      ‘The hedron has gone dead.’ She plucked anxiously at her pendant. A single facet sparkled in the lamplight. ‘I don’t understand.
         What have they been doing with the clanker? Trying to climb a cliff?’
      

      
      ‘It died not fifteen leagues from Tiksi!’ snapped Gryste, taking out a rusty sword and slapping it on his thigh. He took pleasure
         in intimidating. ‘And the last two controllers you made also failed. In the battle lines.’
      

      
      Her skin crawled. No controller from this manufactory had failed in twenty years. ‘W-what happened?’ Tiaan whispered.

      
      ‘No one knows, but two precious clankers were lost and twenty soldiers are dead. Because of your sloppy work, artisan.’
      

      
      Groping for her stool, Tiaan sat down. Twenty dead. She was numb from the horror of it. She never made mistakes in her work.
         What had gone wrong? ‘I’ll … have to talk to one of the clanker operators.’
      

      
      ‘One was torn apart by a lyrinx, another drowned. Don’t know what happened to the third. What the scrutator will do when he
         hears …’
      

      
      Tiaan shivered inside. ‘Do you have the other controllers?’ she asked in a small voice.
      

      
      ‘How could I?’ he snarled. His tongue was stained yellow from chewing nigah, a drug the army used to combat cold and fatigue.
         That explained the spicy smell. Perhaps the garlic was an attempt to disguise it. ‘The first clanker was taken by the enemy,
         the second swept down the river. This controller is from the third. We would have lost it too, had it ever reached the battle
         front. Gi-Had has gone down to Tiksi to find out what went wrong. The whole manufactory is going to suffer for your in com
         petence.’
      

      
      Gi-Had, the overseer of this manufactory, had complete power over the lives of the workers. If she let him down he could send
         her to labour in the pitch mine until the black dust rotted out her lungs. ‘Is he … angry?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never seen him so furious!’ said Gryste coldly. ‘He said if the problem isn’t fixed this week, you’re finished! Which
         brings me to another matter …’
      

      
      Tiaan knew what the foreman was going to say. Stolid-faced, she endured the lecture, the appeal to duty, the veiled threat.

      
      ‘It is the duty of every one of us to mate, artisan. There can be no exceptions. Our country desperately needs more children. The whole world does.’
      

      
      ‘So they can be killed in the war,’ she said with a flash of bitterness.

      
      ‘We did not start it, artisan. But without men to fight, without people to work and support them, without women having more
         children, we will certainly lose. You are clever, Tiaan, despite this failure. You must pass your talents on.’
      

      
      ‘I know my duty, foreman,’ Tiaan said, though she did not like to be reminded of it. There was a serious shortage of men at
         the manufactory. None of those available appealed to her and she was not inclined to share. ‘I will take a partner, soon …’
      

      
      How? Tiaan thought despairingly after he had gone. And who?

      
      Why had her controllers failed? Tian went through the problem from the beginning. Controllers drew power from the field, a nebulous aura of force about naturally occurring nodes. The field dominated her life. Artisans made controllers and, more importantly, tuned them so they did not resist the field
         but drew power smoothly from it to power clankers. If a controller went out of tune, or had to be tuned to a different kind
         of field, artisans did that too. Their work was vital to the war.
      

      
      Clankers were groaning mechanical monsters, covered in armour and propelled by eight iron legs. Hideously uncomfortable to
         ride in and a nightmare to the artificers who had to keep them going, they were humanity’s main defence against the enemy.
         A clanker could carry ten soldiers and their gear, and defend them with catapult and javelard. But without power it was just
         dead metal, so a controller had to work perfectly, all the time.
      

      
      Had she made a terrible blunder? Removing the hedron, Tiaan inspected it carefully. Dark needles of rutile formed a tangled
         mass inside the crystal. It seemed perfect. There were no visible flaws, nor had it been damaged, yet it had failed. She had
         no idea why.
      

      
      There was no one to ask. The old master controller-maker, Crafter Barkus, had died last year. What notes he’d made on a lifetime’s
         work were almost unintelligible, and the rest of his knowledge had died with him. Tiaan had learned everything he’d cared
         to teach her, and had made small but useful improvements to controllers, some of which had been adopted at other manufactories.
         However, at twenty she was too young to rise from artisan to crafter. The manufactory was sorely in need of someone with greater
         experience.
      

      
      Through the door her fellow workers were talking among themselves, no doubt about her. Tiaan felt oppressed by their knowing
         looks, their unsubtle judgments and pointed jokes about not having done her duty. A twenty-year-old who had never been with
         a man – there had to be something wrong with her. It was not said meanly, more in puzzlement, but it hurt just the same.
      

      
      There’s nothing wrong with me! she thought angrily. I just haven’t met the right one. And not likely to, among the misfits
         and halfwits here.
      

      
      Two of the prentices sniggered, looked up at her cubicle then guiltily bent over their grinding wheels. Flushing, Tiaan hurried
         out of the workshop. She wove her way through the warren of clerks’ benches, past the clusters of tiny offices, the library
         and the washing troughs, then between infirmary and refectory and out through the wall into the main part of the manufactory.
      

      
      Out here the racket of metal being worked was deafening and everything stank of smoke and tar. She turned left toward the
         front gate, crossing a bleak yard paved in dolomite in which a warren of buildings had been thrown up as the need required.
         There were drifts of ash and dust everywhere; the sweepers could not keep up with it. Every surface was covered in a film
         of oily soot.
      

      
      ‘I’m going down to the mine,’ she said to Nod, gate attendant for the past thirty years.

      
      The old fellow had a white beard so long that he could tuck the end into his belt, but not a hair on his head. He raised the
         iron grille. One tall gate stood open. Nod held out his hand. No one was supposed to go out without a chit from their foreman.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Nod,’ she said. ‘I forgot again.’ Gryste always made a fuss so she was reluctant to ask, even though going to the
         mine was part of her job.
      

      
      Nod looked over his shoulder then waved her on. ‘I didn’t see you. Good luck, Tee!’ He patted her on the shoulder.

      
      Tiaan found that rather ominous. He’d not wished her luck before. Shrugging on her overcoat, she went out into the wind. The
         path down to the mine was slushy, the snow on either side brown with soot from furnaces that burned night and day. At the
         first bend, just before the forest, she looked back.
      

      
      The clanker manufactory carved an ugly scar across the hillside. From here it comprised a grimy series of scalloped walls
         ten spans tall, with slits high up and battlements above them. Guard towers hung over the corners, though they were seldom
         manned, the manufactory being hundreds of leagues from the enemy lines. From the rear a cluster of chimneys belched smoke
         of various hues – white, orange and greasy black.
      

      
      Tiaan did not think of the place as ugly. It was just home, and work, the two concepts like joined twins. It had been home
         since her mother, the pre-eminent breeder in the breeding factory at Tiksi, had sold Tiaan’s indenture to the manufactory
         at the age of six. She had been here ever since. She occasionally went to Tiksi, three or four hours’ walk down a steep and
         stony path, but the rest of the world might not have existed.
      

      
      There was no time for it. Life was regimented for war and everyone had their place in it. The work was tedious, the hours
         long, but crime was unheard of. No one was afraid to walk the streets at night.
      

      
      To her left, another path tracked the snow under the aqueduct, then across the gash of the faultline before winding up the
         mountain to the tar mine. On rare hot days up there, tar oozed out of the shattered rocks and could be scraped into buckets.
         Mostly, though, the miners hacked solid tar from the drives or followed erratic seams of brittle pitch though the mountain.
         It was the worst job in the world, and few survived to old age, but someone had to do it. The furnaces of the manufactory
         must be fed. Its clankers were vital to the war. And the war was being lost.
      

      
      Controllers were just as critical. Tiaan could imagine how the soldiers must have felt, attacked by ravening lyrinx and realising
         they had no protection because their clankers had stalled. She could not bear to think that it might have been her fault.
      

      
      She hurried along the path to the lower mine, where the hedron crystals were found. It was twenty minutes’ walk down a steep
         decline and Tiaan had plenty of time to fret, though she was no closer to a solution when she reached the main adit.
      

      
      ‘Mornin’, Tiaan!’ Lex, the day guard, nodded at her from his cavern like a statue in a temple. His ill-fitting false teeth
         sat on the counter, as usual. Sometimes the miners hid them, sparking a frantic search and emotional outbursts.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Lex. Where’s Joe today, do you know?’

      
      ‘Down on fif’ level,’ Lex mumbled. Without his teeth it was hard to make out what he was saying. ‘Take six’ tunnel on right
         an’ follow to end.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks!’ Selecting a lantern from the shelf, she lit it at Lex’s illegal blaze, a brazier full of fuming pitch shards, and set off. The sides of the tunnel were strewn with broken wheels
         off ore carts, cracked lifting buckets, tattered strands of rope and all the other equipment that accumulated in a mine as
         old as this one.
      

      
      When Tiaan reached the lifting wheel she found it unattended. She rang the bell but it was not answered so she got into a
         basket, eased off the brake and wound herself down. Level one, level two, level three. The shafts ran deep and dark and old
         here. It had been a mine for hundreds of years before the value of the crystals was recognised. As she passed the fourth level
         a blast of air set the basket rocking, almost blowing out her lantern. At least the ventilation system was working. There
         had been bad air down here the last time she’d come. One of the miners had nearly died.
      

      
      Cranking herself down to the fifth level, Tiaan stepped into the tunnel and made sure the brake was off, otherwise no one
         could use the lift and the attendant would have to come down on a rope to free it.
      

      
      It was pleasantly warm on this level, a nice contrast to outside and to the manufactory itself. It was always cold there unless
         you worked near the furnaces, and then it was unpleasantly hot. However, the artisans’ workshop was right up the other end
         of the manufactory, on the frigid south side. Tiaan had been cold for most of her life.
      

      
      She trudged on. Every chunk of waste rock had to be carried up and out, so the tunnels were no bigger than necessary to gain
         access to the ore and the veins of crystal. Often she had to go on hands and knees, or slip through a gap sideways with the
         uneven edges scraping her ribs. The rock here was pink granite, impregnated with veins that writhed like blood vessels in
         a drunkard’s eyeball. The miners came for gold, platinum, copper, tin and silver, though her old friend Joeyn delved for something
         much more precious – the crystals from which the magical hedrons were made. Some were as big as her fist, and it was these
         Joeyn especially sought. Only certain crystals could be used for making hedrons. Few other miners could tell which ones to
         take and which, apparently identical, to leave behind.
      

      
      Wriggling around a knob of layered granite glinting with mica, Tiaan saw a light ahead. An old man sat in an egg-shaped space, his lantern, pick and hammer beside him.
      

      
      ‘Joe!’ she yelled. ‘I’ve found you at last.’

      
      ‘Didn’t know I was lost,’ grinned the miner, climbing to his feet with many a groan and a clicking of aged joints. Joeyn was
         a small, wizened, skinny man, at least seventy, with a long sharp face and skin impregnated with mine dust. He was Tiaan’s
         only true friend. He gave her a hug that made her ribs creak.
      

      
      They sat down together. Joe offered her a swig from his bottle but Tiaan knew better than to accept. Distilled from fermented
         turnips and parsnips, the spirit was strong enough to knock out a bear.
      

      
      ‘Have you eaten today, Tiaan?’

      
      ‘Only a crust.’

      
      He passed her a cloth-wrapped bundle, inside which she found three baked sweet potatoes, a boiled egg, a stalk of celery and
         a ball of sticky rice flavoured with wild saffron and pieces of mountain date. Her mouth watered. She was usually too busy
         to eat.
      

      
      Tiaan selected the smallest of the sweet potatoes. ‘Are you sure it’s all right?’

      
      ‘Stand up, Tiaan. Let me look you over.’

      
      She did so, potato in hand. Tiaan was average in height but slender. She had jet-black hair, raggedly hacked off halfway down
         her neck, almond-shaped eyes of a deep purple-brown, a broad, thoughtful brow and a small though full-lipped mouth. Her skin
         was like freshly rubbed amber, her eyes a darker shade. She had long-fingered, elegant hands, which she liked, and large feet,
         which she did not.
      

      
      ‘You’re thinner than when I saw you a month ago.’

      
      ‘I only get paid when my controllers go into service, and …’

      
      ‘But you’re the hardest worker in the entire manufactory, Tiaan, and the cleverest.’

      
      She looked down at her boots, unable to reply to the compliment. ‘My last three controllers failed after they left the manufactory,
         Joe. Two clankers were lost, and their operators. Twenty soldiers are dead.’ Her chest was heaving in agitation.
      

      
      He regarded her steadily. ‘Doesn’t mean it’s your fault.’

      
      ‘They were my controllers. Of course it’s my fault.’
      

      
      ‘Then you’d better find out what’s gone wrong.’

      
      ‘I don’t even know where to start.’

      
      ‘Well, you still have to eat.’

      
      ‘I only take the basic ration,’ she muttered. ‘I’m saving to buy out my indenture. I’ll have enough in two more years.’

      
      ‘But you’ll stay at the manufactory after you do. It’s not going to change your life. What’s the hurry?’

      
      ‘I want to be free! I want to choose to be at the manufactory, rather than being forced to work here because my mother signed my life away when I was six!’ There
         was a stubborn set to her jaw, an angry light in her eye.
      

      
      Tiaan was indentured until the age of twenty-five, and until then was the property of the manufactory. If she failed at her
         work, or for any other fit and proper reason, the overseer could sell her indenture to whomever he chose, and there was nothing
         Tiaan could do about it. Gi-Had was neither cruel nor vindictive, but he was a hard man. He had to be.
      

      
      The only way out was for her to become crafter, effectively the master controller-maker. In that case her indenture would
         be cancelled and she would be part of the committee of the manufactory, a position of honour and influence. But that was
         just a dream. The crafter had to do much more than be good at her trade. Artisans were notoriously tricky to manage and she
         was not good with people.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter with your controllers?’

      
      ‘I’ve no idea. I’ve only just found out that they’d failed. They were perfect when I finished them.’

      
      ‘How long since you’ve been paid?’ he asked sternly.

      
      ‘Six weeks.’

      
      ‘Sit down; eat your lunch!’

      
      ‘It’s your lunch,’ she said stubbornly, wanting the food but not the charity.

      
      ‘It’s yours and I expect you to eat it all.’

      
      ‘But …’

      
      Joeyn patted the bottle. ‘This’ll do me. I’m going home shortly. I’ve already met my quota for the day.’

      
      ‘Quota of what? Illegal drink?’ she asked cheekily.
      

      
      ‘Do what you’re told!’ He tilted the bottle up again.

      
      Tiaan consumed the sweet potatoes and began peeling the shell off the egg. She felt better already.

      
      ‘So why the visit, Tiaan? Not that you aren’t welcome any time.’

      
      ‘Does there have to be a reason?’

      
      ‘No, but I bet there is. And I’m wondering if it’s not about my old stones.’ Even if he had just mined the most perfect crystals
         in the world, Joeyn still referred to them as ‘my old stones’.
      

      
      ‘It is,’ she said. ‘The last three you gave me seemed perfect, but failed after a few weeks in their clankers.’

      
      ‘They were a bit different,’ he admitted over another healthy swig. ‘But not unusually so.’

      
      ‘Can I see where you got them from?’ she asked, her mouth full of egg. Her belly felt wonderfully full.

      
      ‘Back this way!’ He headed off in the direction she’d come from, lantern swinging.

      
      She followed, nibbling on the sticky rice ball. Tiaan was saving the celery stick till last, to freshen her mouth. Beyond
         the squeeze, Joeyn went down on hands and knees beneath a bulge of shattered granite held together with tiny white veins,
         and through into a cavern higher than their heads. In the lamplight Tiaan saw threads of native silver shining in the wall,
         and across the other side, a vein of massive crystals.
      

      
      ‘I love it down here,’ Joeyn said, patting the wall. ‘The wonders of stone. Ever the same yet always different.’

      
      ‘You talk as though the rock is your best friend.’

      
      ‘It is.’

      
      ‘Is this a new area?’

      
      ‘The miners dug it out last year. One day they’ll be back to follow these seams as far as they go.’

      
      ‘Why didn’t they keep going while they were here?’

      
      ‘Because they found some interesting old stones and had to call me in to check them. Woe to any miner who smashes up good
         crystal in search of base silver or gold.’
      

      
      ‘The bloody damn war! Is it ever going to end?’

      
      Joe prised at a vein with the point of his pick. ‘Been going for a hundred and fifty years, and the lyrinx came well before
         that, when the Forbidding was broken and wicked Faelamor opened the void into our world. I don’t see it stopping anytime soon.’
      

      
      Tiaan knew that story by heart. The twenty-seventh Great Tale, written by the chronicler Garthas, was the most important of
         the recent Histories, and taught to every child in the civilised world. It was based on the final part of the twenty-third
         Great Tale, The Tale of the Mirror, but that tale was no longer allowed to be told.
      

      
      Many creatures had invaded Santhenar at the time of the Forbidding, two hundred and six years ago, though only one had thrived:
         the winged lyrinx. Intelligent predators with a taste for human flesh and a burning desire for their own world, they had been
         at war with humanity ever since.
      

      
      ‘We’re never going to defeat the lyrinx, are we, Joe?’

      
      ‘I’d say not. They’re too big, too smart and too damn tough. I hear that Thurkad has finally fallen.’

      
      She had heard that too, and that there were a million refugees on the road. Thurkad was the fabulous, ancient city that had
         dominated the island of Meldorin, and indeed half the known world, for thousands of years. Tiksi was about as far as one could
         get from Thurkad and lyrinx-infested Meldorin, but the Histories had told Tiaan all about it. If such a powerful place had
         been overcome, what hope did they have?
      

      
      Joeyn withdrew a chisel from a loop of his belt, placed it carefully in the vein and gave a gentle tap, then another. Tiaan
         watched him work, nibbling her celery. She felt more at home here than anywhere, but only because of him. ‘How do you tell
         which are the right crystals?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t know! When I touch one I get a warm, flowering feeling above my eyes, like a waterlily opening in a pond.’

      
      She wondered where he got that image from. It was too cold here for waterlilies, or even down the mountain at Tiksi. ‘Were
         you always like that?’
      

      
      ‘Nope! Happened about ten years ago. I’d just turned sixty-six. Got sick one night after dinner; nearly died. Turned out it
         was the pork. Been eating it all my life, but since then, even if I just touch a bit of bacon rind, throat swells up and I can hardly
         breathe. Next time I was down here, mining the silver, I touched a crystal and a flower opened inside my head. Happened every
         time I touched that crystal, so I took it home and kept it beside my bed.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘I liked the feeling it gave me; sort of warm and comforting. Both my boys were killed in the war, and my wife died of grief
         …’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’

      
      ‘Why would you? She’s been dead thirty-one years, and the boys more than that. Such a long time ago. Life was so lonely.’

      
      ‘Why didn’t you take another wife? I would have thought … Well, I’m in trouble because I haven’t mated …’

      
      ‘Never met a woman I liked enough.’

      
      Tiaan considered the old man thoughtfully. They had been friends from the day they’d met. ‘I don’t suppose you’d consider
         – ’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be silly, Tiaan,’ he said gruffly. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, my crystal came along and I wasn’t so lonely after all.
         Felt I was a bit special. One day I happened to mention it to old Crafter Barkus. He was a widower too; we used to share a
         jar or two some evenings. He came and looked at it. Next I knew, I wasn’t a silver miner any more – I was paid twice as much
         to sense out crystal and send the good ones to him. Been doing it ever since.’
      

      
      ‘I wish I knew how,’ she said.

      
      ‘I wish I could teach you.’

      
      He had been tapping away with hammer and chisel while he was talking. Now he laid them aside, inserted the point of his pick
         into the cavity and levered carefully. A crystal wobbled. ‘Want to catch that for me?’
      

      
      It fell into her hands. ‘You can take it, if you like,’ said the miner.

      
      ‘Thanks. But what if it turns out like the others? Have you found a new vein?’

      
      ‘No, though there are some promising ones down on the sixth level.’

      
      ‘Are you going down there next?’ She looked hopeful.
      

      
      ‘Not if I can help it.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Rock’s rotten there. Roof used to cave in all the time, before we sealed it off. A shear zone cuts right through the best
         area.’
      

      
      ‘Oh well, I dare say you’ll find your old stones somewhere else.’

      
      ‘Dare say I will.’ Joeyn stretched and yawned. ‘Time to go. Air’s not as good as it should be, down this end.’

      
      Tiaan felt drowsy, now that he’d mentioned it, and saw that the lantern flame had burned low. She followed him to the lift,
         stepped into the basket and allowed him to wind them to the surface.
      

      
      Out in the cold and the blustery wind that blew her drowsiness away, she said goodbye.

      
      ‘Bye.’ Joe turned down the track to the miners’ village and his lonely hut. ‘Now, you call me if that crystal don’t work,’
         he said over his shoulder. ‘I’m sure I can find a better one, with a bit more time.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks! I will.’ Pulling her thin coat around her shoulders, she set off up the slushy path.

      
      Tiaan shaped the crystal and, taking great care, began to wake it into a hedron. This was done with the pendant at her throat,
         her personal pliance, which enabled her to see the field. Without it she would be psychically blind. The pliance was the badge, almost the soul,
         of every artisan; making it had proved her worthy of being one. A small hedron of yellow tiger’s-eye quartz, set in swirls
         of laminated glass and silver metal, it hung from a white-gold chain. Tiaan had used her pliance every day for the past three
         years and knew its every idiosyncrasy.
      

      
      A crystal had to be woken before it could draw power from the field, and not even Tiaan could describe how that was done.
         It was a psychic tuning of mind and matter, a talent you either had instinctively or not at all. It could be trained but not
         taught. And it was hazardous; it could bring on the hallucinations, and eventually the madness, of crystal fever. Prentice
         artisans had years of practice with the master, using the merest chips of a crystal, before they were ready to do it themselves. Yet accidents
         still happened, and the reckless attempted what was forbidden, often with unpleasant results.
      

      
      Every crystal was different and waking this one proved unusually hard work; it seemed to resist her. She could barely sense
         its structure through swirling fog. Tiaan concentrated until her head hurt, and slowly something began to resolve. It was
         a tiny pyramid, vibrating in a blur. Others, identical, lay all around, linked into hexagons that extended to infinity. She
         lost herself in the pattern, drifting on a sea of regularity. Drifting …
      

      
      The current was whipping her along now. A long time must have passed. Tiaan had no idea how long she had been lost inside,
         but she did know that some artisans never came out. However, she had learned how to wake this crystal.
      

      
      Tearing herself free of its spell, she took a mental step backwards, focussing not on the regularity of the crystal but on
         the tendrils chaotically drifting through it. Selecting just one, she forced it to take the straight path. It resisted but
         she pressed harder, using the strength of her pliance, and it moved. The first was always the most difficult. First one, then
         dozens, then thousands of tendrils aligned and began to stream the same way. Suddenly they vanished, she was looking at the
         crystal from outside and its aura floated around it like the southern aurora in the night sky. It was awake and meshing beautifully with the field.
      

      
      Though exhausted, she kept working. There was so much to do. By ten o’clock that night Tiaan knew that the new crystal had
         the same properties as the last three. Would it fail the same way? Her body felt all hot and cold, her arms twitchy. Such
         were the effects of working with hedrons, and they were not always benign. Artisans had been known to die at their benches,
         burnt black inside or their brains boiled in their heads. It was called anthracism and everyone lived in terror of it. Tiaan’s
         head was throbbing. Time to stop.
      

      
      Depressed and hungry, she blew out her lantern and trudged off through the labyrinth of the manufactory, with its hundreds
         of compartmentalised work spaces. Each was crammed with workers, mostly women, making the individual pieces of the clankers that were so vital to the war. Such colossal
         labour it was that in a year the manufactory, with its thousand workers, its tar-fired furnaces going non-stop, could turn
         out only twelve clankers. The enemy could destroy a clanker in a few minutes.
      

      
      Tiaan’s room was tiny, but at least she had one. Most of the workers slept in dormitories where privacy was unknown. She climbed
         into bed but could not stop thinking. The war was delicately poised; it could go either way. Or so they were told. The failure
         of a few clankers could lose an entire army, and that could lose the war. And everything depended on controllers and the hedrons that were the core of them, the only way a human mind could shape and focus the power
         of the field to control such a massive object as a clanker.
      

      
      The lyrinx were more than the equal of humans, in every respect. Only clankers could make the difference. Without them, humanity
         was doomed …
      

      
      Tiaan slept badly and not for long. Her head was full of brilliant, chopped-up images – crystal dreams. She always had them
         after work. These ones were about dead soldiers all lying in a row, covered in sheets to conceal their horrible mutilation.
         Long before a weak autumnal sun skidded over the mountains to blink at the fog and furnace fume, she was back at her bench.
      

      
      Hunger nipped at her belly. She kept it at bay with sips of tarflavoured water. The manufactory grew crowded. The artisans
         worked in their own little building on the cold, southern side, walled away with all the other clean occupations. The workshop
         had double doors to keep out ash and fumes, but they could not keep out the noise. She closed her door, unable to think with
         the racket of metal being shaped on a hundred anvils, the shouted conversations, the roars of a score of foremen, and always
         in the background, the hissing of the bellows and the blast of the furnaces.
      

      
      The failed hedron was still dead, not a spark left of its potential when shaped by her hands. It was as if it had been drained dry, all that psychic promise withdrawn. Now it was no
         more than a blank piece of quartz.
      

      
      Tiaan took her mug to refill it at the barrel outside. On opening the door she was confronted by a dark, wiry man with an
         eagle beak of a nose. He threw out one arm as if to block her way. His hands were enormous, sinewy, though the rest of him
         was compact.
      

      
      ‘Overseer Gi-Had!’ She stepped back involuntarily. Though she had been expecting him, his sudden appearance came as a shock.

      
      ‘Artisan Tiaan, what progress have you to report?’ Gi-Had’s brows squirmed over those sunken eyes like a pair of hairy grubs.
         He had a wooden case in his other hand.
      

      
      ‘I – ’ she turned back to her bench, where the hedron lay with its spread-out controller apparatus like a disassembled birthday
         toy. ‘I haven’t found the problem yet. They worked perfectly when I delivered them.’
      

      
      ‘Well, they don’t work now and soldiers are dying.’

      
      ‘I know that,’ she said softly, ‘but I can’t tell why. I’ve got to talk to one of the clanker operators.’

      
      ‘Ky-Ara is the only one still alive. He should be here tomorrow. He’s been putting a new controller into his clanker. He’s
         not happy!’
      

      
      He wouldn’t be, Tiaan thought. The bond between operator and machine was intimate. To have a controller fail on him would
         be like losing a brother. To then train himself to the idiosyncrasies of a different controller would be gruelling, physically,
         mentally and emotionally.
      

      
      ‘What have you come up with?’ Gi-Had persisted.

      
      ‘There are … t-two possibilities. Either the crystals have invisible flaws or the field has somehow burnt them out …’ She
         broke off as a third, more alarming possibility occurred to her.
      

      
      ‘Or?’ grated Gi-Had. His heavy-lidded eyes narrowed to slits. ‘Or what, artisan?’

      
      ‘Or the enemy has found a way to disable the hedrons,’ she whispered.

      
      ‘Better hope they haven’t, or we’ll all end up in the belly of a lyrinx.’
      

      
      ‘I’m working as hard as I can.’

      
      ‘But are you working as smart as you can?’
      

      
      ‘I – ’

      
      ‘I’ve got my orders. Now I’m passing them on to you. If you can’t do the job I’ll have to find someone who can, even if I
         have to bring them a hundred leagues. You’ve got a week to fix this problem, artisan.’
      

      
      Opening the wooden case, he placed two controllers on her bench, next to the one she’d been working on. ‘Twenty soldiers died
         because these failed. Another three died recovering them. A week, Tiaan.’
      

      
      ‘And if I fail?’ she said slowly.

      
      ‘Have you given any thought to your other responsibility?’
      

      
      She stared at him, white-faced. Tiaan could not think what he meant.

      
      ‘Your responsibility to mate!’ he said testily. ‘Your foreman spoke to you about it yesterday.’

      
      Was every single person going to remind her of it? ‘N-not yet!’ she stammered. Just the thought of it made her heart race.
         ‘But I will soon, I promise.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve been saying that for three years, artisan. I’m sorry, but the scrutator is giving me hell and I can’t defend you any
         longer. If you can’t do your job, and you won’t do your duty – ’
      

      
      ‘What?’ she cried.

      
      ‘I might have to send you to the breeding factory.’

   
      
      TWO
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      It reminded Tiaan that she had not seen her mother for nearly a month. She did not look forward to it, but it was another sacred
         obligation. Besides, after Gi-Had’s threat she could hardly think straight so she might as well visit Marnie, who did not
         think at all.
      

      
      ‘I’m going down to Tiksi,’ she said to Nod at the gate. ‘To see my mother.’

      
      This time he did not ask for her permission chit. ‘I hope you’re coming back, Tee?’ Nod tucked his beard into his belt anxiously,
         then took it out again.
      

      
      Nod still held to the old view that men and women were equal, but not everyone did these days. In olden times a woman could
         do whatever she was capable of, the same as a man. However, the war had taken a heavy toll of humanity. The population was
         falling and, before anything else, fertile women were expected to breed. Tiaan’s mother was a champion. In twenty-one years
         she had produced fifteen healthy and surprisingly talented children.
      

      
      Tiaan did not want to think about that. ‘I’ll be back, don’t worry.’ She buckled her coat, pulled a cloak around her and set
         off on the long walk down the mountain to Tiksi, thinking about Gi-Had’s words.
      

      
      The scrutator of Einunar, the great province that included this land, was a shadowy figure, spymaster, head of the provincial secret marshals, adviser to and, word had it, power behind
         the governor. He was one of a dozen on the Council of Scrutators, which was said to run the affairs of the eastern world.
         No one knew how the council had come into being, or if it answered to a higher power. Certainly it knew too much ever to be
         disbanded. That was all she knew, and more than she cared to. No one wanted to come to the notice of the scrutator. Tiaan
         shivered and walked harder.
      

      
      The manufactory lay in rugged Glynninar, a minor state of Einunar at the end of an eastern spur of the Great Mountains. That
         chain of unclimbable peaks ran from beyond Ha-Drow in the icy south, encircling Mirrilladell and Faralladell and disgorging
         glaciers to the points of the compass, then on to the tip of the fiord-bound peninsula of Einunar, a length of eight hundred
         leagues. Northward, a mountain chain almost as large ran up the eastern side of the continent of Lauralin to fabled, wealthy
         and gloriously subtropical Crandor.
      

      
      With a sigh at the thought of warmth, she trudged on. This was poor, granitic country, no good for anything but growing trees.
         From spring to autumn it drizzled, when it was not pouring. Cold mists sprang up from nowhere overnight, while the rare warm
         days ended in clinging fogs that blew up the range from the sea. From autumn to spring it froze – gales, snow and sleet for
         week after week.
      

      
      She passed quite a few people on the track, for Tiksi supplied most of the manufactory’s needs. Though Tiaan knew many of
         the travellers she did not stop to chat. No one had time these days. The best anyone got was a friendly hello, the worst a
         curt nod. The land bred dour folk hereabouts; the war had made them even more taciturn.
      

      
      Tiaan was shy and uncomfortable with people. She found it hard to make friends, for she never knew what to say and felt that
         people judged her, not for what she was, but because she had no father and had been born in the breeding factory. Not all
         the propaganda of the war could erase that stain, least of all from her own mind. She felt alone in the world.
      

      
      It began to drizzle. After an hour or two Tiaan sat down, just for a minute. Any longer and the cold would creep into flesh
         and bones. She contemplated the sombre pines, wreathed in moss and trailing lichens that stood out like banners in the wind.
         They had a certain stark beauty. Taking up a piece of decaying granite, she crumbled it in her fingers, allowing the grains
         to spill onto the slush of last night’s snow. Better go. No point putting it off.
      

      
      Another hour and more passed before Tiksi began to emerge from the grey, a collection of tall but narrow buildings capped
         by yellow tiled roofs. The doors and window frames were faded blue. Everyone thought alike in Tiksi. With twenty thousand
         inhabitants, it was the largest city for a hundred leagues.
      

      
      Even from here she could pick out the breeding factory. The official name was The Mothers’ Palace, but ‘the breeding factory’
         was what everyone called it, and the others like it that had sprung up along the coast over the past thirty years. Its yellow
         stone walls contrasted sharply with the dingy grey of the surrounding buildings. In a hard world it was supposed to symbolise
         reward for a job well done, the most important work of all. For Tiaan, who had lived there until she was six, the place had
         a rather different meaning. It epitomised a world that was trying to take away her rights.
      

      
      Beyond and below Tiksi she caught occasional glimpses of the steel-coloured ocean. Out to sea an iceberg squatted in the water
         like a snowy plateau. More dotted the surface all the way to the horizon. This year there were more than usual.
      

      
      There was a fuss at the gates because she had forgotten to bring her manufactory pass. The guard allowed her through, after
         much debate, though Tiaan knew it would go on her record, again. Inside the city gates, she checked passers-by, as always, looking for one particular face, her father’s. Without knowing
         what he looked like, or even his name, Tiaan was sure that she would recognise him instantly.
      

      
      As she wove through the markets an elderly matron hissed at her, ‘Go home and do your duty!’ Others cast accusing glances
         at her slender waist, her ringless fingers. Flushing, Tiaan tried to ignore them. She was prepared to do her duty, but not just yet.
      

      
      Turning in at the gates of the breeding factory, she passed through the front door, nodding to the guard. Inside, the place
         was luxurious, even decadent. Ornately corniced ceilings were painted in a dozen colours. The walls were beautifully papered,
         while costly paintings and fabrics, and gleaming furniture, were everywhere. A tray of pastries sat neglected on a table.
         It would probably be thrown out, uneaten. She salivated.
      

      
      The breeding factory was the most visible propaganda of all, a sign of a future when women might be valued only because they
         produced the next generation of fodder for the battlefields and maternity wards.
      

      
      With a heavy sigh she pushed open the door of her mother’s rooms and went in. As one of the best breeders in the history of
         the place, Marnie had the largest suite with the most luxurious furnishings.
      

      
      Her bed was larger than Tiaan’s living cubicle in the manufactory. The silk sheets were crimson, the cushions velvet. Marnie
         lay asprawl on the tangled sheets, a sleeping baby on her belly. A satin nightgown, which to Tiaan’s prudish mind looked positively
         indecent, was hitched up to the top of her plump thighs. One enormous breast, milky from the baby’s attentions, was fully
         exposed.
      

      
      Marnie opened her eyes. ‘Tiaan, my darling!’ she beamed. ‘Where have you been? I haven’t seen you in ages.’

      
      Tiaan bent down to kiss her mother’s cheek. She looked like a pig in a wallow, and neither covered her breast nor drew down
         her gown. Tiaan could smell her lover on her and was disgusted. Pulling the chair away from the bed, she sat down.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, mother. We’ve all been working seven days a week.’

      
      ‘Don’t call me mother, call me Marnie! What are you doing way over there? Come closer. I can’t see you.’

      
      ‘Sorry, Marnie. I just don’t get any time to myself.’

      
      Marnie’s eyes raked over her. ‘You look awful, Tiaan. Positively thin! Why won’t you listen to me? It’s no life for you, working day and night in that horrible manufactory. Come home. Any daughter
         of mine can have a position here tomorrow. We’ll fatten you up nicely. You can lie in bed all day if you like. You’ll need never work again.’
      

      
      ‘I like to work! I’m good at it and I feel that I’m doing something worthwhile.’ As always, Tiaan could feel her temper going.
         She tried to rein it in.
      

      
      ‘Any fool can do what you do, fiddling about with dirty bits of machinery!’ One chubby hand found a box of sweetmeats on the
         bedside cupboard. Tipping the contents onto her ample belly, Marnie sorted through them irritably. One disappeared into her
         navel. ‘Damn it! All the best ones are gone. Would you like one, darling?’
      

      
      ‘No thanks!’ Tiaan said, though she was starving. Her temper began to flood. Marnie, despite her image as the wonderful earth
         mother, was as selfish a person as ever lived. She loved her children only while they were infants. Once off the breast she
         sent them to the creche, and at six indentured them to whoever offered the most for their labour. Marnie was one of the wealthiest
         women in Tiksi, but her children saw none of it.
      

      
      Tiaan changed the subject. ‘Marnie, there’s something I’ve always wondered …’

      
      Marnie bristled. ‘If it’s about your wretched father …’

      
      ‘It’s not!’ Tiaan said hastily. ‘It’s about me, and you.’

      
      ‘What about me, darling?’ Marnie picked fluff off a chocolate-coloured delicacy and tasted it with the point of her tongue.
         She settled back on her cushions. No subject was dearer to her than herself.
      

      
      ‘It’s about where I got my special talent from – of thinking in pictures. When I think about something I see it in my mind
         as clearly as if I was looking at it through a window.’
      

      
      ‘You got it from me, of course! And I got it from my mother. The fights we had when I wanted to come here.’

      
      Tiaan could well imagine them. Marnie’s mother had been a court philosopher, a proud and feisty woman. Her mother had been scribe to the governor, her sister an illusionist of national repute. How Marnie had let the family down!
      

      
      Marnie, of course, did not think so. She closed her eyes, smiling at some particular memory. ‘Ah, Thom,’ she whispered, ‘I remember every one of our times together, as if you lay beside me now …’
      

      
      Tiaan rose hastily. In this mood Marnie was prone to go into raptures about past lovers, describing intimacies Tiaan had never
         experienced and certainly did not want to hear from her mother’s lips. Whoever Thom was, he definitely wasn’t her father.
      

      
      ‘I have to go, Marnie.’

      
      ‘You only just got here,’ Marnie said petulantly. ‘You care more about your stupid work than about me.’

      
      Tiaan had had enough. ‘Any fool can do what you do, mother,’ she cried in a passion. ‘You’re like a sow at the trough!’

      
      Marnie rolled over abruptly, scattering sweetmeats across the carpet. The baby began to cry. She put it to the breast in reflex.
         ‘I’m doing my duty the best way I know!’ she screeched. ‘I’ve produced fifteen children, all living, all healthy, all clever
         and hardworking.’
      

      
      Tiaan’s anger faded. ‘I never see them,’ she said wistfully. She longed for a proper family, like other people had.

      
      ‘That’s because they’re out doing their duty, and not whingeing about it either. I’ve done all I could for you. You have the
         best craft I could find, and don’t think that was easy.’
      

      
      ‘Ha!’ Tiaan muttered. Her mother twisted everything. Not only had she not gotten Tiaan her prenticeship, Marnie had fought against it.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you do love your work, Tiaan, but it doesn’t feed you.’

      
      ‘Better hungry freedom than pampered slavery!’

      
      ‘You’re free, are you?’ Marnie shouted. ‘I can leave this place today and be honoured wherever I go. You can’t even scratch
         yourself without getting permission from the overseer. I hear your work isn’t going so well, either. Don’t come whining to
         me when they cast you out! I won’t let you in the door.’
      

      
      That was too close to the bone. ‘I’d sooner die than live the way you do!’ Tiaan yelled.

      
      ‘You wouldn’t have the choice! No man would want to lie with such an ugly, scrawny creature as you.’

      
      Tiaan rushed out and slammed the door. Every visit ended in tears or tantrums, though it had never been as bad as this before.
         The people hurrying by gave her knowing looks or, occasionally, friendly smiles. Everyone knew how it was between her and
         her mother. Had something else upset Marnie?
      

      
      Tiaan sat on the front step, trembling. She was not ugly or scrawny, just hungry and afraid. The rest of the insult passed
         over her head. Repelled by Marnie’s greedy sensuality, Tiaan could not imagine lying with a man, even to aid the war. Never! she thought with a shudder. I’d rather die a virgin.
      

      
      Unfortunately, she was hungry for love. Brought up on a diet of her grandmother’s romantic bedtime stories, she dreamed of
         little else. The women in the manufactory all had husbands or lovers, mostly gone to the war, and talked of them constantly.
         Tiaan did so yearn for someone to love her. She had no friend but old Joeyn.
      

      
      Realising that she was shaking with hunger, Tiaan felt a copper coin out of her purse and trudged down to a barrow boy. There
         she bought a long spicy sausage baked in pastry and set off for home, nibbling as she walked. The sausage was delicious, hot
         and with a strong peppery flavour. Just half of it filled her stomach and made her feel better.
      

      
      It was a slow, slippery climb back up the mountain in the rain. Darkness, which at this time of the year came before five
         o’clock, was already falling before she saw the lights of the manufactory high above. Tiaan toiled up the last distance,
         went inside and sat down in her cubicle. The hedron lay there accusingly on the bench. Since she was no closer to a solution
         than before, Tiaan went looking for Overseer Gi-Had.
      

      
      ‘He’s gone up the mountain,’ said Nod the gateman. ‘Trouble in the tar mine. Poisoned air, I think.’

      
      ‘Then he won’t be back today,’ said Tiaan. It was four hours’ walk to the tar mine, each way. ‘Have you seen Gryste?’

      
      ‘He’s unblocking the waste drains.’

      
      Going left out the gate, Tiaan followed the earth track around the outside of the manufactory wall. She turned the corner,
         taking a shortcut between huge stone cisterns excavated into the rock to prevent them freezing solid in the four-month winter.
         In the space between them she glimpsed a couple locked in passionate embrace. There were so many people in the manufactory,
         and so little privacy, that even the most inhospitable places were in demand.
      

      
      The discharge flume from the aqueduct had a curtain of icicles hanging from the lip. In the distance a creche-mother was instructing
         twenty or thirty of her young charges in the use of a sling. They were firing pebbles at the outline of a winged lyrinx, painted
         on one of the pillars of the aqueduct.
      

      
      The path wound past stockyards, barns, slaughterhouses and a butchery. The smell was frightful. Tiaan hurried by a cluster
         of outbuildings where the weavers and other non-essential tradespeople worked. Around the back, piles of furnace ash were
         eroding into a gully. A series of stonework pipes dripped noxious fluid over the edge.
      

      
      She found the foreman by a stand of blazing torches, shouting at a group of blackened navvies hacking tar from one of the
         pipes. They could only work for a few minutes before the fumes drove them out. Their hands and arms were blistered, their
         red noses dripping.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me?’ she said hesitantly.

      
      ‘Yes?’ snapped Gryste, smacking his sword on his thigh.

      
      ‘I need to talk to you. About the cont – ’

      
      ‘Not here!’ He hauled Tiaan away.

      
      Pulling free, she rubbed her throbbing wrist.

      
      ‘You can’t talk in front of the navvies, artisan!’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Morale is bad enough as it is. They’ll get it wrong, and gossip. Where were you this morning?’

      
      ‘I had to go to Tiksi to see my mother.’

      
      ‘You did not seek my permission.’

      
      ‘I – I’m sorry.’ He would not have given it so Tiaan had not asked, though she was due the time off.

      
      ‘I’ve had it with your slacking and your refusal to obey the rules. I’m adding a month to your indenture. If it happens again,
         six months,’ he growled. ‘What do you want?’
      

      
      Tiaan could not speak. The punishment was all out of proportion to the crime. It did not occur to her to challenge him; to ask if he had that power.
      

      
      ‘Well, artisan? Don’t waste my time.’

      
      ‘I need to know how the controllers failed,’ she said in a rush. ‘Did they go suddenly? What other signs were there? Did any
        thing unusual happen at the same time?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had a report from the battlefield but it doesn’t say much. The controllers started acting erratically. The field came
         and went. Some of the clankers’ legs had power, the others not. Then the field failed completely.’
      

      
      ‘Has it happened with clankers built by other manufactories?’

      
      ‘No idea. They’re scattered across half a thousand leagues and we don’t have enough skeets to send messages back and forth.
         The armies have priority.’ With a curt nod, he went back to the drains.
      

      
      Feeling obstructed at every turn, Tiaan went inside and unlocked the old crafter’s rooms. Everything was exactly as it had
         been the day Barkus died. The new crafter, when appointed, would take over his offices, but though Tiaan was the senior artisan
         she had no right to use these rooms. The hierarchy must be maintained. She still laboured in the cubicle she’d had as a prentice.
      

      
      Tiaan spent hours going through the crafter’s journals, trying to find out if controllers had ever failed this way. Barkus
         turned out to be the least methodical of men, which was surprising since he’d checked her workbooks and journals every day
         of her eight-year prenticeship. Nothing was organised, much less indexed or catalogued. The only way to find out if he’d worked
         on a particular problem was to read everything he’d ever written. That was frustrating too, for he often broke off in the
         middle of an investigation and never resumed it, or continued in the blank spaces of whatever journal he’d happened to lay
         his hands on at the time.
      

      
      She went through the bookshelves, cupboards and pigeonholes crammed with scrolls, but found not a mention of her problem.
         The desk contained nothing of interest – everything secret had been locked away after Barkus’s death. However, as she pulled
         out the lowest drawer, it stuck.
      

      
      It took some time to free it, after which Tiaan removed the drawer to see what was the matter. She was used to fixing things.
         Probably the runners needed waxing. As she was rubbing them with the stub of a candle, she noticed that the drawer was shallower
         than its external dimensions indicated. That could only mean one thing.
      

      
      It did not take her long to find the secret compartment. Inside lay a slim book made of rice paper, with soft leather covers.
         She picked it up. The title page simply said: Runcible Nunar – The Mancer’s Art.
      

      
      No wonder Barkus had hidden it. The penalty for having an illegal copy of any book on mancing would be horrific. Nunar’s treatise
         was justly famous and many copies had been made, though such books were guarded jealously. Why had Barkus, a humble crafter
         in an obscure manufactory, obtained an illegal copy?
      

      
      At a footfall outside the door, Tiaan thrust the book into her coat and pushed the drawer in. A cold voice broke into her
         thoughts.
      

      
      ‘Just what do you think you’re doing?’

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’ Tiaan said. The intruder was Irisis Stirm, a fellow artisan slightly Tiaan’s junior, although Irisis
         did not think so.
      

      
      She stood in the doorway, tapping an elegant foot. Irisis knew her worth. Tall and lavishly endowed, with corn-yellow hair and brilliant blue eyes, she stood out in the manufactory like a
         beacon. Tiaan had never met anyone with hair that colour, and no one around here had blue eyes, though the old crafter’s may
         have been when he was young.
      

      
      ‘You have no right to come in here. These are the crafter’s rooms. He was my uncle!’ Irisis pointed that out at every opportunity.

      
      ‘I answer to Gi-Had, not you! Look to the quality of your own work!’

      
      That was a mistake. Irisis was much better at managing the other artisans than Tiaan was. Moreover, she made controllers of
         rare perfection and extraordinary beauty – works of art. Her use of crystals, though, was timid, and she was peculiarly sensitive to criticism about it.
      

      
      ‘At least my controllers work!’ Irisis sneered.

      
      ‘Only because we all help you tune them.’

      
      ‘How dare you!’ Irisis cried. ‘If Uncle Barkus was still alive he’d put you in your place.’

      
      ‘He did! He put me above you. Now he’s dead and I am responsible for your work.’

      
      ‘Unless,’ Irisis said reflectingly, ‘you’re sent to the breeding factory to do your duty.’

      
      Tiaan had no comeback. Irisis did her duty enthusiastically and often, though so far with no sign of success. Perhaps she used a preventative. That was a serious
         crime, though not an uncommon one. Heading for the door, Tiaan laughed nervously. ‘I think I’m more valuable here than there!’
      

      
      Irisis’s blue eyes flashed. ‘You couldn’t manage a dung fight in a pigsty! I’ll be crafter here one day, over you! Then you’ll know it.’ She stood by the door as Tiaan went out. There was no chance to put the book back.
      

      
      Returning to her bench, Tiaan watched Irisis across the room as she donned goggles and mask and sat down at her grinding wheel.
         It began to whine and the artisan took up a crystal. Soon the air was full of drifting specks.
      

      
      Tiaan worked fruitlessly for hours, until her head drooped. She laid it on the bench, then realised that the manufactory was
         silent. It must be midnight. Plodding to her room, she washed in a basin of cold water and fell onto her straw-stuffed pallet.
      

      
      As soon as her head hit the pillow, Tiaan’s worries returned and, though exhausted, she found herself wide awake. She went
         over her problems again and again, quite uselessly. Finally, knowing she was never going to get to sleep, she lit a candle,
         locked her door and took out the forbidden book.
      

      
      She did not open it immediately. Tiaan was not sure she should look at it at all, but if she took it back to the crafter’s
         workshop, Irisis’s spies would tell her at once. If she handed it in to the overseer after this delay there would be suspicion
         that she’d read it first. The scrutator had watchers in the manufactory and little escaped their attention. She would be marked for life.
      

      
      She considered hurling it into one of the furnaces when no one was looking. However, if the book was protected by a spell,
         as such things often were, anything might happen. Besides, books were precious, sacred things and Tiaan could not imagine
         burning one. She could hide it, but what if someone unsuitable found it? What if it fell into the hands of the enemy?
      

      
      Tiaan opened the book. The paper had a lovely silky feel. The text was written in a number of different hands, no doubt a
         copy. The language was the common speech spoken throughout the south-east, so she could read the words, though they made little
         sense. That was not surprising. Her day book, which contained details of her work on controllers, would be equally incomprehensible
         to most people. Then, as she was flipping through, a heading caught her eye.
      

      
      
         Application of the Special Theory to the Powering of Mechanical Contrivances

         My Special Theory of Power describes the diffuse force, or field, that surrounds and permeates the fabric of nodes. It is this force that mancers have
            drawn upon since the Secret Art was first used, at least seven millennia ago. However, mancing has always been restricted
            by our inability to understand the field: where it comes from, how it changes over time and how it can safely be used.
         

         Furthermore, all drawn power must pass through the mancer first, which causes aftersickness, and the greater the power the
            worse the effects. Too great a drain of power will be, and has proven many times, horribly fatal.
         

         The traditional solution has been to enchant an artefact, such as a mirror, ring or jewel, and simply trigger the device when
            needed. This also has problems: artefacts are notoriously difficult to control, may become corrupted over time (witness the
            Mirror of Aachan) and once discharged are useless until they can be recharged.
         

         Yet we know the ancients used devices with the capacity to replenish themselves. We do not know how that was done, but how
            else can we explain such long-lived devices as the Mirror, Yalkara’s protected fortress of Havissard, or contrivances that
            used such prodigious quantities of power as Rulke’s legendary construct?
         

         The field, the weakest of the five elemental forces, is the only one we mancers have ever been able to tap. Nonetheless, much can be
            done with it. My Special Theory enables us to understand the diffuse force, and perhaps create a controller apparatus to tap it safely. Instead of all power being drawn through the mancer, with its limitations of frail flesh, the
            mancer simply senses the field and draws just enough power to channel the flow, via the ultradimensional ethyr, directly into
            the controller. The controller can then transmit it to power the contrivance, whether this be a mechanical cart, a pump or
            any other mechanism required.
         

         Being a humble theoretician, I will leave the design of such devices to those with the aptitude and interest in such things.
            Suffice it to say that any such device should comprise the following components …
         

      

      
      Tiaan knew all about such devices; that was her work. She skipped forward a few paragraphs.

      
      
         The process may generate a shifting aura about the crystal powering the controller, perhaps mimicking the aurora-like field
            about the node from which the power was drawn. A nearby sensitive might be able to detect this aura, though in normal use
            it is expected to be insignificant …
         

      

      
      Tiaan put the book down. This was the very document wherein Nunar first set down the principles of controllers, nearly a hundred
         years ago. Her theory had enabled the construction of clankers and certain other secret devices, without which the war would
         have been lost long ago.
      

      
      She ploughed on. Nunar went on to speculate about a General Theory of Power, which would deal with nodes themselves, the several different strong forces they were expected to be made of, how they related to each other and, finally, how such prodigious forces might be
         tapped. Nunar noted, however, that nodal forces might never be tapped safely. She also mentioned the holy grail of theoretical
         mancers, the Unified Power Theory, which would reconcile all the forces mancers knew of, weak and strong, in terms of a single field. Nunar closed the section
         by stating that such a theory seemed as far off as ever.
      

      
      Tiaan hid the book behind a loose brick in the wall, under her bed. It seemed no use at all.

      
      She dozed briefly, her head crackling with fractured crystal dreams, to wake with the answer in her mind. She must design
         a device to test the faulty hedrons and read what had happened to them. Only then could she find a way to solve the problem.
         Sitting up in bed, Tiaan reached for slate and chalk and began sketching.
      

      
      She had just completed a rough sketch, and blown out her candle, when Tiaan heard the rattle and groan of a clanker coming
         up the road. It had to be Ky-Ara returning. Since it was practically dawn, she dressed and went out.
      

      
      A sleepy attendant with a lantern was opening the side gate as she arrived. Gi-Had was there too. He must have returned in
         the night. Tiaan watched the monster emerge from the dark. The clanker had covered lanterns on the front, a broad, segmented
         body made of overlapping plates of armour, and four pairs of mechanical legs driven by ingenious gearing. It was large enough
         to carry ten people and all their gear, though in bone-shaking discomfort. The shooter’s platform on top, with its mechanical
         catapult and javelard, was empty.
      

      
      The clanker clumped into the shed and stopped. The mechanism creaked and groaned, then there was silence save for the whine
         of the twin iron flywheels that stored power in case the field was interrupted momentarily. The flywheels would still be going
         at dinnertime, slowly running down.
      

      
      The back hatch opened. A slim young man climbed out, pack in one hand, a satchel in the other. He stretched, gave the machine an anxious pat on the flank and turned around.
      

      
      Ky-Ara was not overly tall. His lean, handsome face was marred by a weak jaw. A shock of wiry hair stood out in all directions.
         His dark eyes were red-rimmed. There was a smudge of black grease across one cheek. Despite all that, Tiaan rather liked the
         look of him.
      

      
      ‘It’s good to have her whole again,’ Ky-Ara said to Gi-Had, avoiding Tiaan’s eye. ‘After the controller died … I thought I’d never drive her again.’
      

      
      His face crumbled. The bond between clanker and operator was intense, almost like that between lovers, and a threat to it
         had been known to cause mental breakdown. Ky-Ara looked close to one now. Tiaan felt for him.
      

      
      ‘It’s been hard work getting used to the new controller,’ he continued. ‘I’ve got a shocking headache. Despatch for you, surr!’
         He handed the satchel to Gi-Had.
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ The overseer turned away to open it. He began to read a document, frowning as he did.

      
      ‘What happened when it failed?’ Tiaan asked Ky-Ara.

      
      The operator’s top lip quivered but he mastered himself. ‘We were heading up the coast from Tiksi. Everything had gone perfectly.
         We were passing out of the aura of the Lippi node towards the Xanpt node. That’s a really strong one …’
      

      
      ‘So I believe,’ said Tiaan. She liked the shape of Ky-Ara’s mouth. A wonder she hadn’t noticed him before.

      
      ‘I had the controller helm on, sensing out the Xanpt field in advance. Sometimes it can be tricky shifting from one to another,
         and I didn’t want to get stuck between fields. The flywheels won’t drive her weight for that long.’
      

      
      He looked sideways at Tiaan. She nodded.

      
      ‘The Lippi field began shifting wildly: sometimes strong, at other times hardly there at all. The fields grew harder and harder
         to visualise; I couldn’t tune either of them in.’ His voice cracked as he relived the awful scene. ‘I began to think that
         the Lippi field was going, though the two clankers ahead of me seemed to be having no trouble.’ Ky-Ara went pale and had to
         sit down.
      

      
      ‘What happened then?’ Gi-Had prompted after a long silence.

      
      ‘I lost it. Both fields were gone! The hedron was dead and there was nothing I could do about it. If it had happened in battle
         …’ He shivered. ‘I took the controller out, got a lift back to Tiksi on a cart and sent the controller up the mountain.’
      

      
      ‘I have it in my workshop,’ said Tiaan. ‘I can’t work out what’s happened. The crystal is completely dead.’

      
      Ky-Ara looked distressed, like a lost boy. ‘If that’s all,’ he said, cradling the controller in his arms, ‘I’ll go to my quarters.
         I haven’t slept for two nights.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, thank you, Ky-Ara,’ said Gi-Had. ‘I know you’ve done your best. It must have been difficult for you.’

      
      The young man went out. Tiaan’s dark eyes followed him thoughtfully.

      
      ‘You’re wondering if he might be the one?’ Gi-Had’s rumble broke into her thoughts, startling her.

      
      Tiaan flushed. She had been thinking exactly that. Also thinking that, if she must mate, why not with a clanker operator?
         There were many similarities in their lives and work, and if they did not get on, he would be away most of the time. If nothing
         came of it, no one could say that she had not done her duty.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said softly.

      
      ‘Strange folk, clanker operators. Their machines always come first – you know that.’

      
      It didn’t require an answer. He shook out the rolled despatch, scowling ferociously. ‘Bad news?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Another problem. A worse one.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ said Tiaan warily.

      
      ‘More clankers wiped out, on the coast well north of Xanpt. Each time, the enemy knew just where to find them.’

      
      ‘Clankers are pretty noisy,’ said Tiaan.

      
      ‘Not these ones.’ Gi-Had looked over his shoulder. The attendant was a long way away but the overseer lowered his voice
         anyway. ‘They were using a new development, a Sound Cloaker! You can’t hear them move. And no one knew where they were going.’
      

      
      ‘But that means,’ said Tiaan, ‘the enemy has a way of finding them. Using the Secret Art – ’

      
      Gi-Had spun around. ‘Oy, you, clear out, now!’
      

      
      A large bald man touched his brow then slouched off. It was Eiryn Muss, a halfwit who had a lowly place at the manufactory.
         He was always shambling about, peering over people’s shoulders.
      

      
      Gi-Had turned back to Tiaan. ‘And if they can do that, they will destroy them all. And us! Find out how they do it, Tiaan.’
      

      
      ‘Is this more important than finding out why the hedrons failed? Or making replacement controllers?’

      
      ‘They’re all important,’ he growled.

      
      ‘I can’t do everything. I’m always exhausted as it is.’

      
      ‘Leave controller-making to the others for the time being. The best artisans from every manufactory have been ordered to work
         on these two problems.’
      

      
      Her head jerked up. ‘So it’s not just my controllers that have failed?’
      

      
      ‘Not according to this. But that doesn’t mean you’re in the clear.’

      
      ‘Are you happy with my work, overseer?’
      

      
      ‘Let’s just say that I’m keeping an eye on you. Better get on with it.’ Nodding distractedly, Gi-Had hurried off.

   
      
      THREE
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      Cryl-Nish Hlar looked up from his bench as Tiaan went by. He desired her, and had ever since arriving at the manufactory three
         years ago. Unfortunately, Tiaan was oblivious to him. That hurt Nish, as he was mockingly known. In the local dialect the
         word meant pipsqueak.
      

      
      Nish was short and it was the bane of his life. He came from a long line of short people and despised every one of them for
         it. He was not unhandsome, in a brooding sort of way, with his cap of dark hair that showed the contours of his skull, and
         bright eyes that could be as green as the ocean, or as grey. Unfortunately his sallow skin was spotty, which was a torment,
         and his downy chin incited sneers of ‘bum fluff’.
      

      
      He had a strong body though – broad, square shoulders, a stomach as hard and flat as a paving stone, jutting buttocks which
         excited ribald comments from the women he worked with, and heavy thighs. He was also, he liked to think, sturdily equipped
         for breeding.
      

      
      Not that, Nish thought gloomily, he got any chance for that. Despite the severe shortage of males the women of the manufactory,
         like those of the mining village nearby, were not enamoured of him. He felt sure it was because he was short and spotty, and
         had no beard. How he hated his body.
      

      
      That had nothing to do with it, of course. In these times even hideous men had their choice of partners. Moreover, he had other appealing characteristics – he was clever and of good family.
         Unfortunately he had one handicap fatal to intimacy. With women younger than his mother, Nish was so anxious that he became
         mortifyingly inarticulate.
      

      
      Though not particularly skilled with his hands, Nish had a lively, restless intelligence and learned quickly. He also had
         a brilliant memory – for names, faces, things seen and conversations overheard. That was of great benefit to him in his other,
         unmentioned occupation.
      

      
      Both his father, Jal-Nish Hlar, and his mother, Ranii Mhel, had been examiners. All the more incomprehensible that they could
         have made such a mistake with him. Every child in the east, and possibly the entire world, was taken before the examiners
         at age six, where every talent, creative or intellectual, manual, mechanical or psychic, was identified. On that basis children
         were assigned their occupations for life – labourer, miner, scribe, artisan, merchant, soldier, breeder! There was no room for childhood; the war with the lyrinx was a hundred and fifty years old. The soldiers, and the other
         dead, had to be made up. Children must work. The entire world was regimented for one thing – survival.
      

      
      The examiners came again at the age of eleven, and for the third and final time at sixteen, to make sure. Some promising talents
         withered early, while others blossomed late.
      

      
      Nish had been happy in his prenticeship as a scribe for one of the great merchants of Fassafarn, a trading city on the south
         coast of Einunar. Fassafarn was an ice-free port through which much of the wealth of the south was shipped to markets as far
         away as Crandor, and even Thurkad before its fall. He had been learning the principal languages and scripts of the known world,
         and was ideally suited for such work. Nish liked meeting powerful people and being trusted to translate their documents.
         He’d planned to become a merchant himself, one day, and make so much money that he could buy anything he wanted.
      

      
      Then, aged sixteen, came the catastrophe. After his examination there had been hurried conferences and, with no more than an hour’s notice, his parents had shipped him across the mountains to become a prentice artificer at this godforsaken
         manufactory. Nish was devastated. It did not occur to him that the move might have saved him from the army. Their only instruction
         had been to ‘Keep your eyes and ears open, and write about what you see and hear, every day’. Nish was a dutiful son. He still
         wrote every day, and once a month his bulky letter would go out with the other mail.
      

      
      His first year at the manufactory had been a nightmare. All the other prentices, male and female, had been taller. His skin
         erupted into hideous spots. Worse, he knew less about being an artificer – the design, constructing, operating and repairing
         of machines of warfare – than even the six-year-old factory kids. But worst of all, rumour spread that he had failed disastrously
         as a scribe and had been sent here as a last resort. If he failed again he would become a pit labourer, as good as a slave.
      

      
      Nish could not bear that. It was the most powerful motivation of all. He was determined to succeed at being an artificer,
         no matter what it took. Though he had little aptitude for the craft, he would master it.
      

      
      What he lacked in ability and experience, Nish made up with hard work and sheer, directed intelligence. He worked night and
         day until he was so exhausted that he could have slept standing. He drove his supervisors mad with questions, had them show
         him the workings of the war engines over and again, and invented ways of teaching his reluctant fingers what the other prentices
         learned easily.
      

      
      At the end of his first year he was ranked among the lowest of the prentices, along with the stupid and the chronically lazy.
         But he was not the lowest, and to Nish that was a major achievement. If his parents were impressed, they did not say so in their infrequent
         letters. Nish was hurt, but planned to try even harder next year.
      

      
      After two years, he was around the middle of the group. That earned grudging praise from his mother and a call to come home
         to cele brate his eighteenth birthday. He worried in case they had another change of profession for him, perhaps sending him
         to the army. His imagination and his wide reading told him exactly what war was like. He did not want to experience it – at
         least, not on the battlefield.
      

      
      When he got home Nish discovered that his father was the one who’d changed profession. Jal-Nish was now a perquisitor, charged
         with rooting out troublemakers, subversives and traitors wherever he might find them. It was an important, lavishly paid position,
         answering only to the scrutator for Einunar. One day he might even be scrutator.
      

      
      At the end of his third year Nish had moved above the middle of the prentices, but there, to his intense chagrin, he stayed.
         Sheer intelligence and hard work, no matter how well directed, could raise him no further, for he simply lacked the aptitude
         for artificing. It galled him, but Nish was nothing if not self-aware and wrote to his father telling him so, and expressing
         the wish that he might go back to being a merchant’s scribe.
      

      
      His father showed neither surprise nor disappointment. Jal-Nish merely wrote, ‘You’re doing well. Don’t forget to write, every
         day.’
      

      
      Nish bent his head to the clanker parts he had been wrestling with all morning. They formed the lower half of a mechanical-leg
         assembly, and putting it together was a job he particularly hated. The parts had been made in a dozen different sections of
         the manufactory and if any one was infinitesimally out of tolerance the assembly became a nightmare. Sometimes he spent days
         on the most tedious work only to find that one part had to be machined again, and all his labour undone.
      

      
      He banged the housing with a dirty fist. He was covered in grease, as always. Nish hated that – he liked to look his best.
         The women of the manufactory tended to sneer at artificers, mere ‘fitters’ as they called them, because it was such a filthy
         job. Many of the fitters were women, and they were friendly enough, but Nish disdained them. Artificers were beneath him,
         though he was one himself. He looked to the top of the heap, where he belonged.
      

      
      At that moment Tiaan walked by. Most respected in this manufactory were the artisans. They worked with their hands, but only with precious things: gold and silver, platinum and
         quicksilver, copper, amber and crystal. They never got dirty doing it and the best were brilliant, lateral-thinking designers.
         More importantly, artisans worked with their senses. They had special talents, akin to the Secret Art that was the province of mages and mancers.
      

      
      Nish could never hope to be an artisan; he lacked the vital talent. But prestige was everything to him and he wanted one of
         them for his woman. There were four artisans here, though only two were available. Of those, Irisis went by the fitters with
         her nose in the air, for she was of the House of Stirm, a crafter’s daughter and a crafter’s niece, made for better things
         than a lowly artificer. Nish hated her for it, but he understood her too. She was much like him.
      

      
      Tiaan was a different matter. He felt that he might be in love with her. Now he looked up to see Tiaan on her way back. Putting
         down his wrench, he stared at her. She was above him, and yet beneath, for she came from the breeding factory and did not
         know her father. To lose a father was commonplace, in these times. Not to know his identity was a major failing in a world
         obsessed with family and Histories.
      

      
      Tiaan carried her head high, though not aloof as Irisis did. Tiaan seemed oblivious to her surroundings, as if the only world
         that mattered was inside her head. The Ice Virgin, some called her, but Nish knew better. He felt he understood her too. She
         had the reputation as the hardest worker in the manufactory, and the cleverest. She was trying to make up for something. Was
         it her unfortunate birth? Her lack of a father?
      

      
      She wore loose trousers and a blouse of grey flax, with old but well-cared-for grey boots. More was not tolerable here, just
         across from the furnaces. Her breasts bobbed with her light step, a sight that liquefied his middle. Desire made him forget
         everything.
      

      
      Do it now! She’s a quiet little thing. She will listen and be flattered. He hesitated too long. Without a glance, without
         even knowing he was there, Tiaan went by. She wore a faint, internal smile. Her glossy black hair bounced against the back
         of her neck.
      

      
      Soon she would turn the corner and be gone, down to her own workroom in the cold part of the manufactory. Go on, you fool!
         Today you have something to offer. Not even the Ice Virgin will refuse you now. She has the breeding factory in her blood
         and her belly. She’s just holding out for the best offer, and no one can best you.
      

      
      Dropping his tools on the bench, Nish wiped his greasy hands on a rag and ran after her, up the aisle and round the corner
         to the section where the artisans and all the other clean crafts worked. Inside, the artisans’ workshop was sealed off by
         double doors designed to exclude all dust and dross.
      

      
      Tiaan was already out of sight. He burst through the doors without putting on a clean overall or taking off his filthy boots.
         Everyone stared. He did not notice.
      

      
      ‘Tiaan!’ he cried. ‘Artisan Tiaan!’

      
      She was going through the door into her own cubicle, but turned at his wild cry. ‘Yes?’

      
      He ran up to her, froze, then forced the words out.

      
      ‘Tiaan, I admire your work tremendously. I … I think you are the most brilliant woman I’ve ever met.’

      
      For an instant he saw panic in her eyes. Anger covered it up. ‘If you admire it so much,’ she said frostily, ‘why are you
         dropping your filth and grease everywhere?’
      

      
      Recalling the state of his clothes, he flushed. Sheer desperation propelled him on. ‘I’m sorry, I’ll clean it up.’

      
      ‘Don’t bother. What do you want, artificer?’

      
      ‘Just to talk to you. You’re brilliant, Tiaan.’

      
      ‘You already said that.’

      
      ‘Would you … Would …?’ He faltered under her astonished stare. Her lips were the reddish-purple colour of pulped blackberries.
         He wanted to crush his mouth against them.
      

      
      ‘What?’ she snapped.

      
      ‘I thought … perhaps dinner … or a walk along the path to the lookout … and then …’ He couldn’t get it out, with the prentices
         sniggering and rolling their eyes at each other. Artisan Fistila Tyr, who was heavily pregnant, set to with her grinding wheel
         to cover it up.
      

      
      Tiaan turned those unusual eyes on him, scanning Nish from smoky cheeks to grease-stained hands and filthy boots. He felt
         sure he knew what she was thinking. Not only is he dirty and spotty and inarticulate, but he’s a runt!
      

      
      ‘Yes?’ she said in a low voice that had the prentices bending over their work. Nish recognised the danger, but if he did not
         speak now he would never be able to.
      

      
      ‘We both have our duty to perform. I thought we might share your bed!’ he burst out. ‘Or mine, if you prefer. I have …’

      
      Her honey skin flushed red-brown. For a full minute she could not meet his eye; then Tiaan drew herself up. ‘How dare you!’
         she hissed. ‘How can you imagine that I would give myself to a dirty little artificer, and not a very good one either? The
         thought makes me sick. Get out!’
      

      
      Nish flushed beneath the dirt. Across the room, Irisis was watching the show with open mouth. This afternoon he would be the
         laughing-stock of the manufactory. There was only one way to recover.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think you realise who my father is, Artisan Tiaan,’ he said coldly. ‘He is Perquisitor Jal-Nish Hlar, one of the
         most important people in the land. He is a high inquisitor! He can make you, Tiaan, or he can break you. And my mother is
         a chief examiner, nearly as important.’ Looking over his shoulder, he softened his voice. ‘I know you and Irisis are rivals,
         Tiaan. Think what you can achieve with a perquisitor’s patronage. You need never fear her again.’
      

      
      He gave an uncertain smile, for Nish was new to this game. He’d not tried to use influence before and wasn’t quite sure how
         to go about it, despite having often seen it done in his scribing days. He lacked the authority, and the easy arrogance that
         told him he deserved whatever he desired.
      

      
      ‘What do you say, Tiaan? We can take pleasure from each other and your career will blossom. Do you want to work in this dungheap
         of a manufactory forever? Come – ’
      

      
      ‘I would sooner mate with a lyrinx!’ she shouted. ‘I don’t care who your father is. I will never lie with you. Now get your
         squalid self out of my workroom!’
      

      
      ‘Why won’t you do your duty, artisan? What are you afraid of?’
      

      
      Tiaan paled. ‘Go away, little man.’

      
      Nish’s fury was barely controllable, but he made one last effort. ‘If you knew who I really am,’ he hissed, ‘you would not
         be so – ’
      

      
      ‘Get out!’ she roared and, seizing a pair of red-hot tongs resting in a brazier, Tiaan brandished them before his face.

      
      Nish broke. Bursting through the double doors, he raced past the infirmary, out through the wall and down towards the furnaces.
         He could not go back to his own bench, for everyone would see the tears of rage streaming down his face. Creeping around the
         back of the furnaces, he hauled a recalcitrant sweeper boy out of a warm niche, clipped the lad over the ear for neglecting
         his work and crept in to lick his wounds. He would ruin Tiaan, somehow. Then he would bed her and cast her off.
      

      
      Shortly he heard soft footsteps and to his astonishment Irisis appeared. She squatted down before him, offering a snowy hand
        kerchief.
      

      
      ‘Artificer Cryl-Nish,’ she said softly, winning his undying grati tude for using his name and not the detested nickname. ‘Would
         you like to learn how to pleasure a real woman?’
      

      
      Nish could have fainted with astonishment. Irisis was not known for her kindness. Surely she was playing a cruel joke. He
         did not know what to say.
      

      
      Bending forward, she gave him a savage kiss on the mouth. His body responded instantly. She laughed and took his hand, though
         she wrapped the handkerchief around it first. ‘Come to my room.’ Then she wrinkled her pretty nose. ‘No, to the bathhouse
         first, I think. We’ll neither of us be missed for an hour or two. Time for a couple of lessons.’ Her eyes met his. ‘And after
         that, we’ll find plenty to talk about on our pillows.’
      

      
      ‘Talk about?’ he said dazedly.

      
      ‘About who our friends are. And our enemies!’
      

   
      
      FOUR
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      Irisis propped herself up on an elbow, inspecting the youth who lay dozing in post-coital bliss beside her. She was not attracted
         to Nish at all, though she had to admit he had been vigorous, not insensitive, and displayed an admirable willingness to learn
         what pleased her. That was more than could be said for her previous lover. Her interest had been stirred by what he’d said
         to Tiaan, her rival here since childhood.
      

      
      Irisis ran a hand down his chest. Nish was the least hairy man she had ever seen. She liked that, and the way their bodies
         touched. He smiled in his sleep. She slid her hand lower, tangling her fingers in the downy hair and tugging. He snapped awake.
      

      
      ‘Cryl-Nish, lover,’ she whispered, her breath tickling his ear. She wanted him capable of thinking just one thing.

      
      He rolled over, pressing himself against her. Irisis kept him away with her hip. He froze. There was a message in the move
        ment, though clearly he had no idea what it was. Good.
      

      
      Irisis inspected him, the sheet up around her throat. As if by accident she let it fall, revealing one heavy breast swaying
         above his face. His eye followed it and she knew she had him.
      

      
      ‘We know what you want, Cryl-Nish.’ He reached for her. She moved back, saying thoughtfully, ‘I hear your father is no longer
         an examiner.’
      

      
      ‘He is chief perquisitor for the entire Einunar region,’ he said importantly.
      

      
      ‘Oh?’ Irisis was impressed but did not want to show it. She allowed him to bask in reflected glory for just a moment. ‘But
         what about the scrutator?’
      

      
      His chest deflated. She had caught him trying to make his father seem more important than he was. He looked down at the rumpled
         bed, perhaps thinking that she was trying to make a fool of him.
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ Irisis waved a hand, knowing it made other parts of her oscillate delightfully, ‘who cares about all that stuff?
         I’m much more interested in you.’
      

      
      ‘Me? Why?’ Nish was staring at her dark, puckered nipple. He would do anything to have more of her.

      
      ‘I’ve always had my eye on you, Cryl-Nish.’ That was a lie, of course. ‘Tell me about yourself.’

      
      He began on the story of his life, suitably edited to impress. He had not gone far when she interrupted. ‘I know all that.
         But there’s one thing I don’t understand …’
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘Why you’re here at all. You’re not an artificer, Cryl-Nish.’

      
      ‘I am!’ He sat up angrily. ‘And I’ve worked damned hard to become one.’

      
      She pushed him down. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. Of course you’re an artificer, and a good one too …’

      
      ‘Don’t patronise me!’ Rolling out of bed, he reached for his trousers.

      
      The sheet slid away, exposing the other breast and her artisan’s pliance hanging between them. He swallowed. Putting out her
         arms, she pulled his face against her bosom. Nish resisted, but not for very long.
      

      
      ‘What I meant to say was … Your father sent you here for another reason, surely? A more important one than becoming an artificer.
         You would be much more valuable as a scribe, an assistant to a merchant, or even, one day, secretary to the scrutator.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ he said thickly, intoxicated by her. He lacked the experience to put her body out of mind.

      
      ‘What is it?’ Irisis stroked his chest with two fingertips.
      

      
      ‘I’m also a prober,’ he said rashly. That meant a prentice inquisitor, lowest on the rank that ran prober, querist, perquisitor
         and, unthinkably powerful, scrutator.
      

      
      ‘A spy!’ she exclaimed, tucking the sheet across her front.

      
      He reached for it, more confidently now. She allowed him to caress her through the fabric before drawing away again. He hastened
         to reassure her.
      

      
      ‘Not a spy. A watcher, helping to maintain order. This is a vital manufactory …’

      
      ‘Is it?’ she said. ‘But there are hundreds. Why is ours so important?’ Irisis leaned forward.

      
      ‘We build the best clankers, because we make the finest controllers of all.’

      
      ‘Why is that?’ she whispered, taking his hand and sliding it inside the sheet.

      
      Nish’s eyes bulged. Sweat broke out on his forehead. ‘Because,’ he said hoarsely, ‘we have the most perfect hedrons and the
         best artisans anywhere. The scrutator wants to know why, to protect us from harm and make sure no one steals our secrets.’
      

      
      ‘Someone has to be the best. And if we have the best crystals, it stands to reason we would make the best controllers …’

      
      She looked at him sideways. He hesitated, knowing he’d said more than he should. She slipped her hand lower. He groaned.

      
      ‘It’s something about this place!’ Nish burst out. ‘Our artisans are much better than others, even when they use inferior, imported crystals. It must be the node here.’
      

      
      She resumed her caresses. ‘A lowly prober isn’t sent to solve those kinds of problems. That’s mancer’s work.’
      

      
      Nish looked chagrined, as if he’d revealed too much already.

      
      ‘How long have you been a prober, Nish?’

      
      He flushed. ‘Just since my father’s letter came, a week ago.’

      
      ‘And perhaps if he knew what you’ve told me, you’d be a prober no longer.’

      
      He went still. She considered him, head tilted so that the glossy hair stroked his shoulder. Her eyes ran up and down before settling about his middle. ‘I know something else you may like.’ She bent over him.
      

      
      Now he moaned when she stopped prematurely. ‘What are you really probing for, my little spy?’

      
      ‘I can’t tell you,’ he gasped. ‘A prober who talks is no prober at all, and likely to end up a slave. Or dead!’

      
      ‘Or in the front rank of the army, which amounts to the same thing. Let’s see if I can guess. This place is full of rumours
         but who can tell truth from falsehood? What does a prober do? He stays alert for people who aren’t doing their job, those
         who have unfortunate ideas, and those who think someone else could run the world better than our leaders. None of that here,
         though. This is a well-run, happy manufactory.
      

      
      ‘But there’s one other thing that probers do.’ She paused, gave him a long look, then bent her head again. He choked. She
         looked him fair in the eye. ‘They hunt spies!’

      
      The expression on his face almost made her laugh. He could not think straight. How she loved this power she had over men.
         Few women did these days.
      

      
      ‘Please,’ he whimpered.

      
      She just stared at him. He put his hands around the back of her head, trying to pull her down. She went with him a little
         way then stopped, and when he tried to use his strength she bared her teeth. They were alarmingly sharp.
      

      
      There was only one way to get what he wanted. Nish licked dry lips. ‘There is a spy, father is sure of it. Twice now, secrets
         of clankers made here, and only here, have been discovered far away.’
      

      
      ‘Who is the spy?’

      
      ‘We don’t know. Whoever he is, he’s too clever.’

      
      ‘Or she!’

      
      ‘Or she,’ he repeated.

      
      ‘I’ll help you. People will be wary of you, since your father is known to be perquisitor. But why would they suspect me?’

      
      He looked uncertain.

      
      ‘You’re worried that I’ll take the credit,’ she said with a lazy smile. ‘You need not – spycatcher is the last thing I want
         put to my name.’
      

      
      ‘What do you want, Irisis?’
      

      
      ‘What you offered Tiaan. What is mine by right. I want to be crafter, in charge of the entire controller works, and, one day,
         chanic of the province.’
      

      
      ‘But you’re only an artisan, and it’s not long since you were prentice.’

      
      ‘Crafter!’ she said coldly. ‘Then chanic.’

      
      ‘Most artisans never become crafter, and few – very few crafters will rise to be chanic.’

      
      ‘I have the talent for it; and the heritage. My father, my uncle, my grandfather, my great-grandmother and her mother before
         that, all were crafters or better. For four generations my family has held the position here. I’m going to be the fifth.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not old enough.’

      
      ‘That rule can be broken, in an emergency.’

      
      ‘Not by me.’

      
      ‘A chief examiner can. You promised it to Tiaan. I heard you.’

      
      ‘You didn’t want me at all!’ Nish cried. ‘All you wanted was what you could get out of me.’

      
      ‘Are you unhappy with what I’ve given you?’

      
      ‘N-no!’

      
      ‘Good, because I can’t stand whiners. Were you lying to Tiaan? I hate liars more than anything, Nish. I hope you never lie to me.’
      

      
      The fury of his thoughts showed on his face. ‘I … I might be able to do something for you. I have … some influence with my
         father, and more with my mother. I think I can sway them, as long as there is something in it for them.’
      

      
      Irisis did not believe him, though she had not expected much. ‘There will be. Now, how shall we seal the deal?’

      
      She looked down and he up. He put his hands around her head, drawing her down, and this time she went willingly.

      
      Irisis rolled over and shook Nish awake. He struggled out of deep slumber into listless lethargy.

      
      She leaned on one elbow, gazing at him. ‘While you were snoring, I’ve been thinking.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ he said dully.
      

      
      ‘I have an idea who the spy might be.’

      
      He sat up abruptly. ‘Really?’ He clutched at her arm, staring into her eyes. ‘Who?’

      
      She smiled, showing those teeth again. ‘I think it’s Tiaan.’

      
      He burst out laughing. ‘Tiaan? You’d never make a prober, Irisis.’

      
      She hurled herself off the bed, flinging the sheet around her with a gesture simple yet elegant. She looked like a marble
         statue carved by one of the masters of old, though her face spoiled the pose. ‘No? What was she up to yesterday?’
      

      
      ‘Visiting her mother. She goes down every month.’

      
      ‘Tiaan was a long time away.’

      
      ‘Maybe she had shopping to do.’

      
      ‘And maybe she was meeting an accomplice to hand over our secrets.’

      
      ‘Probers require proof,’ he said loftily. ‘Not idle speculation born out of malice.’

      
      ‘I’ll prove it to you!’ she hissed. ‘And now, Nish dear, get out!’
      

      
      Nish left Irisis’s rooms physically sated but more anxious than before. If she betrayed his confidence, he would suffer. No
         prober’s position then. No future at all, just the front-line until a lyrinx tore him apart.
      

      
      Irisis was wrong. He’d had his eye on Tiaan for months. There had been nothing suspicious about her behaviour. Tiaan worked
         night and day, talked to her solitary friend, the old miner, and occasionally visited her mother in Tiksi. That was her entire
         life.
      

      
      If there was a spy or a saboteur, and it seemed there must be, it had to be someone else. Possibly Irisis, unlikely as that seemed. With
         a thousand workers in the manufactory it would not be easy to find out.
      

      
      Better patch things up with her. He could not afford to make enemies, especially of someone so well connected. And as he returned
         to his bench the image of her long, lush body grew in his mind. Nish knew he’d struck gold with Irisis. He might never find a better lover and he wanted more of her lessons. Better humour her, take her suspicions seriously, offer to help
         with her career and, if necessary, hint at a subtle prober’s threat behind it.
      

      
      But if he found the least scrap of evidence against Irisis, he would destroy her. Not without regret, but without hesitation.
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      Gi-Had’s news came as a great relief to Tiaan. She had begun to doubt her own competence, but if hedrons from other manufactories
         were also failing there must be more to it than bad workmanship. Did the enemy have a way of disabling them from afar, or
         were they being sabotaged here? How could a crystal be sabotaged yet look unmarked? She had never heard of such a thing, nor
         had the other artisans. She was not out of trouble yet.
      

      
      While everyone was at lunch, Tiaan scoured the crafter’s rooms for anything he might have written on the topic. She found
         nothing, but did not return The Mancer’s Art to its hiding place. She was not ready to give it up.
      

      
      As she locked the door, Irisis appeared. ‘What are you doing?’ she said furiously.

      
      ‘I’m trying to find out how a hedron could be sabotaged and leave no trace,’ Tiaan replied, and passed by.

      
      Something woke in the artisan’s eyes. Irisis stared after Tiaan for a very long time.

      
      Tiaan could think of only one approach – to probe deeper into the faulty hedrons, even if she destroyed them in the process.
         Slipping her pliance over her head, she reached for the first crystal, but stopped. What if the damage spread back? Her throat
         went tight at the thought of losing her pliance. She dared not risk it. Instead she got out the rough design she had done
         in the night and set to work.
      

      
      After three days of dawn-to-midnight toil Tiaan had put together a hedron probe, in two parts. The first was a globe constructed
         of copper wires following longitudes, latitudes and diagonals, on which were set a number of movable beads, like a model of
         the moons and planets in their orbits. The beads, each different, were made of carefully layered strips of metal, ceramic
         and glass. The other part was a helm of enamelled silver and copper lacework in delicate filigrees, designed to fit over her
         head. A series of springy wires went down through her hair, their flattened ends pressing against the sides and back of her
         head, unnervingly like a wire spider. At the front, a setting the size of a grape was designed to hold a shaped piece of crystal.
      

      
      Tiaan opened the two halves of the globe and placed one of the failed hedrons inside. Inserting a piece of crystal into the
         setting on the helm, she put it on her head. The wires were chilly. Closing her eyes, she slid her hands around the globe
         and pressed her fingers in through the wires until her fingertips touched the faces of the hedron.
      

      
      At once she sensed something in its heart – a tiny, shifting aura, all fuzzy and smeared out, like a comet’s tail. Her fingers
         moved the beads one way and then another. The aura was stronger in some positions, almost non-existent in others. Once or
         twice it disappeared. She tried rotating various wires, then flipping them north to south. That did not help either. Her apparatus
         was not powerful enough to read the aura, though while viewing it she had the uncomfortable feeling that someone was looking
         for her. She opened her door but found the workshop empty.
      

      
      Tiaan examined the small crystal in the helm. It was not a particularly strong one, just the first she’d picked up. She searched
         through her offcuts but found nothing better, and the basket of waste crystals was empty.
      

      
      ‘Gol?’ She looked around for the sweeper boy. He did not answer. Tiaan found him sleeping in one of the nooks behind the furnaces, his head pillowed on a burlap sack. These hidey-holes had been the favourite haunt of factory kids since the
         manufactory had been built. She had used this nook herself once or twice, when she was little.
      

      
      Tiaan looked down at the sleeping boy. He was an angelic-looking lad – olive skin, a cheerful oval face, red lips and a noble
         brow capped by black curls.
      

      
      ‘Gol!’ She shook him by the shoulders.

      
      He woke slowly, smiling before he opened his eyes, as if from a pleasant dream. When he saw her standing there, his eyes went
         wide.
      

      
      ‘Artisan Tiaan!’ He fell out of the niche in a comical attempt to look alert and hardworking. ‘What can I do for you?’

      
      With an effort she kept a straight face. Gol was always willing, but his work never came up to expectation. Slapdash as well
         as lazy, he did not know the difference between a job well done and an entirely inadequate one. A harder master would have
         beaten that out of him but Tiaan could not bring herself to do it.
      

      
      ‘Where did you put the waste crystals from my workbench?’

      
      ‘Around the back of the manufactory,’ he said brightly. ‘On the ash pile. Would you like me to show you?’

      
      ‘I told you to put them in the basket in my storeroom!’ she said sharply. ‘If this happens again, Gol, I’ll send you back
         to your mother.’ As if she could. The poor woman was a halfwit with seven children, none good for anything but lyrinx fodder.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry!’ He assumed an expression of profound mortification.

      
      Gol’s emotions tended to the extreme. Tiaan wondered if there was a brain in his head at all. ‘Come on! I’m in a hurry!’

      
      They went past the smithies, where a bevy of half-naked lads wielded long-handled hammers. Eiryn Muss leaned against an anvil,
         ogling the youths and grinning loutishly. A pair of prentices mocked the halfwit behind his back, slouching about with their
         tongues out, drooling. Tiaan wondered if men like Muss were required to mate.
      

      
      As she went past the artificers’ workshops, Nish gave her a smouldering stare. He had been watching her ever since the incident in her workshop. She hurried by, looking straight ahead, and opened the back gate.
      

      
      The rear of the manufactory was a dismal place. The open drains steamed and reeked, a mixture of foetid human waste, tarry
         effluent and brimstone that had killed every plant in sight. Furnace ash and slag were piled all around the ravine, the most
         recent deposits steaming gently in the drizzle. A thousand times as much had clotted in the valley below. The river ran acid
         for two and a half leagues, a series of poisoned pools, stained iron-red or tarry black, in which nothing lived.
      

      
      Gol led her through the reeking piles then stopped abruptly. ‘It’s not there!’ He began to bawl.

      
      Tiaan went to the brink of the ravine. Ammonia fumes brought tears to her eyes. Most of the ash mountain, saturated after
         weeks of rain and sleet, had slumped over the edge. Running down in a thick blurt to the water’s edge, it looked exactly like
         a cowdung mudslide. There was no chance of recovering the precious offcuts.
      

      
      Tiaan wiped her dripping nose. ‘Oh, stop whining, Gol! Why can’t you ever do what you’re told.’ The lad wailed loudly. ‘Go!
         Get on with your work! And if this happens again I will have you whipped!’
      

      
      He ran sobbing up the path. Tiaan leaned against a fragment of wall, all that remained of the monastery that had stood here
         for a thousand years. Before that, for another thousand, pilgrims had come to worship at the holy well, now buried under piles
         of slag. Had that been related to the node here?
      

      
      Returning to the workshop, she checked the benches of the artisans. They had been cleared of their crystal waste as well.
         There were fresh crystals in the storeroom but she did not want to cut one down. She needed one that was the right size to
         start with. First thing in the morning she would have to go back down the mine.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Lex, I’m looking for old Joe. Is he still working on the fifth level?’

      
      Lex came out of his cavity. A little globe of a man, he looked like one of those smiling dolls that, after being knocked over, always came upright again.
      

      
      ‘I haven’t seen him, Tiaan,’ he said clearly, evidently having his teeth in today. ‘I don’t think he’s here.’

      
      ‘Oh! I hope he’s not sick.’

      
      ‘Old Joe? He’s as tough as miner’s underpants. Naw, probably gone down to Tiksi.’

      
      ‘I’ll try his cottage, just in case. Thanks, Lex!’

      
      She headed for the village, a third of a league down the mountain. A cluster of fifty or sixty stone cottages had been built
         in terraces on either side of the path, though Joeyn’s place stood uphill among the trees. An oblong granite structure of
         two rooms, it had a mossy thatched roof and was surrounded by a fence of woven wattles.
      

      
      The sun was just coming up as Tiaan pushed open the gate. A path of crushed granite led to a north-facing porch, unfurnished
         except for a rude chair. A scatter of white daisies grew beside the porch. Clumps of autumn crocuses were in flower here and
         there. On the other side of the path a vegetable garden contained onions, garlic, leeks and a few red cabbages.
      

      
      The door was closed. A wisp of smoke came from the chimney. She knocked at the door. No answer. She knocked again and thought
         she heard a faint reply. Tiaan pushed open the door, afraid something had happened to him.
      

      
      It was dark inside, the windowless hut lit only by the glow from an open fire. At first her eyes could make out nothing.

      
      ‘If it isn’t Tiaan!’ came a hoarse voice from beside the fire. ‘Come in, my dear.’

      
      Tiaan made out a seated figure at a bench beside the fire. Joeyn started to get up but broke into a coughing fit.

      
      ‘Are you all right, Joe?’ She ran to him.

      
      He wiped his eyes on his sleeve. ‘Miner’s lungs!’ he gasped, clearing his throat and spitting into the fire. ‘It’s always
         like this in the morning.’
      

      
      ‘I was worried. I thought something must have happened to you.’

      
      ‘I’ve made my quota. I didn’t feel like going to work today.’

      
      ‘But …’
      

      
      ‘I’m seventy-six, Tiaan. I only keep going because there would be nothing to do if I stopped. But some days I just don’t feel
         like working.’
      

      
      ‘Can I get you anything?’

      
      ‘I’m not an invalid,’ he said with a smile. ‘But I wouldn’t mind a cup of ghill, if you feel like waiting on me. It’s in the
         jar on the mantel.’
      

      
      Taking down the jar, she picked out several curling strips of ghi wood and moved the pot over the coals. ‘Strong or weak?’

      
      ‘Like tar. Put in about five strips and leave it a good while. Let’s sit on the porch.’

      
      He carried his chair out. Tiaan settled into the other. They watched the mist drifting between the pines. The wind sighed
         through the wattle fence. Finally Joeyn spoke. ‘It’s always nice to see you, Tiaan, though I’m sure you didn’t come to pass
         the time of day.’
      

      
      ‘What am I going to do about a partner, Joe?’

      
      Looking her over, he smiled to himself. ‘I don’t see any problem.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid …’

      
      ‘It’s not such an onerous duty, Tiaan.’

      
      ‘I didn’t mean that. I’ll get the ghill.’ She rose abruptly, coming back with two wooden mugs. The steam smelt like peppery cinnamon.
      

      
      While they sipped their ghill, she went over her problem with the crystal.

      
      Joeyn sat ruminating. ‘So, you need me to find you another.’

      
      ‘The most powerful one you can. The last wasn’t strong enough.’

      
      ‘And I suppose it’s urgent?’

      
      ‘Gi-Had threatened to send me to the breeding factory if I didn’t solve the problem by the end of the week.’

      
      ‘As if he would! You’re too valuable to him, Tiaan.’

      
      ‘Why would he say that if he didn’t mean it?’ Tiaan was not good at reading people and could not separate idle words from
         serious ones. ‘He’s in trouble because of the failed clankers, and Foreman Gryste is whispering in his ear about me. He doesn’t like me.’
      

      
      ‘Gryste doesn’t like anyone, Tiaan. Especially since …’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Joeyn sniffed his drink. ‘He was passed over for overseer when Gi-Had came back from the war a hero. Then Gryste did his own
         service, was blamed for a defeat that wasn’t his fault and broken to a common soldier. He’s been at odds with the world ever
         since. And his habit doesn’t help.’
      

      
      ‘The nigah leaf ?’

      
      ‘Yes. Makes a man angry. And it’s expensive.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid of him. The war is going really badly, Joe. Desperate people do stupid things.’

      
      ‘It’s been going badly since I was a boy. You stop believing everything you’re told after a while. I’m so old that I’ve seen
         the Histories rewritten.’
      

      
      ‘The Histories are truth!’ she cried. More than that, they were the foundation of the world. To challenge them bordered on
         blasphemy.
      

      
      ‘No doubt of it,’ he replied, ‘but whose?’

      
      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      
      ‘Not many people do. Hardly anyone lives to my age any more. Have you ever heard of the Tale of the Mirror?’
      

      
      ‘Only as a monstrous lie.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t when I was a little boy. It was one of the Great Tales, and Llian of Chanthed one of the greatest chroniclers.
         Now he’s Llian the Liar, the man who debased the Histories. Why?’
      

      
      ‘I supposed someone proved – ’

      
      ‘The greatest people of the age were there when he told the Great Tale – Nadiril the Librarian, Yggur, Shand, Malien the Aachim.
         No one said a word against the tale for a hundred and thirty years, then suddenly the Council of Scrutators had it rewritten.
         Why, Tiaan?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘This war has destroyed everything we once held sacred.’

      
      She squirmed on her chair. ‘I don’t like that kind of talk, Joe.’

      
      He went back to the previous topic. ‘I don’t imagine the breeding factory would suit you very well.’ He gave her a sly grin. ‘Though it is a life of luxury and pleasure …’
      

      
      ‘Don’t joke about it, Joe! I’m not going to be treated like a brood sow.’ Her face had gone brick-red. ‘I love my work, and
         I can do it better than anyone else. I just want to do my job and live my life.’
      

      
      ‘That’s all any of us want. Unfortunately the war …’

      
      ‘The cursed war!’

      
      ‘Still, I don’t suppose Gi-Had would send you down, Tiaan. You’re his best artisan.’
      

      
      ‘I do seem to have an unusual talent,’ she said thoughtfully.

      
      ‘So I’ve heard. Do you know where it came from?’

      
      ‘From my mother, according to her, though she tried to cover my talent up.’
      

      
      ‘Is that so?’

      
      ‘I first realised I was special at the examination, when I was six. In one of the tests they held up a picture, just for a
         second, then asked me questions about it. I knew all the answers. They were astounded, but it wasn’t hard at all – in my mind’s
         eye I could see the picture perfectly. I can still see it now, a family playing games on a green lawn. A mother, a father,
         a girl, two boys and a dog!’ She sighed heavily.
      

      
      ‘After that they showed me all sorts of images. There were maps of places I’d never heard of, the workings of a clock, a tapestry
         of the Histories. My answers were perfect, because every image stayed in my mind.’
      

      
      ‘What else did they ask you?’ Joeyn looked fascinated. ‘I never had the examination. It hadn’t started when I was a kid.’

      
      ‘Hadn’t it?’ Tiaan said, surprised. ‘Oh, all sorts of things. Reading, spelling, remembering, aiming and throwing, number
         puzzles.’ She smiled at a memory. ‘One didn’t seem like a test at all. The examiners put a little piece of honeycomb in front
         of me and said that if I didn’t touch it until they came back, I could have a really big piece.’
      

      
      ‘Did you eat it?’ Joeyn asked.

      
      ‘No, though I wanted to. Other tests involved making things out of gears and wheels and metal parts. I did badly on those.’

      
      ‘That’s odd, for a controller-maker.’
      

      
      ‘I never had those kinds of toys when I was a kid. Mother sneered at people who worked with their hands. Her daughter was
         certainly not going to.
      

      
      ‘The examiners seemed disappointed, as if that lack had cancelled out my other talent. I remember them talking in the corner,
         looking back at me and shaking their heads.’
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