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      PART ONE

      MATAH

      
   
      
      ONE
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      Tiaan had been carrying the dead child for the best part of a day before she realised that something was following her. She
         was being hunted through an abandoned city.
      

      
      She scanned her surroundings, but nothing moved in that vast chamber. An oval ceiling, carved from the solid heart of Mount
         Tirthrax, arched high above. Caverns ran off in five directions, though none were lit. She was somewhere inside Tirthrax,
         the Aachim’s most magnificent city, though she had no idea where.
      

      
      Her life lay in ruins. Tiaan had trekked halfway across Lauralin to save Minis, her lover-to-be, but he had cast her aside.
         The Aachim people had callously taken advantage of her soft heart, but in saving them she had betrayed her world. And little
         orphan Haani, her adopted sister, was dead – killed by an Aachim javelard in a terrible, senseless accident.
      

      
      Laying Haani on the dusty floor, Tiaan sat beside her, but felt so weak she had to lie down. Her whole body was trembling.
         In the distance, a walkway of wires and crystal spiralled through floor and roof. She had climbed several like it in her dismal
         trudge through the empty city. Each time she encountered a stair, Tiaan had gone up. There was no reason for it; her feet
         had just taken her that way.
      

      
      Haani’s cheek was waxy pale; her striking, lime-green hair had gone limp. The clothes she had dressed in so carefully were filthy. Feeling a tear welling in one eye, Tiaan ground it
         away with her fist. If she allowed that, she might never stop.
      

      
      First she would find a suitable place to lay the child to rest. Somewhere pleasant, by a window, if there was one in this
         accursed city. Then she would lie beside Haani and they would sleep together, forever.
      

      
      A noise roused Tiaan; a footstep on one of the crystal treads of the stair. Had the invading Aachim come back to finish her
         and seize the amplimet, the magical crystal that had allowed her to open a gate from here to Aachan? Let them have it. She
         never wanted to see it again. Though Tiaan had left the amplimet behind, she felt no withdrawal. She had felt nothing since
         the gate had opened.
      

      
      Tiptoeing across to the hole through which the stair passed, she peered over the rim. Far below, she saw the top of a man’s
         head. Further down on the looping staircase, no more than crystalline treads strung on taut wires, crouched a woman with a
         black band over her eyes. She had a small, pale face and hair like colourless silk. Her arms were wrapped around the side
         wires of the stair.
      

      
      The man went down to her. It was Nish from the manufactory! Cryl-Nish Hlar, her enemy. Tiaan had once rejected his advances
         and he had never forgiven her. He must know about the gate and the Aachim. If he caught her, it would mean a death sentence.
      

      
      Tiaan pulled back from the edge, out of sight. How had he found her here, hundreds of leagues from the manufactory? It did
         not seem possible, yet here he was. The manufactory must be determined to get her back.
      

      
      Haani’s body lay like a rag on the dusty floor, as cold as the glacier that had broken through the side of the mountain when
         the gate opened. Her hair was now covered in feathery frost. Tiaan picked the child up and for the first time felt her weight.
         She was so tired.
      

      
      She looked around despairingly. Far off to her right Tiaan spied another stair, this one a ribbon of metal swirling up to what, in the dimness, appeared to be a landing. She slogged
         across to it, and up a dozen steps before grinding to a stop.
      

      
      She forced her foot up one step, then another, but halfway to the landing her strength and courage failed. Why should she go on? Nothing mattered any more. Why not plunge off the stair, the child in her arms, and put an end to it? Their bones
         would lie together in the empty city for as long as it endured.
      

      
      Sagging on the treads, Tiaan stared sightlessly through the supporting meshes. Such a handsome man Minis had seemed when he
         called her from across the void; and so lost; and in such pain. His world, Aachan, was being torn apart by volcanic eruptions.
         She had trekked across the continent of Lauralin to save him; risked her life to make the gate. She had done it all for him.
      

      
      But he had come with a host of Aachim in thousands of constructs, mighty engines of war – the greatest army ever assembled
         on Santhenar. The rustic battle clankers built by human manufactories could never match such sleek, deadly machines. The Aachim
         must have been preparing for war long before Minis sent out his call. They had used her, betrayed her, and she had betrayed
         her world. Now she was paying for it.
      

      
      ‘She went that way, Nish!’ A high, colourless voice echoed in the great room.

      
      Tiaan scrambled to her feet and the stair rocked as she took up her burden. Every step hurt. Three-quarters of the way to
         the top she looked down. Nish was running straight for the base of her stair. Letting out an involuntary gasp, Tiaan climbed
         harder. The triumph in his eyes, his crowing over her downfall, would be unbearable.
      

      
      Finally, when she could not go another step, Tiaan reached the top. Glowing spheres lit up, pointers that would not allow
         her to hide. She was in an empty chamber with seven sides of unequal length. Aachim designs were often asymmetric. Small archways
         led through each side, though all the passages were dark. To one side of the centre was the most extraordinary set of stairs
         Tiaan had ever laid eyes on.
      

      
      Five separate staircases arose from a slab of polished crystal one step high. Each stair spun out and up in irregular whorls,
         carving arcs through the air before looping back to the centre, coiling about the others and exploding out again. It was a
         ludicrous extravaganza, architecture for the sheer delight of it. The stairways were built of shining metal and faceted crystal,
         each different, and at the top they spiralled up into darkness.
      

      
      It mattered not where they went; Tiaan could not have climbed them even if a nylatl had been at her heels. She did not think
         of laying down her burden. ‘I will never leave you,’ she had promised the dying child.
      

      
      Below, Tiaan could hear Nish’s feet on the treads, his gasping breath. It was inconceivable that anyone could have found her
         here, but somehow he had. Why? She had been a fine artisan, the best in the manufactory, but not so brilliant that they would
         chase her halfway across the world. It had to be the amplimet: the strange, glowing crystal that had allowed her to reach across the void to Minis in the first place.
      

      
      She became aware, deep down, of faint stirrings. Not withdrawal, just an indefinable longing for the crystal. She had been
         parted from it too long. Tiaan put the feelings out of her mind. If Nish wanted the amplimet, let him have it. It had been
         the cause of all her troubles. Dear Joeyn, the old miner who had been her first and closest friend, had died getting it for
         her.
      

      
      The footsteps came closer. Taking up Haani, Tiaan staggered into the archway directly opposite. Spheres lit up, revealing
         a stone passage that curved away into darkness.
      

      
      On she trudged, along a passage that seemed to have been curving forever. Tirthrax was unfathomable. It was as if she was
         inside an exuberant work of art, built solely for the pleasure of mastering its materials.
      

      
      Her mouth was powder dry. She had not had a drink since opening the gate, a day and a night ago. Another passage slashed across
         the first and she turned left into it, but some twenty or thirty paces along, the passage ended in native rock. Or did it?
         As she headed back, from the corner of her eye the rock seemed to shift sideways into a cavity darker than black itself. She
         moved towards it, thinking it might be a place to hide. The blackness went back to rock.
      

      
      Tiaan reached out with her free hand. Rock, unquestionably, but again as she moved her head came that flash of blackness,
         like a tunnel extending into the mountain. The moment she looked directly at it, it changed back into wall.
      

      
      She turned her head back and forth. Blackness, wall, blackness, wall. Could she get through? There was an enchantment here
         and since Nish had no talent for the Art he probably could not follow.
      

      
      Tiaan touched the crystal hanging on a chain around her neck – just an ordinary hedron — thinking it might help her to see
         more clearly. The rock vanished and a black tunnel opened up before her. She edged inside.
      

      
      After several minutes, the blackness gave way to a faint glow which had no particular form, but quivered gently. It felt more
         like a soap bubble, but gave before her, sliding wetly over her fingers.
      

      
      Any refuge was better than none. Tiaan pushed into the clinging stuff, its resistance broke and she was through. It was even
         colder here, and so dark that she could see nothing but the shimmering edges of a second bubble, a cube with curved faces
         that contained within it another, smaller cube, and inside that another, and another, and another. The hair stirred on her
         head. Infinity blocked her way – infinity and nothingness. This was a forbidden place.
      

      
      She spun around but behind her now felt like rock, even when she touched her hedron. Tiaan moved toward the cubic bubble.
         Its walls began to wobble, and so did the inner cubes, vibrating faster and faster until she could no longer see them.
      

      
      Shifting Haani on her shoulder, Tiaan lowered her head and pushed at the bubble. The wall parted but inside was like the previous
         one, though smaller. Her head touched the upper face of the cube, which was freezing. The nested cubes extended to an infinity
         that frightened her.
      

      
      Since there was no way back, Tiaan pushed through the wall of the next cube. The first breath burned her lungs. With the next, she felt frost forming in her nostrils. She tried to back out but the wall resisted her. Panicking, she kicked the face
         of the cube in front of her. It was much more solid – more like flexible glass than bubble – and her sandal bounced off.
      

      
      Steadying Haani, Tiaan lifted the hedron over her head. At once she saw the coloured energy patterns of the field swirling
         around her like a psychedelic tornado. She drew power into the hedron and reached out. As her fingers touched the wall, it
         thinned, so she scored the crystal across and back. The bubble vanished with a faint tinkle and a blast of freezing air. One
         by one, the other cubes popped until the tunnel lay open before her. Unfortunately it was also open behind. The illusory barrier
         had disappeared.
      

      
      Some distance along, she emerged in an open cavern of rough-hewn stone shaped like a cone standing on its base. It was strikingly
         different from the rest of Tirthrax, where the stone had been carefully polished and intricately decorated. The rock here
         looked deliberately unfinished.
      

      
      The cavern was dimly lit by something circular, high on one wall. Her eyes adjusted. It was a shaft that ran up through the
         mountain at a steep angle. Icicles hung from its lower lip and the light was daylight, deep blue as if filtered through ice.
         It must be morning outside.
      

      
      Moving on, she passed through a blue corona like illuminated mist, though more solid. She distinctly felt its resistance.
         It was one of a series of concentric coloured rings lit by the light from the upper shaft. Each ring was a deeper hue than
         the one surrounding it. A circle of indigo, almost black, filled the centre. Tiaan pushed through the rings and almost fell
         into another shaft, a continuation of the first.
      

      
      Laying Haani beside it, she peered down. The shaft was a smooth bore through the rock, its sides as polished as glass. She
         could not tell how far it went, though wisps of dark mist coiled lazily around the walls, and in the depths it had the look
         of a frozen whirlpool. She wondered what it would look like if it unfroze. Taking up a chip fallen from the ceiling, she dropped
         it in. It clicked off the sides a couple of times, she heard nothing for thirty or forty heartbeats, and at last a frosty tinkle. The shaft was deep. It would do.
      

      
      The sounds came echoing back in reverse order: the tinkle, and a long time later the clicks, greatly magnified. The last click
         thundered out, whirling the coloured rings about, and silence fell once more.
      

      
      The child looked to be sleeping but her little chest was sunken, the broken ribs driven into her lungs by the blow from the
         javelard. A smear of blood tinged her lower lip. Tiaan wiped it off, smoothing the pale hair with her fingers.
      

      
      Taking Haani in her arms, she sat beside the shaft, rocking. A tear trickled down one cheek. Little Haani had been the happiest
         of children, living a carefree life with her mother and aunts by the lake, until Tiaan came. Until the nylatl – a creature
         of mad savagery – gorged itself on Haani’s mother and aunts. The awful memories went round and round.
      

      
      ‘There she is!’

      
      Nish’s cry of triumph reverberated from the tunnel. Tiaan was still cradling Haani and, before she could move, he threw himself
         at her.
      

      
      Haani fell beside the shaft. Nish forced Tiaan’s arm up be hind her back so hard that she cried out. She kicked with her heel,
         striking him on the shin. He yelped but did not let go. As she tried to pull free, one foot went over and a pain sheared through
         her guts at the thought of falling. No, dying was all she had left. Tiaan threw herself into the bore.
      

      
      Nish landed hard on his knees and cried out. She made no noise, nor tried to save herself, as she swung on his arm. He was
         a small man, not much taller than she. He could hardly hold her for long.
      

      
      Her wrist slipped. ‘Let me go, Nish.’ Tiaan forced herself to speak calmly. ‘I want to die.’

      
      Nish’s hard fingers bit into her wrist. ‘I’m sure you do!’ Perspiration beaded on his eyebrows, freezing even as she watched.
         ‘You’ve betrayed your friends, your family, your manufactory and your world. I won’t let you die.’
      

      
      ‘Please, no,’ she begged.
      

      
      ‘I’m taking you back – for justice!’
      

      
      ‘Revenge,’ she gasped. ‘That’s all you care about.’

      
      ‘Whatever!’ He strained with all his strength.

      
      Terror seized Tiaan. She could imagine the nightmare trip back to the manufactory, Nish tormenting her all the way. She would
         be paraded before her thousand former workmates, and down in her home town of Tiksi in front of her vindicated mother. After
         a public trial she would face a drawn-out execution, a gruesome and grisly spectacle by some method officially prescribed
         for the artisan she had once been. All would be lovingly recorded in the Histories and a hired teller would turn it into a
         cautionary tale, that the whole world know of her crime and its punishment. The Council of Scrutators required every one to
         know their justice, and to fear it.
      

      
      Thrashing her legs, Tiaan tried to make him drop her. Terror twisted his face as he was dragged closer to the edge. One knee
         slipped over. She would never have expected such desperate courage from Nish. Why didn’t he let her go?
      

      
      ‘Ullii,’ he gasped. ‘Help!’

      
      The tiny woman flitted back and forth like a butterfly, her colourless hair streaming out behind her. She caught at Nish’s
         arm, let out a piercing squeal and disappeared again.
      

      
      ‘Ullii!’ he bellowed. ‘For pity’s sake. I’m going to die!’ He was on the brink now, so precariously balanced that a child could have pushed him over.
      

      
      Ullii danced back, plucked at his arm then let go. Her mouth was wide open. She still wore the mask over her eyes.

      
      ‘Help me!’ he screamed, his terror echoing off the rough stone walls.

      
      Lightning quick, Ullii darted forward, caught him by the belt and heaved. They swayed on the edge. It was touch and go whether
         they might all fall; then, with a mighty wrench, Nish had Tiaan up and over to safety. He collapsed beside Ullii.
      

      
      Tiaan scrambled to her feet. He threw out an arm but she wove to one side and, letting out a cry of anguish at leaving Haani
         behind, fled into the darkness.
      

      
      ‘Stop her, Ullii,’ Nish wailed, but Ullii did not move.
      

      
      Tiaan wept as she ran, for abandoning Haani, but she had to. Nish would never give in. She ran on, to nowhere in particular.
         All directions led to the same end.
      

      
      She kept going for as long as she could. Always she took the central way, if there was one. Whenever she came to a stair,
         and she encountered many, Tiaan climbed it. Finally she could run no further. Her legs felt as if they were cooking in their
         own juices. She slowed to a walk, to a slack-kneed stumble. Her tongue felt like a leather strap.
      

      
      She must be high in the city now. Tiaan felt dizzy and her head was throbbing. She could not seem to draw enough breath. After
         crawling to the top of that stair, she pushed herself onto the next floor and collapsed. Her limbs felt like glue. The outfit
         she had chosen for Minis was reduced to filthy, bloodstained rags. She laid her head on the floor, looking sideways at the
         top of the stair, awaiting her fate.
      

      
      It was not long in coming. Nish walked like a man in the last throes of exhaustion. Thump-clump, thump-clump, he came. His round head appeared, capped with dark curls that clung to his skull; his spotty, unhandsome face; his strong
         shoulders. His jaw was set, his mouth compressed into a scar, but when he saw her lying there he gave a wolfish grin.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Tiaan, how I’m going to enjoy your trial.

   
      
      TWO
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      Nish looked like a general who had snatched victory from the abyss of ruin. His triumph turned her stomach. Only her eyes moved
         as he stalked toward her.
      

      
      Nish took no chances this time. Rolling her over, he put one foot on her wrist, the other across the back of her neck, and
         pressed hard. She did not resist. He tied her wrists behind her back and bound her to him with a length of rope.
      

      
      ‘You’ll pay!’ he snarled. ‘You evil, vicious traitor. You’ll never stop paying until the day you die. Get up.’

      
      Tiaan was incapable of moving. She was a traitor. She had betrayed her world.
      

      
      He nudged her in the ribs with a boot toe. ‘Move, artisan.’

      
      She heaved, gasped and fell down. Whatever he had once felt for her, it was long gone. All she could see was contempt.

      
      ‘I loathe you, artisan,’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘With every bone of my body I despise you. My father is a mutilated
         horror because of you.’
      

      
      She could never forget that terrible battle on the edge of the plateau. Nish’s father, Perquisitor Jal-Nish Hlar, had been
         struck down by a lyrinx, his face, arm and chest torn apart by its claws.
      

      
      Nish lifted her to her feet by the ropes, then had to hold her up. To Tiaan’s shame, her breasts were exposed through the
         rags of her blouse. When Nish did not even glance down, she truly knew she was finished.
      

      
      ‘Don’t try to play on my better side.’ He thrust his face against hers. ‘After seeing the doom you brought upon our world
         yesterday, I have none. Move!’ He prodded her toward the stairs.
      

      
      ‘I can’t go down,’ she said, staggering. ‘I’ll fall.’

      
      He looked around, spying another stair in the dim distance. ‘That way then. It’ll give you time to recover.’

      
      ‘Hadn’t you better warn your companions?’ she croaked, hoping to discover how many there were.

      
      ‘I have none, only Ullii –’ He broke off. ‘My first thought was for my duty. I’ve already sent a message to the manufactory, by skeet, warning the scrutator of the invasion.’
         He calculated. ‘It’s two hundred leagues as the skeet flies. And it flies fast: the message should be there tonight.’
      

      
      ‘I’m glad,’ she said, not that they could do much about such a mighty force of Aachim. So, she only had these two to deal
         with. There must come a chance, on the long journey back.
      

      
      ‘Bah!’ Nish prodded her again.

      
      Tiaan was getting her breath back, though her knees were still wobbly. ‘How did you find me?’ she said, hoping Nish could
         not resist displaying his cleverness.
      

      
      ‘Ullii can see the Secret Art in all its forms. Irisis and I taught her to hunt you down.’

      
      Beautiful Irisis, Tiaan’s rival at the manufactory. She might have known. Tiaan considered what Nish had said. He was clever
         and liked people to know it. Perhaps she could learn more.
      

      
      ‘How did you get here so quickly?’

      
      ‘We floated all the way on an enormous balloon, and it was I who first thought of it.’

      
      ‘A balloon?’ Even speaking hurt.

      
      He described the device and how it worked. Tiaan listened with one ear only. Having spent her life making controllers for
         the eight-legged mechanical war carts called clankers, she saw the potential of flight at once. She also saw the danger, in
         a world where the technology of magic seemed to be escalating out of control.
      

      
      Clankers were powered by the field, a nebulous aura of force surrounding naturally occurring nodes. That power was drawn through particular crystals called hedrons, which artisans like Tiaan shaped, woke and tuned to the field. But clankers required so much power, and there were now so many of them, that they had been known
         to drain a node of its field. One node, not far from Tiaan’s manufactory, had simply failed. Hundreds of soldiers had died.
      

      
      But that was not the worst. Not long ago, a convoy of racing clankers had drawn so much power that it had turned the field
         inside out. A thousand soldiers had been struck unconscious and when they revived, a squadron of clankers and all their crew
         had vanished, never to be seen again. Now the war would take to the air. How much power would that require, and what would
         the consequences be? Could the field survive? But if it did not, could humanity?
      

      
      ‘Get moving, artisan.’

      
      Tiaan took one shuffling step, attempted another, and her knees collapsed.

      
      Ullii, who had been flitting back and forth in the shadows, crept to her side. ‘She is ill, Nish,’ Ullii said in a strange,
         empty voice.
      

      
      ‘She’s pretending. Get up, artisan.’

      
      ‘You are unkind, Nish. She is very ill.’ Taking a flask from her belt, Ullii held it to Tiaan’s lips.

      
      A few drops spilled onto her lower lip. Trying to lick them off, Tiaan could hear the dry rasp of her tongue. Ullii sent a
         small surge of water into Tiaan’s mouth. Half went down her windpipe; she coughed the rest out again. Another surge; she held
         it this time. After running and walking and climbing leagues inside the vastness of Tirthrax, she could have drunk a bucketful.
      

      
      When she’d had enough, Nish passed a wrapped food packet to his small companion. ‘Give her this. I can’t bear to touch her,
         much less waste our precious food on her.’
      

      
      Ullii broke a kind of sweet, rich bread into pieces, feeding them to Tiaan with her fingers. Tiaan wondered about the small
         woman. She wore a black silk mask over her eyes, her ears were covered with padded muffs, yet she seemed to hear everything and know where everything was.
      

      
      All too soon, Nish pulled Tiaan to her feet. She let out a faint cry as the rope tore her wrist. He only jerked it harder.
         Tears formed on Tiaan’s lashes as she stumbled after him. She blinked them away.
      

      
      ‘You are cruel, Nish,’ said the small woman.
      

      
      ‘No more than she deserves!’ he snapped, and kept going.

      
      Ullii stopped dead, crouched and slowly began to curl up, covering her face with her arms. Nish was slow to realise that she
         was not following. ‘Ullii?’ he said, looking around.
      

      
      There was no reply. Tiaan expected Nish to fly into a rage but he hurried back, dragging her by the rope, and fell to his
         knees beside Ullii. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said softly. ‘I’m really sorry.’
      

      
      Ullii remained curled into a tiny ball. Nish took off his pack and Tiaan was amazed at the change in him. She had always thought
         him a lecher and a layabout, and today, a monster; but he genuinely cared for Ullii.
      

      
      ‘It’s nine in the morning. We’ll camp until four.’ He tossed his cloak at Tiaan’s feet.

      
      She rested on it. It was cool on this level, though not unpleasantly so. Tiaan was desperately tired but there was too much
         in her mind for her to sleep. The past day contained a lifetime of trauma and tragedy. Minis’s betrayal, and the Aachim’s
         treachery from the very beginning, she could not deal with.
      

      
      Haani’s broken body still lay beside the shaft, abandoned. I promised that I would never leave you, but I was too afraid,
         Haani. I had the chance to do the honourable thing. If only …
      

      
      The day passed. Tiaan dozed but woke as tired as before and aching in every muscle. Ullii had not forgiven Nish. She did not
         even look in his direction when he spoke to her.
      

      
      They ate in silence. Nish tied Tiaan’s rope to the stair and disappeared with the water bottles. Ullii squatted, watching
         with her masked eyes. Tiaan did not think the seeker was doing sentry duty. What would Ullii do if she tried to escape? Tiaan
         did not attempt it. No doubt Nish was not far away.
      

      
      After he returned, Ullii gave Tiaan a generous swig from her bottle. They headed off, Nish leading, Tiaan stumbling at the
         end of the rope, Ullii padding behind her. Tiaan closed her eyes. This was worse than anything she had endured in the breeding
         factory; worse than being held captive by the lyrinx and forced to aid them in their ghastly flesh-forming.
      

      
      She sank into a dazed daydream. Tiaan had always been a dreamer, her escape from a miserable childhood in the clanker manufactory.
         Her daydreams arose from romantic tales her beloved grandmother had told her.
      

      
      She conjured up the image of her mother’s mother. Tiaan thought, and remembered, in pictures, so Grandma Aaloe’s face was
         as clear as if she was walking beside her. A small woman, almost as wide as she was high, Aaloe had a face as round as the
         moon and an embrace like a warm pillow. Her man had been killed in the war when Aaloe was nineteen and Tiaan’s mother, Marnie,
         had just conceived. Aaloe had not partnered again but her tales were full of handsome young men rescuing beautiful maidens,
         or as often, maidens going to the aid of lost lovers.
      

      
      Minis had been Tiaan’s personal dream, but within minutes of meeting him that had been destroyed. She hated him for his treachery,
         but despised him for being so weak. He had said he loved her, but could not stand up to Vithis. Vithis ordered Minis to repudiate
         Tiaan. And Minis had.
      

      
      ‘Get a move on, artisan!’

      
      Nish jerked the rope so hard that she fell to one skinned knee. She gave him a hate-filled glare. His returning smile re minded
         her of a jackal.
      

      
      It had been her dreams, and her longings, that had got her into this trouble in the first place. All her life she had been
         a misfit. Everyone was required to mate but, being so shy, she had found one excuse after another to avoid that duty. Why
         could she not have settled down at the manufactory like the other artisans, taken the best partner she could find, produced
         the required number of children, and worked hard at the craft she had come to love?
      

      
      The evening dragged on. They made slow progress, the thin air barely enough to sustain them. No one knew where to go. Nish had tried countless ways but all doubled back on themselves
         as if enchanted.
      

      
      Long after midnight they stopped for dinner and a nap, after which Tiaan’s hands were untied and she was permitted to go into
         one of the bathing rooms to relieve herself. As he followed, she snapped, ‘Still a little pervert, Nish?’
      

      
      He went scarlet. ‘Go with her, Ullii,’ Nish said coldly. ‘Don’t take your eyes off the traitor.’

      
      Obediently, Ullii followed Tiaan into the room but took no further notice of her. Ullii wandered about, touching everything
         with her fingertips. She pulled down a lever and water gushed from a device like an upside-down funnel. The small woman jumped,
         began to curl up, then unfolded with all the grace of a ballet dancer. Creeping back to the tap, she wiggled her fingers under
         the flow, entranced.
      

      
      Tiaan slipped around the corner to a washing trough, beyond which she spied another door. Could it be this easy? Ullii was
         paying her no attention. Edging it open, Tiaan found herself in a set of chambers like many she had seen in Tirthrax. She
         went through the bedchamber, out the far door and tiptoed around a gentle curve. Passages led three ways. Straight ahead lay
         a stair entirely made of glass. More extravagant than any she had looked at so far, it looped back and forth across the room
         like the flourishes on the end of a queen’s signature. She would be seen on it from top to bottom. But it led up, and that
         felt right.
      

      
      As Tiaan reached the first loop of the stair she heard Nish’s bellow of rage. She bolted.

      
      ‘There she is!’ He took the glass treads three at a time, shaking the stair with every step.

      
      She fled up and up. Nish gained slowly. At the top she encountered another stair, made of obsidian, then a third, a simple
         spiral barely wider than her hips. It was so steep that to look down caused sickening lurches in her stomach.
      

      
      Light appeared above her. Daylight – a way out. She hauled herself up by her arms. A cavern opened out before her, a hemisphere
         scooped from the native rock of the mountain. The floor, walls and roof were like polished granite, the flat side a single sheet of glass five spans high. Outside lay a platform with
         a high-backed stone seat, and beyond that a sea of peaks and snow and ice went all the way to infinity. The sun was rising.
      

      
      Tiaan ran up to the glass and stopped. It was inset into the stone on all sides. She pressed her hands against it but had
         to snatch them away – the glass was bitterly cold. If there was a door she could see no sign of it, nor any other way out.
         Putting her back to the glass, she waited. Nish was scarlet in the face, his step as unsteady as hers, but he drove himself
         on.
      

      
      ‘Don’t move!’ He lashed at her with the rope. One end caught her on the cheek. She cried out, he jerked her to him and swiftly
         bound her hands.
      

      
      ‘Call me what you like,’ he gritted, ‘I’ll not untie you again until we stand inside the gates of the manufactory.’

      
      Ullii came creeping up the steps. After slowly circumnavigating the room, she looked out through the glass with her masked
         eyes.
      

      
      When Tiaan was so bound that she could move neither hands nor arms, Nish ran a length of rope from her to him. ‘Go down!’
         he croaked, harsh as a raven.
      

      
      Dead inside, Tiaan obeyed. Should she take the first opportunity to fall and carry him with her? She had just set her foot
         on the top step when, with a whirr, the glass wall slid into the stone.
      

      
      Nish spun around. ‘What’s that, Ullii?’

      
      ‘I can see the Art,’ Ullii said softly.

      
      Someone rose from the seat. The figure turned, tossing back her hood. As she approached, the sun caught her hair, illuminating
         a few flame-red strands among the grey. Her hands were bare, the fingers remarkably long, almost twice the length of her palm.
         Aachim! Chills fizzed up and down Tiaan’s backbone.
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      The woman stopped inside the door. She was taller than Tiaan, about the height of a human man. Her pale face was lined, though
         that took nothing away from an austere and ageless beauty. Large grey eyes held just a hint of green. The red eye brows were
         fluffed with grey. Her small ears were perfectly circular.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’ she said in the common speech. Her voice was soft, low and without accent.

      
      No one spoke. Tiaan glanced sideways at Nish, who was staring at the woman, brow furrowed.

      
      ‘Who are you?’ he burst out.

      
      The woman turned those ice-grey eyes on him. ‘I am Matah. I am Tirthrax.’

      
      ‘What are you doing in this lyrinx nest?’

      
      The Matah laughed, which made her young again. Tiaan found a smile. Nish was not as clever as he thought.

      
      ‘Tirthrax,’ the Matah said, ‘is the greatest city of the Aachim on Santhenar. It is more than three thousand years old. No
         lyrinx has ever come through its doors. Nor has any human, uninvited, until this day. I am Matah of Tirthrax. You will explain yourselves.’
      

      
      Nish jerked Tiaan’s lead rope so hard that she fell. ‘What’s going on?’ Flecks of spittle spattered Tiaan’s face. ‘Who have
         you betrayed us to, artisan?’
      

      
      ‘Release her,’ said the Matah, in a tone cold as chips from the glacier.
      

      
      ‘Keep out of it, old woman!’

      
      Ullii let out a squawk as the Matah spread her arms then slowly brought her hands together in front of her. A tiny golden
         bubble drifted from one fingertip. Floating through the air, it struck Nish on the forehead, bursting with a spray of sparkles.
         He went rigid, arched his back and gasped. His teeth snapped closed on his protruding tongue. With a muffled grunt, he fell
         to his knees. A scarlet bead formed on his lower lip.
      

      
      ‘I asked you to release her,’ the Matah said mildly. ‘Please do so.’

      
      Ullii hooked her fingers into claws. Her breath simmered in her throat and she looked set to spring on the Matah. Despite
         her anger with Nish, Ullii would not tolerate any attack on him. How had he come to inspire such loyalty? Tiaan could not
         fathom it.
      

      
      The Matah turned to Ullii, reached out with an open hand, and smiled. ‘I will not harm him, little seeker.’

      
      Ullii went still, confused. She looked from the Matah to Nish, to the Matah again.

      
      ‘Ullii, help me,’ he gasped.

      
      ‘Give me your hand,’ said the Matah.

      
      Ullii was a mixture of emotions: delight and terror. She slowly extended her tiny hand. The Matah’s fingers wrapped all the
         way around it, holding the grip for a long interval. Ullii let out an extended sigh and bowed her head, smiling enigmatically.
      

      
      ‘Ullii!’ Nish wailed, but she paid him no heed. He strained against bonds he could neither see nor feel.

      
      The Matah flicked those long fingers and Nish was himself again. She inclined her head towards Tiaan. Moving as if he ached
         in every bone, he untied Tiaan’s ropes. He looked frightened and she took fleeting pleasure from it.
      

      
      ‘What is this talk of betrayal?’ the Matah asked.

      
      ‘Ask her!’ Nish spat. ‘She sold our world. Tiaan brought an army of constructs here through a gate.’
      

      
      For an instant the Matah’s self-possession left her. She clutched at the glass to support herself.

      
      ‘Constructs? Through a gate? Is that why the mountain shook yesterday? Explain, humans! Who are you and where did you come from?’
      

      
      Tiaan gave their names, then began on a halting explanation. ‘I was an artisan at the manufactory near Tiksi –’

      
      ‘You’re a long way from home, artisan.’

      
      Tiaan acknowledged that. ‘I made controllers for battle clankers, which are armoured war carts driven by eight iron legs –’

      
      ‘I know what clankers are. What about your controllers?’

      
      ‘Mine were the best.’ Tiaan said it without pride. ‘I could see the field more clearly than anyone, and I was better at tuning
         the hedrons. I began to have strange crystal dreams. I dreamed that a young man cried out for help, because his world was
         exploding with volcanic fire. His name was Minis.’
      

      
      ‘Minis!’ the Matah said sharply. ‘That is an Aachim name. An ancient one.’

      
      ‘Aachan was dying,’ Tiaan said, ‘and Minis with it.’

      
      ‘And so will we because of your folly,’ said Nish. ‘Why could you not do your duty like everyone else?’

      
      ‘I was doing my duty,’ she replied coldly, ‘until you and your slut Irisis had me thrown out of the manufactory, and all because
         I refused to bed you.’
      

      
      Again the Matah turned those glacier eyes on Nish, who tried to stare her down, flushed and had to look away.

      
      ‘It is the duty of every one of us to mate,’ he recited, ‘to replace those who give their lives in the war.’
      

      
      ‘Not against her will, surely?’ The Matah’s voice was frosty. ‘The population is falling,’ said Nish. ‘Will has nothing to
         do with it.’
      

      
      ‘In the breeding factory they kept a bloodline register,’ cried Tiaan. ‘A stud book!’

      
      ‘Is this what the world has come to?’ said the Matah. ‘What happened to the great romance?’

      
      ‘Romance has nothing to do with mating,’ Nish said loftily. ‘Mating is duty, love mere unruly passion.’

      
      ‘And you had a passion for Tiaan, or was your lust mere duty? Go on with your tale, Tiaan.’
      

      
      Tiaan explained how Joeyn had found that strangely glowing crystal in the mine, one that had seemed to be drawing power from
         the field all by itself, without ever needing to be woken. And she told how she had fled with it.
      

      
      ‘Minis called to me,’ said Tiaan, ‘when I was trapped in a blizzard, dying of cold. He taught me about geomancy, the greatest
         magic of all.’
      

      
      ‘A most foolhardy young man,’ said the Matah. ‘A wonder it did not kill you.’

      
      ‘He taught me just enough to draw power into the crystal and save my life. The Aachim called it an amplimet and –’

      
      ‘An amplimet?’ The Matah gripped the edge of the glass.
      

      
      Tiaan nodded. ‘In return for my own life, I promised to help the Aachim. They asked me to bring the amplimet here to Tirthrax.
         After many trials, including being captured by the lyrinx and forced to help them with …’ Her voice cracked. She shuddered.
         ‘I suffer dreadfully from withdrawal when the crystal is taken away. At least, I used to before the gate was made. Using that
         weakness, the enemy forced me to channel power for their flesh-forming.’ She told that story, including the tale of the nylatl. ‘Eventually I managed to escape, using the crystal, and brought
         it here.’
      

      
      ‘Here?’ the Matah asked hoarsely.

      
      ‘Minis told me to give it to your people, but I found Tirthrax abandoned.’

      
      ‘Not abandoned,’ said the Matah. ‘My people have gone, en masse, north to our other city, Stassor. The war comes ever closer
         and they are meeting to see what may be done about it. They won’t be back until next year. It is a long and hazardous journey.’
      

      
      ‘By the time I arrived,’ Tiaan continued, ‘the Aachim were too weak to do anything with the crystal.’ She glanced at Nish,
         then away. ‘I had to save them. They told me how to assemble a gate-making device, which I called a port-all. I put the amplimet
         into the core of it, followed their instructions and created a gate.’
      

      
      ‘You made a gate, from here to Aachan?’ cried the old woman. ‘Alone?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Tiaan said faintly.
      

      
      ‘Where is the port-all now?’

      
      Tiaan moved close and whispered in the Matah’s ear, watching Nish all the while. ‘It is in the hall by the great glass gong.’

      
      ‘Ah!’ said the Matah. ‘Continue, if you please.’

      
      ‘I did all the tests and called Minis. The gate opened but the Aachim began to come through, in constructs.’ She described the sleek metal machines and the way they hovered above the ground.
      

      
      ‘I know all about constructs,’ the Matah interrupted. ‘I saw the first one ever built. How many were there?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ said Tiaan. ‘Thousands, certainly, and each contained ten or fifteen people.’

      
      ‘There were more than eleven thousand constructs,’ said Nish. ‘I counted the ranks as they passed. They have gone down to
         the lowlands to wage war against Santhenar. You have betrayed your world, Tiaan.’
      

      
      The Matah looked wan. ‘I must sit down.’ She slumped on the floor with her head resting on her knees.

      
      ‘As I was betrayed,’ said Tiaan bitterly. ‘They must have been planning this invasion for a long time, for such a fleet of constructs
         would have taken decades to build. They used me and killed little Haani, who never hurt anyone in her life.’ Tears ran down
         her cheeks. ‘Vithis offered money in exchange!’ She glared at the old woman. ‘That was the grossest insult of all.’
      

      
      ‘Reparation must be paid,’ the Matah replied. ‘How did it happen? Did you threaten them?’

      
      ‘How could I threaten eleven thousand constructs?’ Tiaan raged. ‘She died because they were afraid. The Aachim are liars and
         cheats, and as timid as rabbits.’
      

      
      The Matah tightened her lips. ‘You may call them cowards if you dare, though it sounds like an accident to me. But know this,
         Tiaan: to impugn our honesty is a mortal insult that every Aachim will fight to avenge.’
      

      
      ‘They callously and deliberately deceived me about their intentions, and about the gate. They said they were just a few thousand.
         A lie. They said –’
      

      
      ‘I will leave it to them,’ said the Matah hastily. ‘But tell me – have they mastered all the secrets of Rulke’s lost construct?
         Did the machines fly?’
      

      
      ‘Not that I saw.’ Tiaan dashed her tears away. ‘They just hovered above the floor. Vithis called me an incompetent fool, after
         all I had done for him. Minis turned his cheek to me, and then they went away.’
      

      
      ‘We can be arrogant,’ said the Matah, ‘but Aachim are rarely rude, unless unbearably provoked. Who were the leaders?’

      
      ‘I met three,’ said Tiaan. ‘Tirior of Clan Nataz, Luxor of Clan Izmak, and Vithis. Are you related?’

      
      ‘We Aachim of Santhenar broke the clan allegiances long ago. My house was Elienor, named for our most famous ancestor, though
         it was always the least of the clans. Many of Clan Elienor have red hair, as I did once.’
      

      
      ‘I did see people with red hair,’ said Tiaan.

      
      ‘That is good. I would see my lost house again. What of Vithis? Did he name his clan?’ The Matah looked as if she already
         knew.
      

      
      ‘He named it Inthis – First Clan,’ said Tiaan.

      
      ‘Ah, Inthis!’

      
      ‘But the gate went wrong and his entire clan was lost in the void, save for Minis. Vithis blamed me. He is a hard, cruel man.’

      
      The Matah’s eyes sparked. ‘Inthis was ever the greatest clan – and in excess, too. We have been led by them more than by any
         other clan, sometimes to disaster. Tensor was such a man; a great leader driven to folly. Yet he strove for the good of all
         Aachim, not out of clan rivalry which ever held us back on Aachan. The gate went wrong, you say?’
      

      
      ‘Vithis said I had built the port-all the wrong way around, left-handed instead of right, and that made the gate go awry.
         But I built it exactly as I was instructed. I still have the image in my mind. I will never be rid of it.’
      

      
      ‘Left-handed?’ said the Matah. ‘I recall something about that, from our Histories. Yes, what is left-handed on Aachan is right-handed
         here, and that includes crystals that bend a beam of light one way or the other. Handedness cannot be discerned from afar,
         but the matter was known to the ancients. Vithis should have checked before he instructed you in the making of the gate. Even so, that should not have made it go wrong.’
      

      
      Tiaan searched for a memory of that terrible day. She had a feeling there was something else, but it would not come. Had she
         blundered, condemning thousands to death in the void?
      

      
      ‘I’ll take a look at the port-all later,’ said the Matah, shaking her head at some thought. ‘The loss of First Clan is a cataclysm
         for Vithis and a blow to every clan, for all their rivalry. I fear what will come from it. Did he take the amplimet?’
      

      
      ‘Vithis said it would have been corrupted by the gate, or by me. I think he was afraid of it.’

      
      ‘He showed sense, in that at least,’ said the Matah, her mouth down-curling. ‘And then?’

      
      ‘Vithis said, “We have a world to make our own,” and they went out the side of the mountain.’

      
      The Matah sat, thinking. ‘Peril hangs over us and only I to stop it. I felt the ripples in the field, even before the mountain
         shook. I tried to ignore it. Ah, and I was so close. I was on my way.’
      

      
      Eventually it was Nish who asked the question. ‘Where were you going?’

      
      ‘I was on my way to the Well.’

      
      ‘The Well?’ he echoed.

      
      ‘The Well of life and rebirth. The Well of fate. I was going to The Well of Echoes.’

      
      ‘You were going to kill yourself?’ Nish said sneeringly. ‘How pathetic!’

      
      The Matah sprang up, looking, for all her age, rather sprightly. ‘How dare you thrust your twisted values on me, old human!
         You are not even my species.’
      

      
      Nish backed away.

      
      Tiaan shivered, for it was freezing. The Matah placed a hand against the wall and the glass slid closed. ‘Alas, I cannot go
         now. Neither can I be in three places at once.’ She paced across the hemispherical chamber. ‘How came you here?’ She addressed
         the question to Tiaan.
      

      
      ‘I walked from Itsipitsi,’ Tiaan replied. ‘Before that, I sailed by iceboat upriver from the sea.’

      
      ‘And you, artificer?’ said the Matah.
      

      
      ‘By balloon,’ he said proudly. ‘All the way from the manufactory near Tiksi. And it was my idea.’
      

      
      ‘Balloon?’

      
      ‘A gasbag ten spans high, filled with hot air from a stove.’

      
      ‘Do you still have it?’

      
      ‘It lies on the slope of the mountain, directly below us.’

      
      ‘Take it back to warn your people.’

      
      ‘I sent a skeet the day before yesterday.’

      
      ‘It may not get there. Hurry! This is urgent, artificer.’

      
      ‘I can’t find the way out.’

      
      Taking a piece of paper from her pocket, the Matah sketched swiftly. ‘This point, here, is the stair behind you.’

      
      ‘First I have to gather fuel,’ said Nish. ‘There are no trees where the balloon is hidden, only bushes. And the winds –’

      
      ‘I’m sure you’ll find a way. After all, it was your idea. Go at once!’
      

      
      He did not move. He was still looking for a way to get Tiaan away. ‘But –’

      
      ‘Begone!’ roared the Matah, ‘or you shall feel real power.’ She swept her hands together and more of those golden bubbles
         quivered there.
      

      
      Nish held his ground. He was brave enough, Tiaan thought grudgingly.

      
      ‘Take food from the lower storerooms, should you require it,’ said the Matah.

      
      ‘I –’

      
      ‘Now!’ She hurled the bubbles at him.
      

      
      One struck his cheek and a yellow blister swelled there. Nish cried out, dashed the bubble away and bolted down the stairs.

      
      ‘And you?’ the Matah said to Ullii. ‘What will you do, little seeker?’

      
      Ullii came to her. The Matah put her fingers around the small woman’s head. A golden nimbus shimmered like a halo, lifting
         her colourless hair into drifting tendrils.
      

      
      ‘Go, child,’ said the Matah. ‘Follow your mate, and beware.’

      
      ‘Nish will never hurt me,’ Ullii said serenely.

      
      The Matah searched her face, then touched her on the shoulder. ‘I pray that you are right, though I fear otherwise.’
      

      
      Ullii went after Nish. The Matah turned back to Tiaan. ‘What will you do with your life?’

      
      ‘I ought to end it, to make up for all the evil I have done.’

      
      ‘You know nothing about evil, Tiaan. I pray you never will.’ The Matah held her gaze until Tiaan looked down.

      
      Pressing her palm to the wall, the Matah went outside to stand at the edge of the platform. Tiaan followed, shuddering in
         the cold. Her bare toes began to ache. The mountain towered above them, for they were barely a third of the way up it. Ahead
         and to either side stood peaks and glaciers as far as the eye could see, and that was very far in the crystalline air. Below
         lay a vast ice sheet, breaking away into glaciers all along one side.
      

      
      ‘It’s lovely,’ she sighed.

      
      The Matah glanced at her. ‘I never tire of it. I come here every day that the weather permits. But you are cold.’ Taking the
         coat from her shoulders, she wrapped Tiaan in it.
      

      
      Tiaan took it gratefully and shuffled to the edge, looking down on a sheer drop of at least a thousand spans. The great horn
         of Tirthrax hung directly above her. She had never been this high before, and her lungs strained at the thin air. ‘It would
         be so easy,’ she said aloud.
      

      
      Tiaan expected the Matah to talk her out of it, but she sat on the stone seat, saying nothing. The eyes were penetrating,
         though Tiaan could read nothing in them.
      

      
      ‘Do you not care if I live or die?’ Tiaan asked, trying to provoke a reaction. Why had the Matah saved her from Nish, only
         to ignore her now?
      

      
      ‘I care,’ said the Matah, ‘for I see you have much to offer. But if you really did plan to take your life, and I convinced
         you not to, you would do it as soon as my back was turned.’ She stared at the ice cap. The wind whistled around the edge of
         the platform.
      

      
      Tiaan regarded her blue, throbbing toes. Better get inside before she got frostbite. She was not going to end it after all.

      
      ‘I have a great deal to put right.’ Tiaan turned away from the edge.

      
      ‘I hoped you would think that way,’ said the Matah, ‘since I foresee that you have a part to play in the coming war. Come
         in out of the cold.’
      

      
      Tiaan made no reply, but as the glass closed and they headed down the stair, she was thinking: I will have my revenge on Minis and all his kind. I will bring them down if it takes the rest of my life. Her gaze settled on the
         grey head below her. The Matah was also Aachim. Must she destroy her as well?
      

      
      The Matah waited for her at the bottom. ‘Anything else you’d like to tell me, Tiaan?’

      
      Tiaan flushed. ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘I don’t know what’s going on. Why do folk do the things they do?’

      
      ‘Because they must.’

      
      ‘I’ve never been able to understand people. Machines are so much easier, and more reliable.’

      
      ‘That would appear to be your problem.
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      They went down, then up on the other side, to a small set of chambers simply furnished in metal and fabrics as smooth as silk.
         They ate together. It was plain fare – black grainy bread, preserved meat so hard that the Matah shaved curls from it with
         a knife, cheese layered with mustard seeds and something yellow that had the crispness and pungency of onion. The meal was
         settled with a glass each of a sublime green wine.
      

      
      The Matah rose. ‘You must excuse me. Thanks to you I have urgent business to attend to.’

      
      Tiaan quaffed her wine. The fumes went up her nose, her head spun, she had a vague memory of the Matah laying her on a pallet
         and drawing a cover over her, and that was all.
      

      
      When she woke, the sun was streaming in through a glassed porthole high on the western wall. It was mid-afternoon. Tiaan stretched
         aching limbs and rose. Food had been set out on a stone table and a set of clothes laid over the end of the bed. Nearby was
         a bathing room. Pressing down the levers for water, she tore off her stained rags – clothes selected so she would look her
         best for Minis. Tiaan looked back on that morning, only two days ago but a lifetime away, contemptuous of the naïve trembling
         girl she had been. She had been a girl, though it had been her twenty-first birthday. That person, that life was over.
      

      
      With a shudder of disgust, Tiaan hurled her rags into a refuse basket. Taking off the plaited leather bracelet Haani had made for her birthday, she laid it carefully on the bed. It was
         her most precious possession now. She stood under the warm water, brooding. She despised Minis for his fickleness, his treachery,
         but most of all because she had loved him with all her passionate heart and he had been too weak to stand up for her. Love
         was for fools! She would never love again.
      

      
      On the way back, she caught sight of herself in a metal mirror mounted on the wall. Tiaan stopped to stare. Mirrors were rare
         in her part of the world and she had never seen a full-length one.
      

      
      Neither tall nor short, Tiaan had a slender yet womanly figure which the matron of the breeding factory had rated well enough.
         Her skin was her best feature – it was silky smooth and the colour of honey dripping from a comb.
      

      
      Pitch-dark hair, cut straight just below her ears, framed a neat oval face whose most striking feature was a pair of almond
         eyes, so deep-brown that they were almost purple. In better times they’d had a liquid sparkle; now they were fixed in a hard
         stare. Her mouth, full enough to be called sensuous, was compressed into a ridge that hid most of her remarkably coloured
         lips, the reddish-purple of blackberry juice.
      

      
      Tiaan jerked away from the image. Neither face nor figure had moved Minis in the end. Dressing in the blouse and loose pants
         the Matah had left, she took enough food and drink to satisfy her. There was a kind of bread, or cake, stuffed to bursting
         with dried fruits, nuts, seeds and candied peel, then sliced so thin that she could see through it. There were roses and other
         flowers crystallised with solutions of honey. The flavours were so subtle and the creations so delicate that Tiaan could scarcely
         bear to touch them. There were exotic vegetables, none of which she recognised, preserved in oil as red as cedarwood.
      

      
      Having eaten her fill, she was at a loss. Her dreams of revenge were foolish; futile. That armada of constructs must be twenty
         leagues away by now. Feeling her resolve fading, she went looking for the Matah and eventually found her on the frigid balcony.
      

      
      ‘Good afternoon, Tiaan,’ she said, without looking around.

      
      Tiaan stood there, uncertainly. The Matah patted the stone seat. Tiaan perched uncomfortably on it, for the cold went right
         through her trousers.
      

      
      ‘What will you do now?’ the Matah said softly. ‘I must lay Haani to rest.’

      
      ‘Where is the child?’

      
      ‘I left her beside a great shaft that plunges down toward the mountain’s heart.’

      
      ‘What?’ The Matah sprang to her feet. ‘How came you to the Well of Echoes?’

      
      Tiaan scrambled off the seat. ‘N-Nish hunted me there. I meant no harm.’

      
      ‘Be calm, child. You could do no harm there, though it might well have harmed you. How did you get into that place? It should
         not have been possible.’
      

      
      Tiaan explained what she had done, and why. Coming up close, the Matah lifted the hedron on its chain but let it fall. She
         put her palms on Tiaan’s cheeks, thumbs resting on either side of her nose, the long, long fingers wrapped around her head.
         She stared into Tiaan’s eyes for a good while, then let go, shaking her head.
      

      
      ‘There is something about you, Tiaan …’

      
      ‘What?’ Tiaan said uneasily.

      
      ‘I cannot say, though it rings alarms. You are in peril. Either that, or you are peril. Come, I will take you to the Well.’
      

      
      The Matah dissolved the re-formed cubic barrier with a gesture and they entered the tunnel. Tiaan had forgotten the cold of
         that place, even worse than outside. The smooth-as-glass walls of the tunnel were networked with feathery patterns of ice
         crystals. The whole tunnel felt to be breathing cold, for little whooshes of wind would rush past, ruffling her hair, only
         to turn and blow down the back of her neck.
      

      
      Even when the breeze blew from behind, Tiaan found it difficult to move forward. Each step proved more difficult than the
         last. How had she entered so effortlessly the previous time? The Matah, who had been only a few strides ahead, had now disappeared around the corner. Tiaan forced herself on. It felt like the time she had tried to put the crystal into the port-all,
         before she opened the gate and brought her world to ruin.
      

      
      She had done too much and could do no more. When the Matah came back, Tiaan was on the floor, hunched up against the cold.
         The Matah lifted Tiaan to her feet, taking her hand, and at once the opposing force was gone. Tiaan followed her to the room
         and the Well.
      

      
      Though the room was a simple cone of rough-cut rock, its magic was manifest. Deep blue light from the shaft cut through the
         dark space, highlighting mist that drifted in lazy coils centred on the Well. The air was so fresh and crisp it tingled with
         every breath. Scattered snowflakes floated above the shaft. One landed on Tiaan’s sleeve and it was a perfect, six-pointed
         star, a crystal so lovely that she wished Haani could have seen it.
      

      
      Haani lay beside the shaft as if sleeping. There was frost in her hair. Tiaan took her icy hand. The Matah went to her knees,
         probing Haani’s chest with her fingertips. ‘Poor child. Why is it always the young ones?’ She seemed lost in some tragedy
         of her own.
      

      
      Tiaan stood with head bowed, waiting silently.

      
      Eventually the Matah turned to her. ‘Is there a death ritual you wish to observe?’

      
      ‘I don’t know the customs of her people,’ Tiaan said. ‘As for my own, we bury our dead, but I can’t dig a hole through rock.’

      
      ‘Nor should she lie in the catacombs filled with our dead. Her spirit could not dwell comfortably in such a culture-haunted
         place.’ The Matah circled the shaft.
      

      
      Tiaan looked in. Blue tendrils rotated down as far as she could see. The Well seethed with power, like a spring under tension.

      
      The Matah put one knuckle against her lip and gnawed at it, then bent to stroke the hair out of Haani’s eyes. As abruptly,
         she stood up.
      

      
      ‘Wait!’ She strode off along the further extension of the tunnel.

      
      Tiaan sat beside Haani, holding the frigid wrist, not thinking at all. After a long wait, the Matah reappeared with a basket
         in one hand and a roll of fabric in the other. Placing it on the floor, she offered the basket to Tiaan. It contained small bunches
         of cuttings from a black, glossy-leaved plant, at the tips of which were small flowers, purple outside and white within, crimped
         in the form of five-pointed stars.
      

      
      ‘We Aachim cleave more to metal and stone than we do to gardening,’ she said, ‘but there are one or two among us who care
         for growing things. These are the best I could find in this part of the city.’
      

      
      ‘They’re beautiful,’ Tiaan said. ‘Haani loved trees and flowers.’ Folding the child’s arms across her broken chest, Tiaan
         placed a bunch of flowers in her hand.
      

      
      The Matah unrolled the cloth, woven of a thread like metallic silk in subtle patterns of green and gold. They wrapped the
         child in it, leaving just her face exposed.
      

      
      ‘I would, if you see fit,’ said the Matah, ‘send Haani to the Well. It is an honour accorded to the greatest of us after death,
         and occasionally taken before that, if we so choose.’ She looked sideways at Tiaan. ‘I do not know …’
      

      
      ‘She is dead!’ Tiaan said more harshly than she felt. ‘She does not care.’

      
      ‘The ritual is for the living as well as the dead. But only if you judge it fitting.’

      
      ‘I would honour her to the limit of my ability.’

      
      ‘Just so.’ Again the Matah went up the passage, returning with a metal object like a sled with three runners. Of blue-black
         metal, it was chased all over with intricate, interwoven patterns.
      

      
      They lifted Haani onto the sled, binding her there with silken cords. She looked tiny. ‘Make your farewell,’ said the Matah,
         ‘then push her to the centre. The Well will take her in its own time.’ She walked away.
      

      
      Tiaan stood over the child, thinking of all that might have been. Tears spotted Haani’s face, forming frost marks there. Tiaan
         murmured a prayer, remembered from her childhood, and then could stand it no longer.
      

      
      She thrust the sled into the shaft. It sat in mid-air as if resting on a sheet of glass. Scooping a handful of flowers from
         the basket, Tiaan sprinkled them over the body. Errant petals moved about as though on a current of air. Some drifted around the shaft.
      

      
      The sled moved down, almost imperceptibly at first. Staring at the little pinched face, Tiaan felt such a pang in her heart
         that she thought it was going to tear apart. Letting out a great cry of anguish, she leapt into the Well.
      

      
      She landed on an invisible barrier that would not let her through, no matter how she screamed and clawed at it. The Matah
         had anticipated her. Tiaan went still, watching the sled drift down. The Matah, hands out, drew her back. They looked at one
         another.
      

      
      ‘The Well is only for those at peace with the world.’

      
      ‘And if you are not?’ said Tiaan.

      
      ‘I made sure it would not take you.’

      
      ‘You were going to the Well.’
      

      
      ‘I felt my time had come. Did you not say that you have much to put right?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.’

      
      The hand released her. ‘Don’t stand too close,’ the Matah said.

      
      Haani’s body drifted down and out of sight. A long time later there was a bright flash in the depths. A shiny bubble came
         rolling up the shaft. Tiaan ducked out of the way as it burst with a set of silver rays and a faint scent of flowers.
      

      
      ‘The Well has taken her,’ said the Matah. ‘Come.’

      
      Rubbing her eyes, Tiaan followed the Matah back to her chambers, where she unsealed a flask of turquoise liquor, so thick
         that it oozed. Pouring a hefty slug into two goblets, she passed one to Tiaan.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Matah.’ Tiaan picked up her goblet but did not taste it.

      
      The Matah smiled. ‘Matah is a title, not my name.’

      
      ‘What does it mean?’

      
      ‘It’s hard to say in your language. “Flawed” or “ambiguous” hero, perhaps.’

      
      Tiaan’s curiosity was aroused. ‘Why flawed?’

      
      ‘My people are in two minds about my role in the Histories.’

      
      ‘What is your role?’

      
      ‘Was,’ she corrected. ‘It was a long time ago. I have outlived my own expectations. My people felt that I worked too hard for
         humanity, in all its forms, and not hard enough for my own Aachim kind. I am venerated, yet an outcast. That is why I remained
         in Tirthrax when everyone else went to Stassor last year. I was not welcome at their meet.’
      

      
      Tiaan took a sip of her liquor and immediately regretted it. Its thickness clung to her tongue, trickling pulses of a burning
         floral pungency up her nose and down her throat. She would not have been surprised if steam had burst from her nostrils. It
         cleared her head though, blasting the last hours clear away.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ she said raspily, feeling the hot passage of the liquor all the way to the pit of her stomach. She put the
         goblet aside, searching through her memories of the Great Tales, and the lesser, for clues to the Matah’s identity. Many were
         the brave, and noble, and ultimately futile deeds done in the struggle with the lyrinx. Four Great Tales had been made in
         the last hundred years alone, though the Matah must predate them.
      

      
      ‘I played a part in what was once known as the greatest of all the Great Tales,’ the Matah said. ‘The Tale of the Mirror. Sadly, that tale has fallen out of favour with your scrutators.’
      

      
      That reminded Tiaan of something old Joeyn the miner had once said to her. He’d said that the Histories had been rewritten.
         A question for another time.
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard that tale,’ said Tiaan. ‘Who are you?’

      
      ‘My name is Malien.’

      
      Malien! A famous name from the Histories. The Aachim could be long-lived, Tiaan knew, but she could hardly take it in. She was in
         the presence of a legend. ‘You always seemed to be strong, yet kindly.’
      

      
      Malien met her eyes. ‘I can be hard as stone if I must.’

      
      In the early hours of the morning, growing feelings of longing for the amplimet, and growing unease, drew Tiaan down to the
         chamber with the glass gong. It was not exactly withdrawal, for she had not felt that since putting the amplimet inside the
         port-all and opening the gate.
      

      
      She had often thought that the amplimet had some purpose of its own, developed over the thousands, if not millions of years
         it had lain in that cavity in the mine, after it had woken. Had she freed it to work on some purpose as aged as the very bones of the mountains? And what care would such a mineral
         awareness have for petty humans and their transient lives and deaths? Maybe it had been using her. How could she hope to understand
         the purpose of something that could, with perfect patience, wait out a million years? Tiaan was afraid of the amplimet now,
         yet she could not give it up.
      

      
      She approached the hall tentatively, for it reeked with bitter memories. It was as cold as outside. An icy wind, whistling
         down the glacier from the ice cap, whirled in through the side of the mountain, frosting everything in its path.
      

      
      Tiaan had entered from a stair that ended near the outer wall. As she paced toward the port-all, every step was a nagging
         reminder. Over to her right was the pile of rubble and ice Haani had sheltered behind. Before her lay one of the bags of platinum
         Vithis had thrown to her, wealth enough to buy the manufactory and everything in it. The bag had burst open, scattering slugs
         of precious metal across the floor.
      

      
      Her boot struck something that tinkled. She bent down, then drew back. It was the ring, woven of precious metals, she had
         made so lovingly for Minis. Every strand held a wish or a dream. Impossible to identify with those girlish longings now.
      

      
      Picking it up, Tiaan drew back her arm to hurl it out onto the glacier, but stopped in mid-throw. ‘I will use it against him,’
         she said aloud. ‘I will see him beg for it, then spurn him the way he did me.’
      

      
      Putting the ring on the chain about her neck, she gathered up the platinum. It might also be useful in her quest to bring
         the Aachim down. After some minutes she reached the place where the gate had opened. The stone floor was scorched and the
         three constructs that had locked together in the gate were nearby. One lay on its side, its skin of shining blue-black metal
         crushed. The second was upside down. The third sat on its base but the front was smashed in.
      

      
      A little thread of curiosity tugged at her. How did the constructs work? Were they like clankers, or completely different?
         Tiaan wondered if they might be repaired. She walked around the machines but kept going. The call of the amplimet was stronger.
      

      
      She continued to the room where she had assembled the port-all. Scattered mounds of rubble had been blasted out of the wall
         as the gate formed. Tiaan expected to find the port-all a slaggy heap of metal and glass but it looked exactly as she had
         built it.
      

      
      Memories of using the port-all, and opening the gate, stirred her hackles. Why, when she had built it exactly as shown, had
         it gone so wrong? She ran through the memories. Could it have been the wrong-handedness of it? She tried to reconstruct her
         recollections but again something eluded her.
      

      
      As she hurried forward, longing for the amplimet etched molten tracks across her heart. She ran around the side of the machine,
         trying to see through the network of glass, metal, wire, ceramic and shaped stone. She was looking for the soapstone basket
         that held the amplimet. There it was, inside that deformed doughnut of glass that Haani had called the twisticon.
      

      
      With trembling fingers Tiaan reached out to open the basket, already seeing the amplimet in her mind’s eye. It was a bipyramid
         of quartz, inside either end of which were radiating balls of needle crystals. Single, extended needles ran down the long
         axis of the crystal, separated by a little central bubble half-filled with liquid. Most unusual of all, the crystal had glowed,
         faintly when it was a long way from a node, strongly when close. Here in Tirthrax, radiance had positively flooded out of
         it.
      

      
      There was no resistance this time. Her fingers went straight to the catch. She flicked it and the soapstone basket sprang
         open.
      

      
      Tiaan let out a cry of anguish.

      
      The amplimet was gone.

      
      Malien! Earlier, the Matah had not been able to control her desire for it. She must have come for it in the night. A pang of rage
         twisted Tiaan’s insides. Despite her vow, she could not bear anyone else to have it. Joeyn had died getting it for her.
      

      
      Malien was not in her chamber. Tiaan searched her rooms but the amplimet was not there. Sinking on the bed, she put her throbbing head in her hands. Malien might have hidden it anywhere.
      

      
      She became aware that Malien was standing in the doorway, staring at the mess. Tiaan felt an irrational surge of rage. Keep
         calm; don’t give yourself away. All in vain. She threw herself at the older woman, beating at her with her fists. ‘What have
         you done with it?’
      

      
      Malien held her easily. Aachim were strong, even old ones. ‘What is the matter, Tiaan?’

      
      ‘The amplimet is gone!’

      
      Malien turned and ran.

      
      ‘Where are you going?’ Tiaan ran after her. The old woman was moving faster than Tiaan’s weary legs could run. ‘Wait.’

      
      Malien allowed her to catch up. ‘I haven’t taken it, which can only mean one thing.’
      

      
      Nish, of course. Tiaan felt such a fool.

      
      ‘I should never have left it there,’ said Malien. ‘What if it falls into the wrong hands?’

      
      ‘What do you mean by the wrong hands?’ Tiaan panted.
      

      
      ‘Any hands but yours.’

      
      ‘Or yours?’
      

      
      ‘Even when I was young, I never wanted power. Besides …’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You had the crystal for months, and used it to do mighty works. By now it will be so imprinted with you that others may only
         use it at their peril.’
      

      
      That was not as convincing as it sounded. Tiaan had seen the look in Malien’s eyes when first the amplimet had been mentioned.

      
      At the door to the port-all chamber, Malien checked, as if afraid to go in. ‘If only this were a dream and I could wake from
         it.’ She passed a hand over her eyes and pushed through the door. ‘After the Forbidding was broken, we thought we were free
         of gates and what they brought. Only one man knew how to make them – old Shand – and he swore he would take the secret to
         his grave. I’m sure he did. We never thought that knowledge would return from across the void. Who would have thought it could?
      

      
      ‘Ingenious,’ Malien continued, walking around the port-all, giving Tiaan curious looks as she did. ‘You are quite a mechanician,
         Tiaan.’
      

      
      ‘I just put it together from a pattern Minis sent to me. I don’t claim to understand it.’

      
      ‘Few Aachim could have built this from a mental image.’ Malien sat on a piece of fallen stone, deep in thought.

      
      Tiaan fretted. ‘He’s getting away, Malien.’

      
      ‘Let me think this through. It has to be your friend, Nish. Take this.’ She handed Tiaan a rod, about the length of a sword,
         made of black metal, though it was comparatively light.
      

      
      Tiaan handled it as if it was about to explode. ‘What is it for?’

      
      Malien chuckled. ‘To whack him over the head, if necessary. Have you clothes for outside?’

      
      Tiaan ran to the room where she had left her pack, days ago, and dressed in her old down-filled pants, coat and boots. When
         she returned, Malien was standing by the crashed constructs. She wove her long fingers into a knot, tore it apart, then began
         to make another, which she also wrenched undone.
      

      
      ‘These things are just like Rulke’s machine. I’m afraid, Tiaan, as I have never been before. Afraid of my own kind.’

      
      ‘Were you not afraid of Rulke?’

      
      ‘Very. But he was only one man with one construct, and we knew his character, for we had the Histories to guide us. Rulke,
         within his own strange code, was an honourable man. This is different. Vithis, embittered by the loss of his clan, now leads
         a mighty force. It will tip the balance.’
      

      
      ‘What are you going to do?’ Tiaan said anxiously, yet glad Malien was taking charge.

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ Malien stepped back, eyeing the constructs. ‘I wonder if these might be repaired …’

      
      ‘Are you a mechanician too?’ Tiaan cast anxious glances at the entrance.

      
      Malien smiled thinly. ‘The least among my people, though I am not entirely without talent.’ She cocked an eye at the construct which was smashed at the front. ‘This one does not seem
         to be badly damaged.’ She gave Tiaan a long, assessing glance. ‘Maybe later.’ Malien headed for the entrance.
      

      
      Among the tumbled columns and heaps of rubble and ice, they looked down. Just below, the glacier had gouged out the side of
         the mountain in a curving scar, forming a surface like a road, though the broken, up-jutting slate would be difficult to walk
         on. Beyond ran a river of blue ice a good league across, scarred with crevasses large enough to swallow whole villages. The
         glacier, the fastest in the world, could be heard plucking and grinding at its bed. Every so often a crevasse would crack
         open, the sound echoing across the valley. How would they ever find Nish in this wilderness of rock and ice?
      

      
      Malien began to climb down. ‘Are you coming, Tiaan?’

      
      ‘He’s probably floated away in his balloon already,’ she said miserably.

      
      ‘He’d have to gather fuel first and that could take days.’ Malien picked her way down the side of the mountain as if she knew
         exactly where she was going.
      

      
      ‘Can you sense the amplimet?’

      
      ‘I wish I could.’ Malien looked more at ease now. ‘He said the balloon was directly below us and the only fuel was bushes,
         so it must lie above the tree line. It can’t be more than a few hours down the slope, and a gasbag ten spans high will be
         visible from a long way. We’ll find him.’
      

      
      They rested every half-hour. The downhill walking was unexpectedly tiring. On their second stop, as Tiaan was sipping from
         her flask, there came a monumental crash that shook the rock beneath her. She dropped the flask and scrambled for it as the
         water gurgled out.
      

      
      ‘What was that?’ The start of an avalanche, she imagined.

      
      ‘Icefall,’ said Malien. ‘The glacier runs over a precipice. See, just there. Every so often, the overhanging ice breaks off
         and falls a thousand spans to the plain.’
      

      
      They continued, more warily now, though the jumbled rocks here provided plenty of cover. Shortly Malien stopped. ‘Ah, this
         is hard on my old knees. Creep up onto that rock, Tiaan, and see if you can see anything.’
      

      
      As Tiaan put her head over the top she saw a black, swelling mushroom, not a third of a league below. ‘It’s just down there,’
         she hissed.
      

      
      Malien climbed up beside her. ‘Ingenious design.’ She shaded her eyes as she stared at the balloon. ‘It looks nearly inflated.
         We’d better hurry.’
      

      
      They had not gone far when Tiaan felt a pang in her right temple, a stabbing pain that disappeared as quickly as it had come.
         She let out a gasp.
      

      
      Malien stopped at once. ‘What’s the matter?’

      
      ‘Just a headache. It’s gone now.’

      
      ‘Take some more water,’ Malien advised.

      
      Tiaan took another few sips, though she knew dehydration was not the problem. The pang reminded her of something she had put
         out of mind a long time ago and did not want to think of now.
      

      
      A little further on, Malien crouched down between the boulders. ‘I don’t like this,’ she muttered.

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘We’re being watched.’

      
      Tiaan scanned the sky. ‘I can’t see a thing.’

      
      ‘I can. Come, quickly! There are three of them, and since they’re flying …’ Malien pointed high in the western sky, where
         Tiaan now discerned a speck, and then two more.
      

      
      ‘Lyrinx!’
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