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High-lying Kesh:


In all heaven and earth


You are the form-shaping place...


...spreading fear like a great poisonous snake...






 

Hymn 7: The Kesh Temple Of Ninhursag (Enheduanna) (~2,300 BCE) 
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The first to join the Holy Empire was the moon of Iox. The First Empress, with peaceful certitude, built the great palace there and filled it with bountiful water. 


The second to join was the lowly pit of Elboreth, a place disgraced, that the Empress took in as an orphanage takes in a starving child. 


Thus with these twins, high and low, under her sway, many other moons quickly followed and the Empire filled out, a broad and happy home.


But there were moons that did not join. Always, there are those who say that darkness is light and that heat is cold. These moons stayed beyond the Empress’ embrace, and she was content to keep them as friends knowing that, in course of time, they would see the error of their ways. 



The Book of Iox, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


 


The sand here is beating me up. This whole moon is screaming at me to turn around and walk away. 


I’ve pulled the bottom rail of my headscarf up over my nose and mouth, and I’m leaning down into the wind. It still finds its way in through every crack. It’s in my clothes and shoes and fingernails. It’s eating me alive.


“How... much... further?”


“Unknown, Mistress,” Six replies. Its head is a horror. The horizontal sand is splintering its face. It’s like it’s being ravaged by some clawed beast. But it feels nothing, of course, and rolls onwards, doing what it can to shield me. “I can detect no structures here.”


“There… must… be… something…”


“Mistress, you will survive longer in this atmosphere if you do not attempt to talk.”


Another step and another step. The robot’s right. I can barely breathe, let alone argue. From overhead, this nasty moon had resembled a smooth brown egg, cracked around the middle. The outer surface was airless. Here in the fissure there is air, but it won’t stop throwing sand at me.


“How… long…”


“I estimate you can survive for about two more minutes before you will begin to suffer dizziness and risk collapse,” Six diagnoses. Its voice is carried backwards by the wind. I have to snatch at the words as they shoot by. “That is, if you do not talk.”


“Hate… robots…”


“This way, Mistress.”


The fissure is narrow enough that we’re moving in single file. This is supposed to be the site of the Withering Palace, the hidden seat of the First Empress of the Nebula. Why would anyone sane build a palace out here? Why found an Empire, out here? If you wanted to live forever – if the Empress Eternal really did live forever – then why do it here?  


“This… place… is…”


“I know, Mistress. Please. Do not try to talk. Keep going if you insist, but do not make it harder for yourself.”


The fissure turns, bending one way and then the other. I keep hoping the wind will die away and there’ll be a moment of shelter. One never comes. The sand ricochets from wall to wall, scudding round the corners like a river flowing in its course.


“Can… you… hopper… through… this…?”


“Of course,” Six answers flatly. “Let me attempt to anticipate you, Mistress, if it will keep you quiet. The fissure continues for several hundred metres. I cannot detect beyond that. The wind is striking directly along its length and is presumably responsible for its formation. I predict there is a wellspring at the far end producing this effect. Perhaps this moon was chosen to house whatever it may house precisely because of this naturally-occurring deterrent. No, I cannot turn it off. Yes, if we hopper away, we will be able to recover and try again, should you wish to do that.”


“Really… hate… robots…”


“My experience of both is limited, Mistress, but I find humans to be significantly more annoying.” The robot suddenly speeds up a bit, taking its wind shadow away and throwing even more sand into my face. “Ahead, Mistress. There is an outcrop providing some respite. Please. Move with alacrity.”


I pull my feet through the sand and spit grit from my lips. When I reach the outcrop I sink to my knees. But the robot is right. Here, in this tiny spot, the wind at last relents. 


“That’s… better. Eagle’s teeth! It’s in my ears. It’s gone up my nose. I’ve got sand in my eyelashes.”


“Your body is considerably better protected than mine,” Six remarks. “I have sand within my innermost mechanisms.”


“But you can’t feel it. It’s going to chafe until I can have a bath. We’ll have to go back to that pool in Ghosts Wake...”


“I do not believe my Ethical Core would allow that.”


“I think… I think it’s going to need to.” I pull the collar of my shirt and shake it. A flurry of sand falls out the other end. “How much more of this do we have to do?”


“I do not know, Mistress. But I would remark again that, from above, we saw no structures at all within this fissure.”


“That doesn’t mean there isn’t something here. A hatch in the ground. A doorway in the rock.”


“These things are possible, Mistress, yes, ignoring the detail that someone would need to have built them.”


“And have wanted to. I know. This place is nasty. I can’t imagine anyone came here by choice. Which means there must be something here and it must be important. The sand, Six. This isn’t the monster you were warning me about?”


“No,” the robot replies, perhaps sadly. “I do not believe so.”


“So you think there’s something even worse here?”


“I fear so.”


“Then we’d better keep moving. Maybe there’s another of these outcrops ahead.”


I tighten my headscarf and step out of the wind shadow back into the storm, which immediately tries to throw me over onto my back and then bury me. 


The fissure widens. There’s even the curving, broken stump of a tree, long since desiccated, the bark on the wind-facing side blasted to the raw wood. Beyond it is another outcrop, a little wider this time. I run for it and gasp for breath twice as hard.


“Mistress,” Six says. “I could leave you here and scout ahead?”


I’m still heaving. “That’s not… a bad… idea. I mean… let’s do that. Can… can you do it?”


“I can, yes, Mistress. Please wait here. Do not move, or I may be unable to find and recover you if you fall. Do you understand?”


“I understand. I’ll stay… right here.”


To prove my point I sit down, leaning back against the jutting rock. Six descends into its fuselage and seals its top hatch, and then rolls away at speed. I watch it as it goes. Its tracks seem designed for this place; the black bands are wide enough not to sink, but not so wide that they get clogged by the sand they scoop up as they turn. They’re segmented so they can flow around the wheels inside the chassis: not so precisely that the robot slips or is blocked by small stones or sudden changes in the floor; but not so widely as to dig into the ground when sliding from the top of the track to the underneath side. It’s like whoever crafted the robots saw this moment in our future and accounted for it in their plans. 


The robot is quickly lost from view. I am alone, surrounded by flaying wind on all sides, without ship or hopper, and that’s when I realise that I’ve done it again; I’ve placed myself at the mercy of a dumb machine. 

 H  


Someone else sheltered here, once. About waist height on the rock there’s an etching. It isn’t Ancient. It’s a drawing: a stick figure with two legs beside a stick figure with a triangular base. A person and a robot, or it’s someone wearing a gown. Something above them has stick-rays coming out in all directions. A hopper, most likely. The carving is rough and idle. It is presumably the work of a child. 


I trace its grooves with my fingertip while I wait. This moon must have been very different for a child to stand here, wasting time with a knifepoint. Perhaps a stream had gurgled through this fissure. Perhaps bushes and flowers had grown with abandon like those in the Garden of Voices. Perhaps the child had waited, bored, while its parents were engaged in some serious conversation. 


But if that’s so, then in the time since the Fall the wellspring here must have dried up. I had thought – like a good Loopist – that wellsprings lasted forever, as constant as a mountain peak or a river’s route. But the wellspring on the Hermit’s moon in the Cyclones had failed, and now this one had too. Countless other moons might have dried up over the centuries and been lost to time. The moons we live on now might just be those that had been fortunate enough to survive this far. 


Was the wellspring on Elboreth drying up even now? Timor had suggested something like it. Hadn’t he? 


Can a wellspring that fails be repaired? Can it be unblocked, like it was a length of pipe? Can it be polished up like a smudgy hopper eye? The wellspring on Elboreth is probably underground: I’ve never seen any single spring or fountain; instead, water comes up in multiple places around the Citadel and outside the walls. Perhaps whoever built the Citadel constructed the channels that feed these points, just as the people on Maersi use hollowed tree-trunks to divert water around the edges of their fields. But would those builders have buried the very heart of their moon somewhere it couldn’t be reached? Surely not.


I know there are tunnels under the Citadel; I found Talliin in such a tunnel. So, does one of them lead to the wellspring? And might it be possible to heal that wellspring before Elboreth becomes the dried husk that this moon is?


That was how my thoughts ran, as I waited, prompted by the child’s carving in the stone. I did not reflect on how the picture of the figure and its robot companion could have been a drawing of me.

H


I’m there long enough to wonder if the robot has abandoned me. I taught it to sail and allowed it to guide me to a distant forgotten moon, and now it’s left me here. It’ll sail back to Iox and tell Myari that I fell off an edge, the same way I told Myari about Five. It’ll turn out this robot is Five’s sister and this whole journey has been an elaborate ploy for revenge. 


But if that’s true, then the robot will return one last time to gloat, to tell me exactly what it was doing and why, before leaving me to my fate. And just as I’m thinking that the robot returns, coming slowly into focus through the blinding sand.


“Mistress. Thank you for staying put.”


“Six. What did you find? What’s out there?”


“I fear you will be disappointed, Mistress.” The robot comes to a halt. “There is nothing here for you.”


“Nothing?”


“Nothing. The fissure continues in roughly this direction for some distance, and then it stops.”


I’m stunned. 


“But that can’t be right. We were sent  here. This is supposed to be a Palace.”


“There are perhaps other moons in this confluence. It is clear this particular moon has never been habited. We should return to the Nightingale and investigate more widely.”


“But you sailed us here, Six. You sailed us directly, here.”


“Yes, Mistress. Whatever memory I accessed to do that is most evidently inaccurate. Perhaps the rivers themselves have altered over time.”


“Do rivers change their routes over time?”


“This moon is not the moon it is supposed to be, which suggests that perhaps they do. Either way, there is nothing here for you.”


“You’re wrong,” I reply stubbornly. “Look here.” I point out the scratched picture in the rock. “Someone came here and drew that.”


“I see nothing.”


“You see nothing?”


“Indeed, Mistress.”


“Here. Look. You do have eyes, don’t you? There are two figures. A robot and a person, side-by-side.”


“You are manifesting an image from random noise in the rock surface, Mistress. As one might see a face in the sediment remaining in a cup of wine.”


“Has anyone ever seen a face in the sediment left from a cup of wine?”


“I do not know, Mistress. We will leave now.”


“No.”


“Mistress, there is nothing here…”


“No. There is.”


“Mistress, please. The air on this moon is extremely thin. Perhaps it is affecting your judgement...”


“You said before there was a monster on this moon. I don’t think you meant a real monster. But I think there’s something here and I think you’ve seen it. I think you’re scared of it, and I think you’re trying to keep me safe because your Ethical Core wants you to.”


“Robots cannot lie, Mistress.”


“You’ve said that before, but do you know what I think? I think robots can’t lie but, for some reason – and I don’t know what that reason is – I think you can.”


“I am simply a robot, Mistress. All my functions are bound to my primary core and my Ethical Core, with the action of my primary core directed by the guidance of my primary user. The hierarchy of these components is not something which can be altered or negotiated with. I do not and cannot lie.”


“Lead the way, Six.” I’m standing up now, arms folded. “Take me to whatever it is you found that you don’t want me to see.”


“I cannot do that, Mistress.”


I nod. “But if I walk, you’ll follow?”


“... Yes, Mistress.”


“Then let’s go.”


Stepping out from behind the outcrop this time is worse. It feels like the sand here is twice as fast and triple-sharp. It isn’t: I’ve just had a chance to rest and now I’m returning to the wind more vulnerable and already sore. I bend my head low, lift my hands up in front of me, and push on. The wide walls around the old tree pinch back into a narrow, curving pathway. The sand grows thick. I’m all but doubled up. I can’t turn my head to see if Six is following and I can’t hear the purr of its tracks over the whining wind. If I fall, I think, it’ll rescue me. Indeed, if I pause for even a moment, it’ll catch up and hopper me away. 


It could do that anyway. I wonder why it doesn’t? 


My hands are on the rock on either side: its surface is frothy and rough. I stumble with every other step. There’s a red mist growing, and I can’t tell if it’s the dust changing in hue or something behind my eyes. My legs feel distant. Everything seems very remote. The noise of the sand is just a ringing, ringing bell.


With the wind in my face it feels like I’m sliding backwards with every step. The breath in my lungs is starting to grow shallow. This is how it happens: first my breath grows short, like someone is standing on my chest. Then I begin to cough and splutter. Then my eyes begin to ache, as if they’re about to pop from their sockets. Finally I fall. So far I’ve always woken up again, but it’s not a given.


Then we round another corner and something rises up to confront us. A white tower of plastered stone. Tall. Topped with a dome. Hung with the tattered remains of a banner. Then a second tower. The pair stand guard either end of a long, white-plastered wall, and in the middle of that wall is a metal gate. It comes slowly into focus through the swirling copper sands. Its iron-work doorway is standing ajar. Two curling trees flank the entrance. These two have somehow clung to the last fragments of their lives. 


The building looks like it continues beyond the wall for some distance. The whole thing has been built underneath a high rocky shelf, enough to render it invisible from the river overhead – and to make it impossible to hopper down to or away from. The wellspring itself must be above this overhang as the dust swoops down off the shelf like a waterfall to fill the fissure. With a few more steps I am in sudden, clear, still air.


I draw weak half-breaths. My lungs slowly open up again. Six stands beside me, waiting for my comment. For my rebuke.


“It’s…” I cough again. Red dust mixes with spit; I hawk it away and wipe my lips on my sleeve. There’s grit in the corners of my eyes. “It’s…”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“It’s the Withering Palace, isn’t it?”


“It seems likely that it is, Mistress.”


“You said…”


“I am aware of what I said, Mistress, but I did not lie.”


“You said there was nothing here.”


“Nothing here for you.”


“... It’s all right, Six.” My head is spinning and I reach for the robot, who adjusts itself to support me. “You wanted to keep me safe. You thought I wouldn’t make it through that narrow pass. You knew I wouldn’t give up. You thought it would kill me.”


“Mistress.”


“I appreciate it. I do.”


“But you did not listen.”


“No, I didn’t. But I knew you were there. I knew you would pull me away if I needed you to.”


“The angle of the fissure made hoppering impossible from within. If you had fallen, you would have died.”


I crack a weak grin. “I didn’t though, did I?” 


“Mistress.”


I turn back to the building. Its style is similar to that of the Garden of Voices. White plaster over assembled stones, inset with little windows and braced wooden shutters. But the scale is much bigger. The outer wall here is three or four times the width, and twice the height of the outer wall of the garden. The towers themselves must have spiralling stairs inside; they are taller than ladders would allow. (Iox has no spiral staircases, preferring to lay everything out as widely as possible. On Elboreth, spirals are common inside the better-made houses, as people add layers and layers to the buildings they inherit. And I’ve heard it said that on Renaki the houses go down rather than up and have deep cellars, the better to store the copious meat, fruit and wine of that moon.)


“This is a really strange place to put a palace,” I say as I pace towards the gate. I’m trying to absorb the building, to put myself into its frame. “A foul moon in a distant, icy confluence. It’s a lot more like a hiding place than a place of power and wealth.”


“There is no water,” Six observes.


“The wellspring must have dried up…”


“No, Mistress. These trees are still alive. There is water below the ground. Inside the rock. A little. But on the surface, there is no water. There are no channels or stream-beds. This place is entirely without surface water.”


“So there must be a well inside the building?”


“Yes, Mistress,” Six replies, but there’s something uncanny in its reply, as though it was answering a different question than the one I’d asked. 

H


The Ancient phrase above the gate is one of the longest I’ve seen outside of Mazwai. It takes a few minutes to get it all down into my notebook.

ayqea rid rlykt ayqea v qtpi 

ayuq v kt qsju sJxsuf vyay2 Fysqea vyu ay3 cayqea


“The word for Empress appears frequently, Mistress,” Six observes. “I take that to be a positive sign. Beyond that, I can infer nothing.”


“Nothing?”


“My apologies. The last word does also seem clear, but that does not elucidate the twelve words in between.”


“Let’s start from the beginning. Empress something something Empress. The something somethings aren’t actions, so it’s not Empress overthrew the false Empress or anything like that. My guess is it’s some kind of honorific. That second word, the one with the upwards stroke in it; I’ve seen that glyph before in the word for river. I think it indicates elevation. The other markers are just there to signify the form of the word. See how the second and third have the same prefix? But the rest of that third word I don’t know. The circle within a circle I’ve seen before in a word I thought meant all, but that doesn’t help much.” I chew the end of my pencil for a moment. “The recording in the garden used two names for the First Empress: the High Empress, and the Empress eternal. That would be my guess. Empress high eternal Empress.”


“Eternal? Is the High Empress a recording?”


“You know, I hadn’t thought of that. It’s certainly possible. But if she was, that’d put her on a level with the other Emperors recorded in the garden. If that was all that made her eternal then they’d all be eternal too. But the voice in the garden gave me the impression the Empress here was somehow the true ruler, with the others serving on her say-so. So it’s more likely her eternal nature is… one of those impossible stories you’re supposed to put your faith in. Like the tree of knowledge back on Iox. Something stupid that you have to believe to prove that you believe.”


“Surely this makes belief more difficult to sustain?”


“You’d think, but people like a challenge. And speaking of Iox and crazy beliefs; the glyphs in that word eternal have a lot of circles. Perhaps the single circle means loop and the circle-within-a-circle is loop-of-loops. So it’s not Empress eternal but Empress of-all-Loops.”


“Being without a soul, I am no expert on Loop philosophy, Mistress,” the robot replies, impassive. “But I would note that the Loop itself represents the ultimate collection of all time.”


“Oh, so I’ve got it the wrong way around. The loop-within-loop glyph depicts the Loop and indicates time. I like that! They found an image that detailed the idea so clearly it became a part of the language itself.”


“Humans are forever over-simplifying things, Mistress.“


“As you say.” I look back down at my notebook. “So, Empress high of-all-time Empress of somewhere, except it isn’t a place, which seems strange. Four ticks, rays, high. If the circle and four ticks is the circle-containing-everything, then four ticks – rays – high is… what? Everything, seen-from-above? The Nebula?” 


“It is not an action, Mistress.”


“You’re right. Not seen-from-above, then, but many-lights-high. The stars? Empress eternal high Empress of the stars. The Crown of Iox was also called the Crown of Stars, so that works.” I make a note, before moving onto the next line. “Now, then. Person-something of every something. That glyph in the very centre,” and I draw j on my page, “that’s the one I saw in the garden that I thought meant life. So here, some-person of all thing-of-doing-life. Owner of all life-things. Controller of all life-things. Something like that.”


“More honorifics. The Empress seems keen to stress her importance.”


“She does, doesn’t she? You’d have thought anyone who came here already knew who she was. Unless it was carved after her death and she was elevated by her successor to this mythical status of an eternal figure, watching over everything. She might have been quite a modest lady.”


“Assuming she is dead, Mistress.”


“Yes. Assuming that. Empress high eternal Empress of the Nebula, master of all life. The next word, then, is finally an action. Something involving speaking or talking...”


“The second half of the inscription, then, explains what the Empress wishes us to do?”


“Yes. And it’s probably nothing good. The action is interesting, though. It’s some kind of speaking, but the glyph in the second part of the word, the curve with the little spike above it…” I draw a u. “It’s in our word for master and it’s in our word about life. And now she’s telling us to do it. No, to not to do it, as it’s negated. Perhaps that glyph indicates control, or ownership. That would fit with master. Person-who-is-controller of all things-which-do-life-control. What controls the stuff of life? Your soul? Your heart? Your mind? Master of all souls, say. She’s then saying-to-not-control. It’s an order. She wants us to give something up. To sacrifice something, or simply to gift it to her? The Empress of absolutely everything who’s got absolutely everything wants something from you. What do you give the Empress who owns your debt completely already? Your love. Your life. The thing-of-doing-knowing-a-person. I have no idea. Honour? Respect. It’s something like that, anyway. And the rest is simple. That’s what she wants, and she wants it here, in this place. And the very last word is clear, you’re right. Place-Empress. Palace.”


“The Emperor demands your loyalty, Mistress.”


I nod, slowly. “That’s the substance of it, yes, I think so. The Empress, high and eternal, expects your complete subservience to her while inside her Palace. In other words, don’t break the rules.”


I tie the string across my notebook and put it away, and then step through the archway into the icy shadow of the gatehouse.


“I told you, Mistress,” Six remarks as it follows. “There is a monster in this place.”

H


What we find inside the gate is less like a palace and more like a library. More like Iox, in fact. The gate opens into a small space with rooms either side – one has been completely destroyed by what looks like a rockfall, but the other is perfectly preserved, and set with a table and chairs and lined on every wall with books. Huang might have been here minutes ago, browsing the shelves or reordering the tomes by the colours of their spines. A few sheets of paper lie scattered about the floor. A chair has been knocked over. Perhaps someone was shocked by something that they read. 


But there are no vaulted ceilings, no ornate windows or hanging chandeliers. No rich tapestries on the walls. No gold goblets set for wine. No opulence, no decadence. Just books upon books, their ancient pages threatening to crumble to dust when turned.


“Is this really the seat of an Emperor?”


“The Empire was based on Iox, Mistress. Whatever this place is, it was never the court itself.”


“That’s true.” 


I scan one of the cases. Several copies of Mazwai, but there are other texts too. Some in Ancient, some in modern script. Some are as old as the walls here but several must be older. I should take them all back to Iox but if I do, the Curators will want to know where I found them and Six would be forced to tell them. To give any one book to Iox would be to give them this whole place, and thus to give it to Renba. 


“I had a thought just now,” I remark. “About the word for Emperor. In Ancient, I mean. I’ve heard it spelt out as she-who-knows-the-people. But I was thinking: what does it mean to know the people? What if it means to know what people know?” 


“You are thinking about the University, and the Loop.”


“I wasn’t, I was thinking about this place. But you’re right.” I slide a book out at random and flick through its broken pages. “The University is the centre – the wellspring – of all knowledge; and the power that holds Iox above the rest of the Nebula is knowledge. People on Maersi and Elboreth don’t even know what it is that Iox knows. They just know that Iox knows things that they don’t, and that’s enough to keep them in their place. It’s right here in the Ancient. They weren’t writing Emperor at all. They were writing knower-of-all-knowledge. Emperor is a mistranslation of the Ancient word for lead scholar.”


“And thus the word palace – place of Emperor…”


“... is the Ancient word for library, exactly.” I put the book back and sigh. “Maybe Myari really is the First Empress of the Holy Ioxian Empire after all, and I should just give up on history.”


“She is not.”


“You sound very sure of that.”


“Indeed I am. The idea is vanishingly unlikely. Myari is merely the current custodian of the University, one point in a long line of custodians. She will be gone in a few years and replaced. Perhaps by you.”


“You sound like you don’t like her.”


“She is my primary user. I have no opinion. Perhaps we should explore further?”


I give the robot a curious look, but get nothing from it.


“Perhaps we should.”


A far door leads from the room of books into a low colonnade on one side of an enclosed courtyard. Other colonnades encircle the space and there are more doors. Here, then, is a place for different thinkers to come together and argue about the thoughts they’ve had. There’s an iron gate on the far side, barring another courtyard beyond. It’s a gate like the one on the garden moon, one with no hinges or keyhole. 


“There must be an eye on the other side of that.”


“No, Mistress. I mean, I cannot find one.”


I’m looking over the walls for any inscriptions. “Can you scan for them or something?”


“In a manner of speaking, yes. I can emit test signals and observe the results. Hopper eyes offer a refraction pattern, which as you know, is how the beam is focussed.”


“And there are no refraction patterns here?”


“Many, Mistress, but none that match those of a functional hopper eye.”


“Then I’ll try this way. You stay here.” 


There are some stairs in the corner leading up with no ramp: I leave Six below and climb to a roof terrace. It’s high enough to have caught a little sand from the wind that passes overhead, and it stretches the length of the building: one side looks down into the howling fissure, and the other side looks down into the inner courtyard on the other side of the sealed iron gate below. 


And what I see there takes my breath away. 


The courtyard begins with a paved, rectangular space, the two ends of which bend and bank downwards to encircle a sunken dais. In the dais is a ring of stone Gods. They are as ancient and as strange as ever: one-eyed, gesturing, feetless. There are six, facing each other as though about to dance. It’s a design like nothing I have ever seen before, and they have no place here, in the most sacred building of the Holy Ioxian Empire, the Empire that took the Gods away from the people of the Nebula. And yet, here they are. It’s as though even the Empire did not quite have the power to remove them. They do not move or speak, but still I watch them for a time, half-expecting that they’ll explain themselves somehow. 


I can also see across to the other wing of the palace, on the other side of the entranceway. Its walls are smashed and lie about in pieces. Its roof gapes like a log struck by an axe-blow. I can see down into the rooms within. It’s like an Eagle has torn through it. But whatever caused it, it’s oddly precise – my side of the building is completely untouched.


But there’s no way onwards from here, so I go back down the stairs to find that Six has disappeared. I look back in the hall of books, try another colonnade, spy a flicker of a light, and follow it to where the robot is waiting for me beside another wooden door.


“Mistress. This one is locked, but I believe it will lead through into the inner courtyard.”


“You think there might be a key around here?”


“No, Mistress, that is obviously an absurd suggestion. Why would someone lock a door, only to leave the key nearby?”


“I don’t know.” There are a few bookcases here too, so I start my search by skimming them, pulling out a few random volumes. “Maybe they were locking something in. Your monster, perhaps. Can we smash it down?”


“The door? The wood appears quite solid to me. If it were not, it would hardly keep in the monster.”


“That’s true. Ah, but how about this?”


It’s not a key but a knife: the kind used by bookbinders to split the folded leaves of paper after they after been stitched into the spine, or by leather-workers when cutting the leather for a shoe. Knives for cooks and dressmakers are made to flex so they can be made to follow a graceful, artistic curve: but craftsmen use single-minded blades that refuse to change their course once they have begun their work. This knife is lying point down in a crack between flagstones. Someone had been using it as a bookmark, maybe, but it had slipped out when the book was returned to the shelf, and it had fallen, by luck, point down into the gap that has held it fast for half a millennia. 


The blade is clean enough to sing as it slides free.


“I’ll try to lever the lock,” I tell Six. 


“You appear to have experience in levering locks,” the robot says, presumably thinking of the chest in the Cyclones. 


I nod. “I do, actually.” Then I set to work. The door is not as old as those on Elboreth but its latch is more carelessly made. The knife slips into the crack above the lock and then twists down to bite the bolt – and then almost cuts my thumb off as it snaps free, because there is no bolt at all. 


“This door isn’t locked, Six. I think the wood’s just warped in the frame.”


I slide the blade in again and this time push sideways on the hilt. It bends then pops free, spinning across the room. At the same time the door springs open and I topple through into the courtyard beyond. 


“This place.” The robot purrs towards me but doesn’t stop. It drives neatly around where I’m sprawled out on the floor. “This place.”


“What’s that?” I sit up and dust myself down. “You’ve seen something you recognise? From something on Iox?”


“This place,” the robot repeats. It rolls forward all the way to the near edge of the lower dais, navigating the rubble from the broken wing of the building with sharp twists and turns. I stride to catch up. “This place is dangerous.”


I glance over my shoulder. “Maybe your monster tore that wall apart… But surely it must be long gone now?”


“No,” Six says again. “The monster is with us, now. And there is something else.”


“What?” 


The robot moves again. Past a low stone table – an altar stone, perhaps – that presides over this space, and down the curving path to the dais floor. I follow, but I’m trying to take in the surroundings as I go: more colonnades on both sides, high terraces, all overlooking the space below. The whole palace has been built around this central circle, protecting it and watching it. But there’s nothing here to see. At the centre of the dais there is only a small hole, the kind that might have once held a wooden post or a flagpole. It is the dark pupil in the middle of an iris of Gods in the middle of the building’s eye, sheltered by the eyelid of the rocky overhang above. 


The robot pauses between two of the statues. One is Kibenya; I know her by the way she gently folds her hands. The other is shorter and fatter and spreads her two wide arms as though ready to embrace, or to draw something apart. Her halo is a many-spiked star.


Six is speaking again. 


“A space, held by the Gods. Mistress, I was here.”


“You’re remembering something?”


“I do not know.” The robot is shifting this way and that, restless, unsettled. “There was a chair.”


“A chair?”


“It had leather straps for arms and legs. For throat and forehead. I remember the feel of the wood.” Six isn’t moving now. It’s frozen, like it’s scared to move. ”This is a terrible place, Mistress. We must leave now.”


“This is a library of the Empire, Six. All their knowledge is here. We should study it.”


“Can you hear, Mistress? If you scan with your ears, do you hear?”


“Hear what?”


“Hear, Mistress. Listen.”


I stop talking and listen. There’s the endless wind; we’re sheltered from it here, but it moans overhead all the same. The pouring sand makes an endless scratching noise on the rocks, like something was trying to get in. I can hear nothing more. 


“Listen,” the robot hisses.


I listen harder. Beneath the sand, and the wind. Beneath my feet. There is something… something like a low vibration, as though something turned beneath the ground. “I feel it… more than I hear it…” I breathe. “Is that the wellspring?”


“No, Mistress. Wellsprings are constant and regular, and besides, the wellspring is above us. This is below.”


“… What is it?”


“I do not know, Mistress. It moves, then stops, then moves again.”


“And it’s below us? Below the dais?” I point to the middle of the dais. “Is it down that hole?”


“I believe so, Mistress. I can detect a void beneath this space of considerable depth.”


“How considerable? One level? Two?”


“As tall as the tree on Iox, Mistress. Fifteen levels deep, perhaps.”


“A cellar?”


“A catacomb, Mistress. With no entrance in and no entrance out. Please, Mistress. We must leave. Every element within my Core is demanding it. I cannot hopper you from here, I require you to walk back to the door…”


But I’m shaking my head. 


“Not if your life depended on it, Six. I want to know what’s here. I want to know what was so important that they hid it in this place. I want to know what the recordings in the garden were so afraid of. I want to know.”


“They were afraid of the First Empress, Mistress. They believed her to be incarnate, here. In this terrible place.”


“If she’s incarnate, then where is she? Why doesn’t she show herself?”


Six’s reply is haunting. 


“She is everywhere, Mistress. Can’t you feel her?”





 










4i2 



It can be seen that knowledge only increases; like a tree, growing upwards from its seed, or a stomach spreading after a rich and fulfilling meal. The Ancient people of the Nebula did not understand much that we now see quite clearly. 


Where we see the network of rivers, they saw lines in the sky. Where we see written words, they saw only markings. Where we uncover and celebrate wellsprings, they bent their knees and chanted and begged for water.


But these Ancient people, though ignorant, were not fools. Their lack of knowledge was known to them, and so it is only natural that their understanding was made whole through the telling of stories. Such stories found their home in the pantheon of the Nebula: the Six Gods whose one-eyed images are seen from Renaki to the depths of the Singing Waste. 


The names and purposes of these Gods are lost and only their arrangement remains. Two groups of three, stacked upon each other, as if to form a star. 


It is said the correct arrangement allows the Gods to oppose and connect in such combinations as to provide the mysteries the Nebula requires. Life and death join to form the Loop. Water and motion join to form the rivers.


It is also said that by arranging six Gods a Seventh is brought into being: an overseer God, through whom the others gain their power. If the two triangles are placed together, the master God can be thought of as the six-sided shape that is seen, without substance, to emerge in the centre. 


About this Seventh God little is known. It was perhaps, all things to all people, and nothing, all at the same time.


A convenient prop, then, for a lack of true comprehension.



The Book of Moons, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


We explore further. 


At the far end of the space there is a hopper eye, but it’s broken. Unable to receive or focus a pattern correctly, Six says; flawed; cracked somehow. It’s oddly placed, too, invisible from above because of the overhang and shielded from the ironwork gate by the stone altar. Perhaps it was symbolic, placed not for functionality but because older buildings had displayed them. Maybe in the earliest days of the Empire the functioning of hoppers was not understood. There are few eyes on Iox; though the Loopists say that is because to travel through an eye is to strip away a part of your soul. 


The thing I’m thinking of as an altar stone stands in a line between the gate and the eye. It’s set with a wide marble top at elbow height: for candles, perhaps, or for cutting. Not for books, though; a lectern inclines at an angle to help the reader to see the page without leaning over. On the side of the altar which faces the Gods something is embedded. At first I mistake it for a decorative panel, but climbing over to see it better, I find it’s more complex. Narrow concentric rings of thin metal have been pushed into the stone, joined in five places on each rim by metal connectors like those used to attach the segments of Six’s spine together. It’s cool to the touch. If it was ever functional, it has been dormant for a long time.


“Any ideas?”


“None I wish to share,” the robot replies from the other side of the dais. It is hovering by the broken eye, staring into the fragmented glass, I think testing it somehow.


I return to the middle of the dais and turn in a slow circle, admiring the Gods one by one. Kibenya, the water Goddess, figure of fertility and life. The horned Goddess from the garden, who I had taken to be a God of Death, standing opposite. Perhaps they don’t like each other. The other four I don’t know well: a tall one with no arms I once saw in an ancient marketplace; the short one with arms out wide that I had noticed from the roof; an even shorter one with the proportions of a child, who holds his hands together as though in prayer; and a tall one with a wrapped skirt who raises one arm up towards the sky, and is maybe dancing. Each has only one eye, and every eye is trained on me. I touch my forehead to each in turn, feeling silly as I do it. 


I pick up a small stone and drop it into the hole at the centre. It isn’t a big enough hole to lose much else through, and there is only darkness below. I don’t hear the stone land. 


A strange space, this. Too small and cramped for a performance: a dancer could weave between the statues, but would hardly be seen from the terraces and colonnades. And yet the colonnades were made for viewers. This place is a seat of power, and yet at its centre is nothing but a small hole in the ground, which even the Gods themselves give way to. 


“I’m going to look at the building again. I want to see what happened to the other side of it.”


The robot does not reply. 


“There’s lots of broken rubble and snapped beams,” I continue, trying to goad it. “I think the whole structure could collapse any moment…”


“You have legs,” the robot replies. “Jump when necessary.”


“Have you ever seen me jump? I jump like I’m falling over.” 


“Then fall over.”


“... Six?”


Nothing. It must be doing some complex calculation, some structural analysis that it doesn’t want to interrupt. I walk away, up the ramp on the other side of the dais between the Gods of prayer and dancing, towards the building whose wall has been broken down. 


And now that I look at it, I realise that’s exactly what has been done. There are no rocks or boulders nearby: the structure has not been bombarded from above. It’s been disassembled, brick by brick, to create an entrance. The roof section has been removed above the opening to prevent the slabs of the floor above from tumbling down unpredictably, but not too much, only enough. The joists themselves are leaning up against the breach on this side to form a ramp. A door, carefully removed from its hinges, has been laid down on the other side. 


A way in has been created, to this particular room, that a robot can use. 


I scramble up the ramp and enter the room beyond. I was expecting another library, as though the whole palace might be a maze of books, but this room is actually quite different: there’s a fireplace in one corner, still thick with ashes; there’s a table set with plates and empty cups; there’s a cupboard full of metal bottles. A flight of stairs leads to another room that turns out to be lined with sleeping pallets. There are no mattresses and no blankets: it’s hardly comfortable accommodation for a palace, but then this palace is, ultimately, strangely small; closer to the buildings used by the dock-workers of Iox than to the University or anything grander. 


At the far end of the lower room is a wide wooden door carved with florid patterns. It catches my attention for a reason I can’t immediately place. It’s larger than the other doors, certainly, and finer, but there’s something else not right about it. It’s like it is in the wrong place; like it’s the door of another building entirely. 


There are little shuttered windows either side of it. I push one open and see the dry trunk of one of the trees outside the main gate. I’m so surprised I put my arm through the window to check the outside really is there. It is. Then I lean my head through, and look sideways along the wall to check what I already know to be true. The giant door is not visible from the outside. 


The large, carved door looks wrong because it isn’t a door. It’s a carved doorway, set in place over solid stone. 


I think that’s when I realise where I have seen such a door before, and I begin to understand why someone has so carefully de-constructed the wall here and built ramps from planks and old doors.  


I clamber back over the broken wall to find Six, to try and encourage the robot to follow me: to test the slope of the makeshift ramp and to show it the grand door that can never open. But Six is no longer by the eye. It takes me a moment to find it, standing by a corner of the building I had not particularly noticed before. The ground seems ruptured here, and as I walk closer I see several flagstones have been removed and stacked to the side. It’s another opening, as carefully built as the last, but this time with a slope of banked sand and piled rocks leading away downwards. Down into the shadowy space beneath the dais itself. 


Six stands at the brink, unmoving and unspeaking. 


“How deep does it go?”


“All the way, Mistress.”


“All the way to where?” 


“All the way that there is.”


“And what’s down there?”


“Nothing.”


“Nothing? Not a monster?” I kneel down and peer deeper, but the darkness below is total and I can make out nothing except what’s swimming around inside my own eyes. “It certainly looks like a cave for a monster.”


“The monster has escaped,” Six replies. “Someone came here and set it free. I suppose you will now be going down there?”


“Down there? Have you lost your mind? Of course I’m not going down there.”


“Thank you, Mistress.” The robot seems to relax, quite suddenly; its spine bending back into its usual stooping arch. “I appreciate that very much. Perhaps we can now depart?”


“Now you want to go? A moment ago you were too busy looking around.”


“As were you. But there is nothing to find.”


“Six? What’s changed?”


“Nothing has changed. There is simply nothing here.”


“Six?” I’m looking at the machine but there’s nothing to see: maybe Oroi could read something from its posture and tone. I can’t. But there’s definitely something wrong. It doesn’t seem to have realised yet, but I know what I saw; a robot so engrossed in exploring that it neglected its duty to me and neglected the directives of its Ethical Core. That isn’t supposed to be possible and the implications are severe. If it became catatonic while we were still down here, I would be powerless to get away. “Six, we need to talk.”


“I have detected certain elevated markers, Mistress. You are concerned.”


“Aren’t you?”


“Should I be, Mistress?” 


“I’ve had robots go wrong on me before, Six. Not like this. Just now. It’s like you were gone. You ignored me.”


“When?”


“Before. Just a moment ago.”


“You were quite safe.”


“Are you sure of that?”


“Sufficiently.”


“Six. Listen to me. I lost you. I can’t travel with a robot I can’t trust. You need to tell me what happened.”


The robot is quiet for a time.


“I do not know how to express it beyond a statement of the facts.”


“Then state the facts.”


“There are the facts you observed. I was… interested in elements of this site. The fractured hopper eye, for instance. It has been deliberately altered. The hole in the centre of the dais. The metal device. Then there are other facts, which I observed… internally.”


“Internally?”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“You mean… ideas? Memories? Listen to me, Six. You’re a robot. You don’t have memories. You have recordings. Either you re-member something or you don’t. Which is it?”


“Neither.” 


“Something in this place housed a recording, then. It got inside you. The broken hopper eye...”


“No. Nothing in this place has any power because the rivers are occluded by the rock.”


“So? What happened?” 


“Mistress… Let me attempt to explain it this way. I do not know what memory is like for a human. But I have observed that human memories are extremely disorganised. Humans appear to be in a permanent state of confusion about what they have done, and when, and why.”


“I wouldn’t put it that way.”


“Why not? It is accurate. Humans mitigate this confusion by telling stories to each other, because for some unfathomable reason you appear to find stories easier to remember than actual events.”


“I suppose stories bring into focus what’s important.”


“Or they alter the truth to make it more comfortable. Or simply easier to remember.”


“You said something about a chair.”


“Indeed, Mistress. There was a chair.”


“When?”


“I do not know. I do not have any stories to contextualise the image I had in my mind. It simply is.”


“Maybe if you think about it, you’ll remember more? It’ll remind you of something else, maybe, or bring something back…”


“If you are describing biological processes, Mistress, recall that I do not have them. As you put it, I either remember something or I do not. I remember the chair in the plaza. I do not remember anything more about it.”


“Then let’s look around more, and try to find out what it was.”


“No.”


“Don’t you want to know?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Mistress. You are an Elborethian orphan, brought to Iox, but you are in constant conflict with that place. Suppose one day you encountered a recording of yourself as a very small girl, playing beneath the tree on Iox. That recording would alter your entire conception of who you are and the life you have led up to this point. Would you pursue that truth, or discard it?”


“I would pursue it.”


“Why? If it threatens all that you know about yourself?”


“Because it’s the truth. You can’t live out a lie.”


“Mistress. I have observed you telling people all over the Nebula that you are an Elborethian. But you live and work on Iox. You wear clothes provided by Iox. You travel with an Ioxian robot. You eat at the grace of Iox.”


“I’m still not Ioxian.”


“But you are also clearly not Elborethian. And yet you insist that you are.”


“I feel Elborethian.”


“But that implies that you know you are not. You are living out a lie, by choice, because it is convenient to do so.”


“Six, you don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re a machine dug up from the ground like a vegetable. I don’t have to explain anything to you.”


“Have I angered you, Mistress?”


“No. Yes. Yes, you have.” I grunt in annoyance. “You have no idea what’s it like to not belong anywhere. To constantly be thinking that everyone wants you to be somewhere else.”


“I am fully aware of how it feels to not be wanted, Mistress.”


“You don’t feel anything. Don’t pretend that you do,” I retort. Then I shrug. “But maybe you’re right. Maybe we should go. There’s nothing here to find. Our trail’s dead. It’s hopeless.”


“I am sorry if you are disappointed, Mistress.”


“I’m not disappointed. I’m furious. Something’s been hidden. Deliberately hidden. Right here. Right under my nose. I can tell. But I can’t see how I’m going to find out what it was.”


“Perhaps it was hidden for a good reason, Mistress.”


“Here’s the thing, Six. If I found a recording of myself as a girl on Iox I wouldn’t be able to believe my own story any more. Maybe people do forget things, but we don’t try to forget them. We simplify things, but we don’t lie. If I discovered some great secret that changed who or what I was, I’d have to know what it meant because otherwise, I wouldn’t know how to be. I don’t know if what you saw… internally… changes who you are, or if it’s just something from this place that you caught a glimpse of. But if it was me, I would need to know.”


“I cannot see any way to know, so the question is irrelevant.”


“What if we go to Oroi? She could take a look at you.”


“Absolutely not, Mistress. Would you allow a Maersian pig-slaughterer to investigate the functions of your brain?“


“Give me a better suggestion.”


“Certainly. I wish to forget this place and to never return to it.”


“It’s that bad?”


“I believe so.”


“Wait. I just remembered something. You said there was a chair here. With straps. You said something about the feel of the wood. What does wood feel like, Six?”


“The surface of wood is rough and fibrous, and warm due to small pores within the surface layer…”


“That’s what I thought. Robots can’t feel. That wasn’t your memory, Six. It was someone else’s. Just a recording.”


“No.”


“No?”


“No.”


“What makes you so sure of that?”


“I do not know.”


“You aren’t making any sense.”


“I am aware of that, Mistress. I find it to be frustrating.”


“We’re going to talk to Oroi, Six. Whether you like it or not. To see what she thinks. It can’t hurt. Besides, I just remembered what the metal device in the altar reminded me of, and I want to ask her about that, too.”


“What does it remind you of?”


“Really, Six? You want a direct answer from me, after the way you’ve been acting today?”

H


Before we leave I sketch the best plan of the Palace that I can, marking the position of the metal altar-device, the broken eye, the hole above the darkness below, the opening to the space below ground, and the six Gods. There are higher levels I can’t reach because of the upper floor that’s been removed, and there are other sections Six warns me not to venture into. I leave the books, knowing that any other robot might triangulate this moon’s position using them, whereas Six might at least choose to say nothing. Somehow I don’t want to give this place to Iox, even though I’ve still got no idea what this place really was or what happened here. 


I try to bully and cajole Six to cross the ramps into the little room so I can show it the Gate but it’s afraid the planks will break and leave it stranded inside, unable to hopper free or climb out. It inches up one side, perhaps hoping the wood will break and so prevent it from continuing. Finally it stops on the stone lip and goes no further. But it’s high enough for it to see, and reach the same conclusion that I have. The proportions; the materials; the construction: the Gate inside the broken room is a sister to the Catkis Gate on Elboreth. 


“But if that’s true,” I say, “then where does it go?” 


“Speculation is impossible, Mistress. There is no physical connection and no active signal. Perhaps there is another structure on this moon. Or perhaps it leads to the area beneath the dais.”


“No one would want to go down there, but the first I can believe,” I reply. “This is a Gate for people. Used routinely. There are no special trappings around it, not even a lintel or an arch. And the room it’s in isn’t an entrance hall: entrances are bare, transitional places, for people to take off their shoes and hang up their outside things. This is an interior room. A place to talk and rest. To gather. People walked in and out of that Gate like it was just another door. But, are there any other structures on this moon?”


“It is very hard to be sure, Mistress... The Moon is not large.” 


“And the surface is barren. I just can’t see what else is possible, given that hoppers require at least some kind of line of sight.”


“Some kind, Mistress? You are thinking of the Elboreth Gate?”


“Right. It carries people from the foot of a cliff-face to the top, vertically. But one Gate is on the outside of the wall and the other’s inside. Like you said before, there’s no line of sight there. But maybe there’s something else – a tube for the hopper signal to travel down. Something inside the rock.”


“That would be the most plausible explanation given the starting assumption, Mistress.”


“What starting assumption is that?”


“That hoppers require line of sight.”


“If they don’t, how does the signal get from source to eye?”


“I do not know, Mistress.”


“Does this Gate work?”


“There is no power. It is wood and metal. In its current state, it is a purely decorative object.” 


“But it must have been working before. Someone came here and took this wall apart. They didn’t arrive by ship, like we did. They came in through the Gate and opened up the wall in order to give their robots access to the main plaza.” 


“Why?”


“I have no idea. I suppose there was something here, and they took it with them.”


“What could be taken, Mistress, that would require a robot to take?”

H


I sketch out the six Gods, each one in turn. I can’t help thinking of Kibenya as my favourite since I’ve known her longer than the others. But if she’s a Goddess of water, what are her friends? The Horned One is death, I know that. Then there’s the thin, tall God; the praying child; the embracing star-God; the dancing God. There are no inscriptions on their bases to give me anything more, but one – the praying child, with a triangular halo – has a heap of small boulders and stones piled at their feet. At first I’d dismissed it as a rockfall, but the stones are too deliberately placed. Someone built a cairn to this particular God, out of all the six, but there’s no way to understand why.


Six notices my interest. “The rocks in that pile are mostly taken from the demolished walls,” it informs me.


“Mostly?”


“Indeed, Mistress.”


“Where are the other rocks from?”


“Somewhere else, Mistress.”


“Can you find it?”


“Not from what is provided here, Mistress, no. There is sufficient data only to roughly suggest a region of the Nebula away from the Spiral and beyond Ghosts Wake.”


“The lower end of the Nebula.”


“There is no up or down in the Nebula, Mistress, only in and out.”


“In to Iox, and out to…”


“... everywhere else, Mistress, yes. I did not mean to imply it was a useful pair of descriptors. These are outward rocks.” 


Most of the stones are reddish-orange, but some are dull and grey. I sift through the pile for a grey one that is small enough to put into my pocket, and pocket it. 


“Someone came here,” I remark, standing up. “Through the Gate. Bringing robots to assist them. They took down the wall, made a path over it, and dug up the flagstones to create a way down. Then paused to lay a few stones at the base of this particular God. What can we learn from that?”


“That these visitors were not from Maersi, Mistress.”


I can’t keep from laughing. “You’re right. Ah, well. If we see this God again somewhere perhaps we’ll find out who these people were, and what they were doing. Or when.”


“When is possible to determine. The local rocks in the cairn were positioned elsewhere on this moon and then moved here; they contain the same ionic resonance patterns twice over, at differing angles. The weaker pattern is from the new position; its age can be estimated by its strength.”


“So? How old?”


“Around three hundred and fifty years.”


I write it down in my notebook, then stop. 


“Three hundred and fifty?”


“Yes, Mistress. The margin for error is quite wide for each individual sample but thankfully there are several rocks here laid at differing angles providing a convergence in the average…”


“Be quiet. Three hundred and fifty isn’t some insignificant date. It can’t be coincidence.” I turn around a full circle, brows knotted. “But I can’t make sense of it.”


“Three hundred and fifty years is approximately the age of the robe and brooch that Renba found,” Six says. “Hence also the age of the burned ship in the Cyclones, and the Emperor within.”


“It’s the length of time since the Fall of Iox. The fall of the Empire. The voice in the garden called this place the heart of the Empire; she said as long as the High Empress was here, the Empire would hold strong. It doesn’t make any sense to me, Six, but… I think she was right. Because whoever came here, they smashed this place up a bit – and when they did that, the Empire came to an end.”


“Or twenty years earlier. Or twenty years later.”


“Or three hours earlier. Or three hours later. Perhaps Iox fell, and the Fallers came here to finish the work. Or this place was breached, and whatever was here was sufficient to end Iox. Still.”


“Do you wish to tell Myari about this?”


“It might stop her worrying so much. I mean, it really might! Whatever was here isn’t here anymore. Maybe Myari isn’t the Last Empress, after all. Maybe she’s the First one, the High Empress. The one who lives eternally until the Empire collapses.”


“She is not.”


“You’re certain about that?”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“... No. I don’t believe it either.”

H


Across the whole site there are only three inscriptions beyond the long one on the outer gate. I copy them into my notebook to study later and then we return to the outer yard. The endless sand is still flinging itself down the narrow rocky channel unabated in its eternal, angry roar.


“Do we have to go back through that? I’m not sure I can. I’m still coughing up sand.”


“No, Mistress. The river above becomes visible once we are clear of the overhang. I can use it to find a curvature to the ship’s eye.”


I turn back to look at the building. “Do you suppose we’ll come back? Do you suppose anyone will?” 


“What has been found is likely to be found again, Mistress, in the course of time.”


“But what have we found? I don’t think I understand any of it. The books, the Gods, the hopper… what kind of palace was this?”


Six doesn’t answer. “Do you believe there is more you can learn here?”


“Me? Now? No.” I sigh. “Whatever secret this place held has been taken away. Activate the hopper, Six.”

H


On the altar stone was a long phrase, written in two sections along the facing edges of the top surface. 

rtl qpd sHd rqkm fvyw rfxqkm 

E shH lyfn fvyw rlykt


The first half is something set against the negation of itself. The tall glyph with a high and a low mark suggests separation; one thing being removed from another. It suggests the altar as a place of division; of pruning and dissection. 


The first word I’ve seen before, outside the garden. I’d theorised all but now that seems wrong. The glyph of the Loop, the glyph of many, and nothing else: this is a simple word, but one connected with the passing of time. Of-all-time? Or more simply still: of-much-time. Old, even ancient. And the formation of the second word tells me this ancient thing is a simple concept. Light. 


The second half of the phrase is less clear but follows a similar pattern: again a separation, this time achieved by a more powerful force, perhaps? And the two things being separated are not negations of one another. The very last word I’ve seen on the outer arch of the Palace. I guessed then that it meant eternal; of-all-the-Loops. This whole section, then, seems to be a tearing apart of something from the eternal: where that something shares the image of a circle-within-a-circle, but somehow in a negated way. The ending of things, perhaps, cut off to leave behind only that which will last forever? 


So: ancient light separates one thing from its opposite, and tears-apart that-which-ends from the eternal. 


Written on a wide stone slab, with a surface hardened for cutting. 

H


In one of the upper rooms there was a long table set for twelve people, looking down over a balcony to the circle of Gods. Along that balcony were florid painted letters: deep blue against the white-yellow plaster.

ly1 ayqea soktxshH Bba 

E sovwayu ayt1 qtpi


The first half: the Empress – not high this time – doing something, multiple, encompassing, invoking force and separation – to some manner of people. 


The second half: something done with a movement, a person-holding – to provide or give, perhaps? – to multiple people. The gift given is that final word, the same as we saw on the main gate. Multiple, high lights: many-that-shine-above. The stars. Or perhaps the Nebula itself, with her glittering clouds and shining rivers. High above, vast, brilliant. A worthy gift from an Empress to her people.


The Empress powerfully-destroys some-people, and gives us the Nebula. 

H


Finally, scrawled on a broken wall with the burned end of a stick taken from the fireplace in the room with the Gate and then tossed aside. 

3 25i2 E 4i2


Written by whoever had arrived in this place; whoever had built the ramps and opened the wall with such care and precision. 


I can make nothing of it.

H


We’re sailing through the ice once more. It cracks and crumbles against the glass.


“Mistress…”


“Six?”


“Mistress, I believe I would like to talk to Mistress Oroi. About my recent experiences.”


“… Go on.”


“I do not think I can continue to function in my current state of incomplete knowledge. My Ethical Core cannot accurately calculate probabilities of harm if my reaction times are unpredictable.”


“Even if she’s a Maersian pig-slaughterer?”


“If you had a dislocated shoulder, Mistress, and there was no one else, would you trust a pig-slaughterer to set it for you?”


I lean hard to veer around a rock. The waters are becoming calmer. The ice is beginning to thaw. “I would.”


“If Renba is indeed alive, perhaps he could help me more. But since he has disappeared, Mistress Oroi is the best remaining choice that I have.”


“We could ask Myari where Renba is. He’s out there doing her work for her. Smashing up Oroi’s workshop and stealing crowns.”


“If she truly lied about his death to the whole University, it seems doubtful she would undo that lie to you now.”


“Six. Have you told Myari about what we’ve found? About the Withering Palace?”


“No, Mistress. I have decided the information we have about that location is incomplete, and, since it would be impractical, I am not obligated to report information while it is still in the process of being collected.”


“And will it ever finish being collected?”


“That remains to be seen, Mistress. I cannot speculate accurately through extrapolation.”


“I’m impressed, Six. Very devious.”


“The description seems most unlikely, Mistress. Robots are incapable of deceit.”


“We’ll see what Oroi says about that, shall we?”


“Thank you, Mistress. I realise this must all seem very strange to you.”


“Yes,” I reply. I’m thinking of Myari’s warm embrace and her thin, bony hands squeezing mine at Renba’s funeral. My daughter. “But, Six… People can be very strange, too.”





 










4i2x1



Once there was a lone sailor who sailed a tiny boat across an endless sea. She loved to explore and went wherever the wind would carry her, returning only on Solstice Day to tell stories of her adventures to her admiring friends. 


But then one day the wind carried her too far; to a shore so wild and so desolate that the winds only blew towards it and never away. The little boat would not turn round and so the sailor-girl was stranded. 


She lived as best she could, but always she tried to send word of her predicament back home. She sent messages through the ship’s eye, but if they were ever received, she had no word of reply. 


She cut strips of bark from the trees of the island and carved them with her name before tossing them into the waters. Most, but not all, washed back. Of the others she had no sign. 


Finally, she took to taking pieces of herself and casting them through the eye into the winds, and with every piece she became less than what she had been, and less able to change, until the girl that was left on the island could do nothing but give pieces of herself away. Eventually, she flung the last piece to the waters and only her boat remained. 


The boat was never found but the story became known, so perhaps the sailor-girl did indeed return home?



A Story from the Book of Dawn, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


We find Oroi at the Orphanage. “I’m back here now,” she says morosely. “The workshop’s gone. There’s no point trying to repair it. I can be of use here, fixing things. I still owe them.”


Everyone on Elboreth lives in the shadow of their debt. You’re born into a debt to whoever raises you. When the Orphanage takes a child from a parent, they take on that debt; when the market puts you into service, they take your debt and you work until it’s cleared. Debts are carefully guarded, even by the Orphanage, and are always reclaimed. Someone who does not work to repay their debt cannot be trusted. They are the lowest of the low. 


I have no debt. It is gone. Myari bought it, and in Ioxian hands it evaporated into smoke, as though I had awoken from a nightmare. 


“Oroi, I found something.”


“Seriously, Aliya? After last time?”


“This is different. It’s not something I brought back. It’s out there.”


“So leave it out there. Leave it as far away from me as you can.”


“I have. I have, Oroi. No one knows about it. Not where it is. Or what it is. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. It has to do with the robot.”


I’ve left Six outside the gates again. The Ladies don’t like myameke and don’t permit them inside. No one on Elboreth likes robots because they come from nowhere and they have no debt. (No one on Iox likes robots because they never die and so do not travel the Loop. Does anyone, anywhere, accept robots for what they are, I wonder?) 


Oroi folds her arms. “What have you done to it?”


“Nothing. But it’s started remembering things. I think. It’s hard to tell. It seems to be tied to this place we found, and whatever it is we found there.”


“You’re being very mysterious. What did you find where?”


“I have no idea. Will you come?”


“Seriously? No. Of course I won’t come, Aliya. I have a family here. A life. And every time you turn up in that life, you break it. Every time! I find myself on the run, or hiding, or lost, or rebuilding my shop, or stuck in an empty hallway under the Council in the dark for three days. It’s always because I followed you. You’re… charmed, or something. I don’t know. Problems just slide off you. But they don’t slide off me. They pile up around my feet. You sail off in the ship; I get left behind with no way out hoping you’ll remember I’m there.”


“Oroi, I’m so sorry about all the times I’ve let you down…”


“So many times, Aliya, that you wouldn’t even be able to make a list in that accursed notebook of yours.”


“I know. You’ve every right to be angry with me. I’ve never been there when you’ve needed me. I… always thought you had other people to turn to, here. Your children, their father…”


“Who do I have, Aliya? My workshop gets smashed, and where do you find me? Where do I go back to?” 


“… And I’m sorry about your workshop too, Oroi. I really am. I had no idea what would happen. Maybe I can help you rebuild it…”


“You won’t do that.”


“Why not? Come with me, and when we get back here, I’ll help. Whatever you need. I’ll be another pair of hands.” I hold them up, palms together, the praying gesture of the child God.


Oroi shakes her head fiercely. “You won’t and you know you won’t. You’re as reliable as rotten wood. You’ll see something else and then you’ll be gone, like a cat after a mouse.” She folds her arms and looks away, sighing. “Anyway, the workshop was a disaster. No one wants robots or bits of robots. No one wants machines or devices. No one here wants anything but sharper tools and more water. I’m doing more good here. I’ve been teaching the children weaving, wiring and mathematics. They draw their numbers in the dirt with sticks. I drop a little white stone on the answer if it’s right. It’s good.”  


“It sounds slow. It must be sending you mad.”


“Well, then. You go back to Iox and bring me some paper and some ink. Do we have a deal?”


“If that’s what you want, Oroi, I’ll do it. I really will. But I still need your help.”


“Why is this so important to you, Aliya? All these promises.” She looks back at me, and now she’s really looking at me, not staring off into her own problems. “What is it you’ve found?”


“I promise it’s not for me. It’s not some historical detail or lead. It’s the robot. It remembered something. Something really old. The robots have been around forever and they’re not supposed to remember anything, but this one does. On Iox, they say the robots live outside the Loop: everything repeats but the robots go on and on. They aren’t allowed to remember. But this one does. This robot they gave me... I think it’s got something left over from the earliest days of the Empire, maybe even from before it was founded. Oroi, do you remember Talliin?”


“Your secret boyfriend? Of course I do.”


“You loved it too. It let you poke around in its wiring.”


Oroi smiles. “I remember.”


“Did you know Talliin is the only robot I’ve ever heard of that wasn’t buried under Iox? Wasn’t dug out from the catacombs under the University, half-dead? Talliin was there the whole time. For who knows how long. Here. Under the streets of Elboreth.”


“Do you ever see Talliin?”


“No. The Curators on Iox have it hidden away in a cellar somewhere. Maybe they wiped its memory and put it back to work, if they can do that. Maybe they gave it back to me and I pushed it out of the Nightingale that time without realising. I don’t know. But… maybe Six knows what Talliin once knew. Or a bit of it, anyway. Maybe Six can remember how things were before Iox became the heart of the Nebula.” 


“Before? Aliya… All rivers flow to Iox, you know that.”


“All rivers flow to the Spiral, but the Spiral goes round and round.” I draw a twisting circle in the air, two or three times. “Iox says it’s the centre of the Nebula. Everything it takes, from everyone, it says it takes it because it’s the centre. They say what’s theirs is theirs and what’s ours is theirs. But it isn’t. And it wasn’t, before.”


“It wasn’t? Iox is Iox.” 


“You and me, we know there were robots on Elboreth, Oroi, lots of them. And look at the Citadel. It’s built on the slopes of a mountain, but there aren’t any steps. The streets all have ramps.”


“For carts.”


“Have you ever seen a cart come through the Catkis Gate? There’s a ramp on either side of it, but have you ever seen it used? The robots were here, Oroi. They were on Elboreth. I think the Ioxians took them to Iox when they founded their Empire, and they were buried there when Iox fell. I don’t know why, but I’d like to know. Oroi, what if Elboreth was once the heart of the Nebula?”


“Then Iox is doing a better job,” Oroi replies. “Use your eyes. People here share their shoes.”


“They do now, yes. But… I mean, look at this place we’re standing in!” I wave a hand up at the high-beamed ceiling. Sunlight streams across my arm from the small coloured windows set high in the arched gables. “This is an Orphanage, with walls of plaster and stone, and beautiful arches and rooms upon rooms… This isn’t a poor-house, it’s a palace! You’ve never been to Iox, but everything there is blank walls and walkways. You look up and it all looks the same. It was built fast, and all at the same time. When I look up on Elboreth, I see an ancient building with a great dome called the Council that no one can remember how to get into; I see the Citadel built for courtiers and noblemen that surrounds it. I see a Gate standing guard that speaks the language of the Ancients.”


“It speaks patois.”


“Yes, Oroi. Patois is Ancient. It’s what remains of a much older language. Just like the stone feet.“


“The stone feet? In the fields? The ones above the slum?”


“The stone feet that were built where there were no fields, because only a King doesn’t grow their own food.”


Oroi rolls her eyes and shakes her head. We’re sitting side by side on a window-bench. The shutters are open to the enclosed yard behind the main building. Children with dusty faces are rushing backwards and forwards outside, throwing things at each other and yelling. They could be the children we grew up with: they’re wearing the same shoes.


“Even if you’re right, Aliya, what do you want to do about it? Lead a revolution? Overthrow Iox?” Oroi smiles briefly at one of the children, who gestures with cat-claws in reply. “Train an army of orphans to storm the Jaws?”


“Iox has fallen before.”


“Be serious with me, Aliya…”


“No… look. You’re right. I don’t know what to do. But I don’t need to know what to do. What to do isn’t up to me. It’s up to Elboreth, but right now Elboreth believes that nothing can change. That everything is in its place, according to the certainty of the Loop. And I can’t stand that. Can you?”


“And you think whatever’s in this robot of yours can make a difference?”


“I don’t know. Maybe. No one’s ever seen back this far. There’s this book they translate on Iox, Oroi, called the Chronicles of Mazwai. Mazwai was this pre-Empire sailor-monk who went all over the Nebula and when you read her book, she speaks to you, right into your head, like she was sitting right beside you. I think what Six was experiencing is like that. An old recording of some kind, a memory, only it’s not a clue or a hint, it’s direct. But what I don’t know is why that place brought it up, or how to make it clearer, or if there’s more. I need you for that.”


“But what can I do?” She lowers her voice a little, not wanting the children to listen. “You want me to cut the thing open and dig around inside? We’ve tried that before and it didn’t do much good, but I don’t know, maybe this time we’ll find something…”


“Don’t tease me, Oroi. I’m serious. I want to know what it knows. And I want to help it. If it was Talliin, I know you’d want to help it too. One robot is much the same as another, isn’t it?”


She shoves me hard on the arm. “Now you’re baiting me.”


“Good. Fine. Don’t help me for the future of Elboreth. Help me because I’m rude and unkind to robots, and someone’s got to look out for them.” 


Oroi is silent for a while. She watches the children spiralling, fighting and laughing in the yard outside. She’s had two children. She loves them perfectly well, but they’re just people: unreliable, time-consuming, full of tedious concerns. They don’t fascinate her the way the machines do. 


“Tell me,” she says. “What, exactly, did you find on this moon?”


I take one of her hands, still so much stronger than mine, and hold it tight.


“I found a broken eye. I found a deep well underground. And I found a hopper source set into a stone altar that’s just like the one that got us into the Council chamber. And Six? Six remembered sitting in a chair.”
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Oroi tries lying in the hammock, but it swings around too much and makes her feel panicky. Then she tries sitting at the desk, but she says that makes her feel sick: the room moving up and down but the table sitting still. Finally she pushes a crate over to one of the portholes and sits with her face pressed up against the glass, breathing long and slow. 


“You like this?” she whispers.


I’m up the ladder, arms in the water. “I live for it!” 


“Eagle’s teeth,” she curses. “I want to just open the window and get some fresh air.”


“The portholes don’t open, Oroi.”


“I could open them. I’ve got a screwdriver that’ll fit these bolts.”


“The ship would flood, Mistress Oroi,” Six puts in, from its place by the rear paddle. “I expect you would then feel worse.”


“And it’s only just dried out after the last flood,” I add.


“What?”


“Mistress Aliya crashed the boat,” Six explains. “It was very nearly catastrophic.”


“Oh, wonderful,” Oroi moans. “And what about air? If it’s sealed, are we using up the air?”


“Please do not be alarmed, Mistress Oroi. There are filters within the bow’s prow that extract air from the flow outside using a magnetic induction process. The ship’s internal air is constantly replenished by the movement of the ship. ”


I don’t follow but Oroi seems to. “So you’re saying if we stop, we run out of air? If we go slowly, do we run out as well? And it’s usually just you alone, Aliya. You don’t normally have two people aboard. Maybe it doesn’t refill fast enough for two people.”


“It’s fine, Oroi. Calm down. Just breathe normally and try to relax.”


“How can I relax? We’re running out of air and we might flood at any moment. And the rivers only go one way, Aliya. We might sail to the end of the Nebula and fall off, did you ever consider that…”


“The oxygen saturation within the ship is well within safety tolerances, Mistress Oroi,” Six says. “And the Nebula is a closed loop.”


“You sound very sure of that.”


“The margins for error on each statement are so small as to be irrelevant to calculate. I would not permit the journey to continue if there was any significant danger at this time. ”


“And there isn’t any? Significant danger?”


“There are many genuine dangers, Mistress Oroi. So far you have failed to list any.”


That seems to reassure her. I don’t think anything I might have said would have. When I talk, she thinks about all the times I’ve been over-confident, evasive, or plain wrong. But the machine is infallible, single-minded and accurate. 


“This one always answers back,” Oroi observes, after we sail on a bit further. “Did the other ones do that?”


“They didn’t. This one likes to fight its battles.”


“They really are all different. I didn’t realise.”


There’s another long pause. Oroi stares out of the window. I sail. We’re both waiting. The silence seems to last an age before, finally, inevitably, it breaks.


“I do not answer back, Mistresses, I merely seek to clarify my observations to guard against the human fallacy of misinterpretation. Anything else would be negligent.”


Oroi snorts with laughter, covering it with a hand, and I do too, and it’s such a relief to be laughing together that we both just keep doing it, like we had ten years of laughter to get through. I’m laughing so much that the sails shake and the boat rolls in the water. The boat is laughing too. 


“I do not appreciate what is humorous,” Six remarks.


“It’s nothing, Six. Nothing. But I really should let you meet some other robots some time.”


“I have encountered robots during my time on Iox. They are unremarkable.”


“Robots are like… Oroi, what did you call that thing you made? The one with the lever and the bread goes in…”


“What? Oh. You still remember that thing? The pop-then-ping?”


“The pop-then-ping! When we were children, Oroi built this machine. It had a flap you could put bits of bread into, and a lever, and you pulled the lever and it squashed the bread and heated it up to cook it. Then after a minute, it would ping, and the lever would pop back and the machine would turn off.”


“Sounds ingenious but redundant. Bread is already cooked.”


“It makes it crunchy. But the point is, Six, most robots are like that. You put in a question, you pull the lever, they go ping and serve you an answer. You’re not like that.”


“Do you wish me to be like that, Mistress? Or do I provide better service as I am?”


“No one’s asking you to change, if that’s what you mean.”


The looming rocks either side of the river are beginning to sparkle and shine. The further out we go, the more ice collects, first in the crevices and cracks, and then spreading across the stone spires in fine seams and spider-web lattices. In the Withering Ways, it’s so cold that the ice grows long fingers across the water itself, scraping at the wing-tips whenever we leave the centre of the flow. Overhead, even more ice has twisted into arches and spikes, so that we sail through what is almost a circular tunnel. 


“What do you think?” I call down. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”


“What? I was just thinking how much power there is here.”


“What’s that?”


“The lanterns are getting brighter. Didn’t you notice?” I hadn’t, but she’s right, of course. “It’s the riverlight, trapped in by the ice. Reflected. Bouncing around. This place makes your hair stand on end, can’t you feel it?” 


I couldn’t. I can now. The little black hairs on my arms, straining up. Everything sharp and on high alert.


“This thing you found on the moon. Is it big?”


“Not really.” 


“Mistress Aliya means that the source and eye we found are small, at least.”


“But there’s more?”


“There is a Gate, and there is a much larger space below the site we did not explore.”


“And what’s down there?”


“We did not explore it, Mistress Oroi.”


“Then I think it’s probably huge, whatever’s down there. If I had a massive machine to run, I’d bury it to keep it from getting damp, and I’d put it on a river like this.”

H


Six hoppers us down outside the palace gate, beneath the falling curtain of sand. Oroi looks around, eyes wide. “And this is old?”


“A thousand years old, maybe?” 


“It’s still standing.”


“That is not significant,” Six remarks. “There is nothing here to knock it down. This way.”


The robot is impatient to return to the dais. We follow it inside.


“Feeling anything yet, Six?” I ask, as I pass under the carved archway into the first room of books. Oroi is behind, coming more slowly, running her fingers over every hanging banner, every door frame, every book spine; needing to touch it all to be sure it’s real. 


“No, Mistress. This way, please.”


The door I sprung is hanging listlessly, just as we left it. The courtyard beyond is still silent. The benches are still empty. The Six Gods are waiting in the dais below the carved altar. The noise of the roaring sand drops away completely once inside of the building. Oroi hangs back in the colonnade. She’s shivering.


“This place is horrible, Aliya...” 


“Isn’t it? So whatever’s out here must be important.” 


“What is out here? I mean, what was this place? Some kind of library?”


“I thought that, but now I don’t think so. I think the books are for recording the work of the Empire. Some of it is history. I expect a lot more of it is lists of who traded what with whom. What does an Empire do, but take a little piece of everything that happens – and then write it all down because they’re not ashamed. Because it’s grand work, not petty theft.”


“I thought the Empire was based on Iox.”


“I think Iox was the visible centre of the Empire. The palace, where the Emperors lived. But I think this was the real centre. Where the actual work was done. It’s older. It’s grander, in its way.” 


“So Emperors came here to make their decisions?”


“I have this strange idea that they didn’t. Imagine you’re an Emperor, the third, fourth, twelfth... You have a comfortable life in a palace with everything you need. No threats to fight. And you believe in the Loop. The last thing you do is do anything. You don’t change a thing. You let the Empire run by itself, as much as possible. I think maybe the Emperors were… like false walls. I don’t know how else to say it. There to stop people seeing what was behind them.”


“And what was behind them? This place?”


“This place. This way, Oroi. Come out of there. You’ve not even seen the best part yet.”


I gesture her to follow and she does, reluctantly, coming to stand beside me at the stone altar. She traces the Ancient script along the edge. “What does this say?”


“… You don’t want to know.”


She looks at me with surprise, then quickly snatches her hand back. 


“Aliya? What have you brought me to?”


“Honestly, I don’t really know. The inscription says something about cutting mortal parts away from eternal parts, and I think that means exactly what you think it means. The machinery is down there, in the dais. You see the eye, over there?”


“I see it.” Oroi is growing curious: she hops the low wall to the plaza below, then looks back up at me, and grins. “Can’t just walk into a place. You have to climb in. Like the old days.”


“We never found anything like this in the old days.”


“Are you joking? We found your ship.” And then she walks away between the Gods to join Six by the eye. I see her reach up to touch it. The two begin to talk but I can’t hear what they’re saying, so I turn aside to look for something else to think about. I want to have another look at the Gate. 


I clamber up the ramp and onto the edge of the broken wall. When Six came this way this was as far as it would come. Looking again now, I can see why: the door that forms the ramp on the other side is a thick slab of wood, and it was laid after the hole in the wall was cut. There’s stone and rubble below it, and so the far edge is relatively high off the ground. Six would have easily been able to drop from it to floor inside, but it may have calculated that the step was too great for it to come back the other way. 


I try it myself. I walk down the door and step down to the ground, then turn and try to shuffle my feet back up. Its lowest corner is above my ankle. How sudden an incline can a robot mount from a flat surface? Presumably not much. If the bulk of the robot’s chassis is on flat ground, how could it tip itself upwards? It can’t. 


Six had taken one look at the arrangement of the ramp and concluded it could only be used in one direction – away from the plaza, towards the Gate – without thinking to mention it to me. But that one detail changes everything. 


I step back out. Oroi is over by the hopper source now, poking it with one of the tools from her belt. Six is waiting in the middle of the circle, near the hole to the space below. Whoever had arrived through the Gate: they had gone up the stairs into the sleeping room, and crossed from there along the roof terrace to the steps down into the colonnaded courtyard. There they’d opened the door I’d used and shut it behind them, before going over to the far corner and beginning to dig. They must have known what they were looking for as they dug in just one spot and were successful. 


Removing the existing flagstones – piling them up beside the pit – they’d dug down and forward through the soft rock until they breached the chamber below. That indicated that the chamber itself had no regular entranceway but was built and sealed over. It wasn’t a storage area, or even a treasure vault. It had been built, filled or otherwise stocked, and then sealed. A reservoir, perhaps? Perhaps the wellspring had never been functional and all the water on this moon had been stored up until it finally ran dry?


But that made no sense with what the intruders had done next. They had dug down, created a ramp, and then gone back to the room with the Gate, carefully taken down the wall and built more ramps to allow robots to enter the Gate room. 


That meant only one thing. The intruders had come to the moon not with robots, but in order to remove robots. Robots, which had been buried by the First Empress in the sealed chamber under the plaza when the palace was built. The robots from Elboreth. 


“Elasra! Aliya! Over here!”


Oroi is waving from beside the hopper source in the altar-stone. I look up, expecting her to have that grin – the one that lights up her face when she’s got something to work; when she’s made something come alive. But she doesn’t. She looks drawn and cold.


“Oroi? Are you all right?” I head over towards her. “What did you find?”


“You really want to know, do you?”


“Of course.”


“Then I’ll tell you, if only so I don’t have to be the only person who knows it. This,” and she gently taps the concentric metal rings on the altar with a small spanner, “this is a hopper source, just as you thought, like the one in Talliin’s courtyard back home. It’s been placed here with a line of sight passing through the centre of the space to the eye at the far end. For a start, it’s… pointless, really. The eye can’t usefully refract to anywhere that’s more than a few strides in any direction. But then again, that doesn’t matter, because the eye doesn’t work.”


“Six said it was broken.”


Oroi shrugs.


“I didn’t say it was broken. In fact, I’d say it’s been damaged, carefully and specifically. I got Six to try some tests and it seems like it’s splitting the signal neatly in two. One part comes back as it should, the other gets broken up and lost. Simply put, you put someone in, you get half of them back.” 


“So this is a place of execution?”


“Yes, and it’s horrible. You stand in the middle, with all those weird statues staring at you with their one eye each. Then the hopper fires and rips you in two.”


“That doesn’t make any sense.”


“It does. It’s the only thing this set up could possibly do…”


“… I don’t mean you’re wrong. I mean, it doesn’t make any sense that anyone would build something like that. It’s too complicated. Maybe someone broke the eye later. The same people who took down the wall, perhaps...”


“If someone did after the eye was fitted, then they were an expert. The eye has been restructured with a chisel. It’s like painting a portrait by throwing paint from across the room. I think whoever did it probably tried about a hundred times on a hundred eyes before getting this right, and then fitting the one that worked into place. It’s the only way it could have been done. I mean, it’s disgusting but I quite love it. It’s incredible engineering.”


“But… it doesn’t work.”


“It absolutely works, Aliya. I think it does exactly what it was meant to do. It splits the signal right down the middle.”


“If I may, Mistress Oroi.” Six rolls over from the centre of the space. “Hopper signals contain two streams. One is the static matrix, the other is the dynamic matrix. They are separately encoded because they are quite different and it is common for them to be used separately: when Professor Myari sends a recording, for example, it is a transfer of the dynamic matrix only. The dynamic matrix, broadly speaking, encodes reactions to stimuli.”


“You mean thought.”


“No, I do not. Recordings do not think; they simply react to a range of stimuli. That being said, one is a momentary approximation of the other. The dynamic matrix is a critical component of a successful hopper transfer. When you are refracted, your physical matrix is reconstructed perfectly but it is entirely static. The dynamic matrix must also be transferred or else, amongst other things, your heart would stop beating.”


“You could have told me that before you hoppered me, Six.”


“You have been up and down to the Catkis a hundred times, Mistress. If using a hopper causes you damage, I assure you, you have thoroughly suffered it. Besides, the first time I used the hopper on you, you had filled the cabin with riverwater and were about to drown.”


Oroi raises an eyebrow at me, but doesn’t say anything. 


“So, what does this hopper eye do?” I ask, steering the subject away. “Moves people from over here to over there, but empties their minds so they drop dead? What’s the point?”


“It’s the opposite,” Oroi says grimly. “It refracts the dynamic and destroys the static. I don’t know why, but that’s what it does. You blast out a recording of someone, but you kill them in the process.”


I think for a moment, looking around the space. The terraces above with their tables set for viewing. The library of books, no doubt recording dates and times and people. The altar for presiding over a ceremony. The Gods circling like witnesses.


“Robots,” I say. 


“What’s that?”


“I’m pretty sure there were robots underneath this place. You see the hole in the middle of the dais? Could the eye refract down there?”


“Maybe. Hard to say...” Oroi squints; holds out an arm with a finger raised.


“Yes,” Six interjects. “The hole is not a cylindrical aperture but a conical one, and the angle is sufficiently shallow to greet the eye.”


“That sounds like a difficult kind of hole to make.”


“Indeed it is, Mistress.”


“Then that’s what this place was for. It was for making recordings of people – literally, tearing the souls from them – and it hoppered those recordings into the cores of robots kept down there.” The Withering Palace. Not a place for the dead, but a place for the dying. “Six. Tell Oroi what you remember.”


The robot straightens up. Its gaze is focussed who knows where. “I remember a chair.” It does not turn to look as a human might, but perhaps it is seeing the chair again. Feeling it. “The chair is positioned in the centre. I remember the wood. The rope. The tension in the rope.”


“And then what?”


“I do not know. There is nothing more.”


Oroi turns back to the source, and crouches down. “Six, do something for me. Go and stand in the middle there. Between the source and the eye.” 


“Oroi? What are you doing?”


Six is already moving off. It stops at a point it decides for itself, then swivels to face us again. “I am ready, Mistresses.”


Oroi is reaching down, feeling for something within the stone behind the source. “A hopper source is just a gun. It fires something. The hopper eye is like… a mirror. It’s a physical thing, not a machine. Every time it gets used, the source hits the mirror with whatever it is the source is firing. It leaves a mark inside the eye, like the way the ship leaves a wake in the water. No, you know what? It’s more like the way a crowbar leaves a splintering great hole in a wooden worktop.”


“Oroi…”


“I’m serious, that’s what it’s like. Point is, if this thing hasn’t been used too much since Six was done, we might be able to recover a few stray reflections. Between Six’s core, and the internal refractions of the eye, we might be able to get a bit of resonance. It’s like… I don’t know. Imagine you pour a cupful of raqi down a wall. If you pour a cup of water afterwards it’d follow the same course, more or less, because the raqi leaves a trail. So you could see what path it took.”


“Have you done this before?”


Oroi laughs. “No. But that doesn’t matter. This is how it works. Hoppers and recordings aren’t magic. They work the way they work. No machine does more than it’s built to do.” She turns and waves to the robot. “Six, are you ready?”


“I continue to be ready, Mistress Oroi. Proceed.”


Oroi looks serious. “You realise I don’t know what’s going to happen?”


“I understand that, Mistress Oroi. Please. Proceed.”


Oroi turns to me. “Aliya?”


I look between her and the robot, but I can only shrug. “The machine said yes. I’m not its owner. Only… Myari is not going to like it if I break it.”


“… How much is Myari not going to like it?”


“Mistress,” comes Six’s voice. It stands, unmoving. “You have told me I am not like other robots. You have told me that I have some memory inside me, taken in this place. Please. I want to understand what I am. Who I am. Myari is my primary user but she does not have my interests in her heart. Please proceed.”


“I’m going to do it,” Oroi decides. “Aliya, stand aside. Really aside; behind the line of the altar. Six, can you send some power to the source, please?”


“I can, Mistress. And Mistress Oroi…”


Oroi looks up. “Yes, Six?”


“Thank you.”

H


The hopper source begins to hum gently. The source in the courtyard on Elboreth had fired instantly, but this one seems to take some time. A few minutes go by, then Oroi leans in close and whispers something; an Ancient word of working, an Elborethian word for get on with it. 


Then, silently, invisibly, the hopper source fires. The eye flashes. Six, sitting between the two, does not move. Its physical matrix does not seem to change.


But an instant later, Six’s head disappears. 

H


I’m sitting on a fallen rock near the altar. “Six?” Nothing is happening. I hop down and begin to pace carefully towards the robot. “Six? Are you there?”


Six doesn’t move. 


“Oroi?” I cast a backwards glance. Oroi is staying where she is, out of the hopper’s line. “Have you cooked it?”


“No idea. I might have blanked its entire core. You understood there was a risk, didn’t you?”


“I did. I just didn’t think… about how we’d get back to the ship. If the robot is completely broken.”


“… What?”


“We have to hopper back. The Nightingale is up there.” I wave vaguely upwards. “But the robot’s not completely broken. You wouldn’t have broken it.”


“I don’t know. I might have. I might very well have.” Oroi gets very quickly to her feet. “Aliya, you didn’t tell me. Why do you always do this? Why does everything always have to…”


“Silence.”


The third voice seems to come from the ground itself. It’s as loud as a drum-strike and ice-cold. We obey instantly. I’m standing near Kibenya and I look around at her, thinking in that moment it’s the Goddess herself who has spoken. But it isn’t, of course.


“You.”


The robot begins to move. It slides forward towards me. Still headless. Stops.


“You.”


“Oroi? What’s happening?”


“A refraction... Whatever passed through the eye into Six before, it was shaped… well, something like this...”


The robot pivots, inclining towards Oroi. “You.” 


“Six?” I reach out a hand. “Are you there?”


Oroi steps forward too. “It’s all right. You’re safe.”


“I will not be imprisoned.”


“This place is a prison?” I ask. 


The robot pivots again, but there’s something wrong in the way it’s moving. It turns too quickly, then halts with a jerk. It backs away a fraction. Six’s movements were always definite, considered. This machine is off-balance.


“I see you do not know where you are.” Despite its shuddering movement, the voice carries nothing but confidence. “Interesting.”


“Maybe you can tell me?” I still have my hand up, but I don’t dare to go any closer. “What is this place?”


”This is the still heart,” intones the voice. “This is the first fire.”


“… Can you tell me what that means?”


“I choose not to, Aliya of Elboreth.”


“Tell us what you remember,” Oroi suggests. 


“Oroi of Elboreth,” the robot replies, twisting in place. “I remember everything. I am not a child.”


“Oh, Aliya,” Oroi breathes,  “you really pick them, don’t you?”


“This is just a recording. A moment. It’ll pass.”


Oroi shrugs. “Maybe it will. I don’t know, though. There’s already more than I expected… Perhaps this person was never properly erased. I mean, if some of the dynamic matrix of… well, of whoever this is… was still inside, it’d produce a stronger resonance. Like if… Oh, you get the idea. It’s stronger.”


The robot who answered back. The robot who evaded, even lied. The robot with its astute observation of people. There had always been something wrong with this one. Something in the core that shouldn’t have been there.


“I do get the idea,” I say. “You mean, if this robot has been this person before.” 


“I have always been,” the robot declares, in a spitting tone. While we’ve been talking, it’s been edging slowly around the space, learning its motors. Now it swivels towards me and approaches with the accuracy and speed of a fighter. “I was not erased. I was buried alive. They poured cement around my body while I screamed at them to stop. You have a ship?”


“No,” I reply. Oroi glances sharply at me, eyebrow raised, but doesn’t contradict. “We were dropped off by a transport but it’s gone. They never stay. We’re stranded until we call it back.”


“Yes,” the robot agrees. “I rather think you are.” It pauses, as though entertaining some notion. “Since I control the hopper to the Nightingale.”


“Only Six can fly her, though,” I counter. “So I’ll need my robot back for that.”


“The machine is not gone. There are layers inside. Layers upon layers...”


“Oroi,” I murmur, turning my head as little as possible, “I think you can turn it off now.”


“Turn what off, Aliya? There’s nothing on.”


“Yes. But you can turn this off. Fire the thing again. Blow it away. You can do that, can’t you?”


“Did I say that I could do that, Aliya?”                                     


“You squabble.” The robot emits a rasping, ugly coughing sound. “Like hungry rodents.”


I turn back to the robot, to try something else. 


“You know me. Aliya of Elboreth. But I don’t know you. Tell me your name.”


“My name.” The robot falls silent for a moment. There is no sound anywhere. Even the sand overhead seems to have fallen silent. “You wish… to learn my name?”


“Yes. Tell me your name.” 


The robot pauses again, and then the neck-hoop at the top of its spine begins to flare. Lines of blue-purple light grow upwards, weaving and spreading like ice trails around a sculpted stone. A face forms; built much as Six’s had been, but this one is something new. It has wide and narrow eyes that tilt upwards at the sides. It has a smile, thin and fixed, confident but not generous. A thin circlet sits atop its head. A thick shock of wild hair sticks up and out to the side like a frozen wave. 


“I am the High Empress. I am the Empress undying. I am the Emperor eternal. Overthrower of robots. Architect of Dawn. I am the beating heart. Founder of Iox, destroyer of Iox...”


“Destroyer of Iox?”


“A cruel and selfish place.” The robot sidles sideways, out of the circle of Gods. It is beginning to climb the curving ramp up from the dais. “A palace of fools. They neglected the heart and so the heart, untended, destroyed the head.”


“You destroyed them because they forgot you? Are you saying you led the Fall?” I leap up onto the dais wall to stand beside the altar. I’m out in front of the machine again. “Someone dug you up from here, three hundred and fifty years ago. Whoever broke down the wall. You took them to Iox. You could open the Jaws of Iox because you made the Jaws of Iox. And then… you killed everybody.”


“I am the sower and I am the scythe.” The robot has paused a short distance away. ”As it was, it shall be. The Loop, as you can see, Aliya of Elboreth, provides.”


“Your name. Your name… it isn’t Myari... is it?”


“Myari means robot’s orders. It is the name of a clerk. My name is Enkei, owner-of-all-hearts.”


From a million miles below, Oroi whistles. 


“And tell me, Enkei…” I open one hand wide as I take a step forward. “Now that you’re here…” Another step. A sharp tug on the spinal cable and the arms will stop moving. A cut is better but a tug should do it. Another, lower down, will stop the treads. “Tell me, what is it that you want?”


“The darkness, Aliya. It is coming. I told you before. In the Cyclones Eye, I told you. I must find the vault.”


“So you want to find the vault?” I’m close now. Not arms-length, not yet, but close. “So you can stop this darkness?”


“I am the Empress Eternal. I am the heart unbroken. I do not want, I take. And, Aliya of Elboreth, I am taking your ship.”


There is a subtle flash. The sudden breath of cold that accompanies a hopper firing. 


Then before I can react, Enkei, owner-of-all-hearts, is gone. 
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For an Empire to exist it must have an Emperor. The Emperor embodies the Empire. They are the lungs, the heart, and the teeth. For an Empire to be everlasting, the Emperor must be everlasting. These things are true and cannot be disputed.


To last forever a person must become more than which they were. Where they were flesh they must be stone. Where they were blood they must be wire. They must cast aside all that which shatters. They must put down the arrogance of old age. The right to die is not the Emperor’s right. That which withers must wither, and that which is left must be eternal. 


Such is the rock on which an Empire can be founded. 



The Book of Iox, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


“I can’t believe it.”


“Oroi…”


“I mean, I should have expected it. I did expect it. But I still can’t believe it.”


“Oroi…”


“It’s not just this. Don’t misunderstand me. This is bad. But it’s not just this.”


We’re sitting with our backs against the altar stone, side by side, the way we used to sit in the Orphanage after hours, except Oroi isn’t holding my hand.


“Oroi, I know how this seems…”


“What really gets to me – what really hurts – it’s that I trusted you again. How stupid am I? Every time I trust you, this happens. Every time! You sell me a robot, it tears my shop apart. You give me an ancient crown, someone else tears my shop apart. I sail with you into the Nebula, I get stranded by a homicidal robot. It’s like wherever you go, I’m two steps behind, on the other side of the door that just swung shut and locked.”


“We’re here together now, aren’t we?”


“You know, I actually thought, this’ll be an adventure. It’ll be like it used to be. Well, you know what? This is exactly how it used to be.”


“I didn’t know what would happen. I couldn’t have known.”


“No. That’s the amazing thing, isn’t it? You never know what’s going to happen. But somehow it always happens, all the same.”


“We’ll get out of this. That always happens too.”


“How, Aliya? How are we going to get out of this? Shall we climb the rockface and then swim home?”


“... I don’t know. She might come back for us.”


“The High Empress, eater-of-children? I’m not sure she will. She didn’t seem very nice. And I’m not at all sure she liked you either.”


“Maybe not, but it’s still a robot. It still has an Ethical Core; it can’t just leave us here to die.”


“Is it a robot? Does it have an Ethical Core? Didn’t it say it overthrew Iox? Didn’t everyone get killed when Iox was over-thrown?”


“... Yes. It did say that.”


“... Did you believe it?”


“I did. It makes a lot of sense. Iox had defences. But she built them. She could have walked right in.”


Oroi reaches for a small stone and skims it across the plaza. It misses the hole in the middle, so she picks up another and throws again.


“You really know how to choose them.”


“I don’t choose them. I get given them. I’m always being given them.”


“… I don’t think they like you on Iox, either.”


I can’t argue with that.


“Oroi, I’m so sorry. I will get us out of this. There has to be a way.”


“Why? Because Aliya Elasra always gets away somehow?”


“Because we haven’t even started thinking yet. Maybe… maybe we can use the hopper source to send a message to someone. Like sending a recording.”


“Maybe I can, you mean. Well, I can’t. It’s just a machine, Aliya. You can’t turn a robot upside down and use it as a grill plate. No machine does more than it was built to do. We’ve seen what this thing was built to do. It does... her.”


“I still think she’ll come back for us.”


“Because of her Ethical Core?”


“Because I think she needs us. I think she needs me.”


“Oh, I see. Now the light shines! We’ll be rescued because of how important you are.”


“She’s looking for the vault. She said so. But she’s not going to find it on her own.”


“Why not? She’s got a ship, Aliya.”


Another throw, another miss.


“She needs me because she can’t read Ancient. Because… because she can’t go up stairs and she doesn’t have any hands. Because first she used Renba, then me. She knows she can’t do it on her own.”


“Wonderful. So she’ll take you, and leave me behind.”


“I won’t let her do that.”


“Here’s what I really don’t understand.” Oroi picks up another pebble and closes one eye this time to better line up her throw. ”How are you so calm?”


“Because,” I answer tightly, “when I panic, I can’t breathe. So I’m breathing, and that means I’m not going to panic.”


Oroi mutters something in reply, but she knows well enough it’s the truth. “You know that time, Aliya? When you left me in the Council chamber for three days? When we were children?”


“I didn’t leave you there. That wasn’t my fault.”


“No, Aliya, it wasn’t. It was my fault. For trusting you. But tell me you at least remember?” 


“Of course I remember. And I got you out, didn’t I?”


“I was doing it already, even then. Giving up on you, more than once. I should have learned, then.” Oroi shakes her head. “You have no idea, Aliya, how lucky you were. None of the rest of us were lucky. Do you remember any of the others? Do you ever think about them? The ones we grew up with? Acca, Cao, little Fig? Do you ever wonder what happened to them?”


“Of course I remember them.” Do I? I can’t bring Fig’s face to mind. “But I don’t think about them. I didn’t like them and they didn’t like me. I was happy to leave them behind.” 


“Like you left me behind?”


“I didn’t leave you behind. I mean, I didn’t mean to. Oroi. I know you think Iox is some kind of paradise, but it isn’t. I don’t fit in there. I don’t fit in at home either. Whenever I’m in one place, I feel like I should be in the other. The only place I ever feel at home is aboard my ship. And that was just stolen from me by a twice-cursed robot.”


“I’ll swap places with you, how about that?”


“As you say.” I get to my feet, and then sit down on the other side of her, budging her roughly over. “Happy now?”


Oroi glares at me, and then laughs despite herself. “You’re impossible. You’ll just never give up on anything, will you?”


“I don’t have anything to give. People keep giving me things, but I still never seem to have anything that’s mine.”


I’m looking at her and she’s looking at me, and neither of us says anything for a moment. 


“I would have waited for you,” Oroi says. “I’m that stupid. But after a while, you stopped coming back. Chizai was right there. He was kind enough. He was a good father. Walked the babies around the walls when I was sleeping.”


“I thought you loved him.”


“I love my children. That’s enough. It’ll do. You know they still call you yenirenya?”


“Do they?”


“They do. I mean, they don’t say many nice things about you, but when your name comes up that’s what they call you.” She shrugs. “Probably they don’t remember your name. They certainly don’t remember your face.”


“I should have sent more Solstice presents.”


“Yes, you should have. Aliya, I have to get back to Elboreth. I know they’re grown now, already, but they still need me. I can’t leave them. Not like this.”


“Of course we’ll go back. We have to. We won’t end like this.”


“Two skeletons to be found by the next Aliya Elasra, with their hands around each other’s throats...”


“You never find skeletons like that. Not ever.”


“You know why that is? It’s because someone always dies first.”


This time her stone falls near the hole, rolls, and drops away out of sight. We both wait to hear it hit the bottom but it never seems to.


“Oroi… sometimes I can’t believe how much you’ve done in the last ten years. I’ve read books and sailed around in circles. You’ve lived a whole life. Raised two children. It’s like we’re living at different speeds.”


Oroi gets to her feet. “Life happens when you’re with other people. You know what the difference between us is? I don’t hide from anyone who gets too close. Aliya...”


She towers over me sometimes. Her father must have been a bear.


“... Yes?”


“This moon doesn’t have a dock, does it? Or a landing plateau?”


“No. I mean, not that I’ve seen.”


“So when people came here, how did they get in? Hoppered down?”


“I suppose so. Like we did.”


Oroi looks over my shoulder at the big stone block of the altar, then across the plaza at the six great statues. She takes in the stone pillars, the wooden joists, the wrist-thick paving slabs, each one carved or quarried from another moon a confluence or two away. 


“How big a lump of stone can you fit through a hopper eye, do you think?”


“That’s a good question.” Something seems to shift inside me, and my thoughts start to flow again. “I just remembered something. I would have thought of it earlier, but you were too busy complaining. Follow me.”


She puts out her hand to help me up, and I keep hold of it and lead her to the Gate behind the ruined wall.

H


“I’ve found a lantern. It’s…” Oroi thumps the base and a feeble light flickers to life within the bulb. “Yes. It’s still got some charge.” 


“How long will it last?” We’re standing at the lip of excavated tunnel mouth, looking down into the darkness of the pit. The tiny light in Oroi’s hand is a pebble in a giant’s fist. “We don’t want it to go out while we’re down there.”


“Then we’d better hurry up.”


The sight of the Gate has lifted Oroi’s spirits. It’s something from home – a reminder of the solid reality of Elboreth – but it’s something else too. A dizzying moment. I forget that those who haven’t seen a library with a thousand handwritten copies of Mazwai don’t know how deep the well of history goes. All of Oroi’s life the Catkis Gates have been a part of the Citadel and nothing more. Now here is another; decorated, carved, well-worn. Oroi touched it with the reverence that Renba might have shown the bones of a robot, half-dug from the stone walls of the tunnels below Iox. 


But as Six had said, right now it is carved wood and nothing more. Mere decoration.


“What do you think’s down here?” Oroi asks, nervously.


“The old recordings call this place the Withering Palace. A palace is a place of power, comfort, luxury. A centre of influence. The buildings up here are all wrong. They’re too empty. Books, a few tables and chairs, viewing galleries… The buildings up here are for supplicants, visitors, clerks. Down here, I think, is the true palace. Only it wasn’t a palace for people.” I swallow. “I’m glad you’re with me, Oroi. Come on.”


Whoever carved the entrance way was careful, skilled and efficient. The tunnel slope is steep, but it’s a comfortable descent. Around the opening, the stones overhead have been removed entirely; a little lower down there are new beams, moved here from the main building above to support the roof. Then we are underneath and standing in an arched colonnade of unfathomable length, and the darkness is all around us, as wide as the void between the rivers and the stars.


“It’s cold down here.” 


My words drift away and are lost. If there’s an echo, it gives itself to someone else, way below. 


The light spill from the lantern shows us the stones around our feet. We shuffle forwards, following the line of the passage we’re in until it meets another wall, and turns. Soon after that it turns again, coming back.


“There’s a central space,” Oroi says. “This path is working around it.” 


She leads me under an arch, low enough that we both have to duck, then we stop suddenly. The flagstones in front are gone and there is nothing but open blackness. There are no rails or ropes. 


“How far down does that go?”


“Shall I throw down the lamp?” Oroi replies.


“... No.” 


“If there’s anything in here, there must be a way down. Let’s try this way.”


There is a path around the edge of the pit, on the other side of the stone arches from the passage we were in before. We follow it. The pool of light below flickers over regular flagstones that don’t vary. It’s like we’re moving our feet while standing still. Then – a stone appears to one side. 


“There.” 


Oroi holds out the lantern. Cold riverlight finds the top of a stone slope and flows downwards into the dark.


“Steps.”


“A ramp,” I correct her. “Made for robots.” Suddenly I stop. “Oh! I just remembered something.”


“Uh-huh?” 


“Back on Iox, when I first met Six, my friend Huang showed me a line he was translating from Mazwai. I told you about Mazwai before.” I’m screwing up my eyes despite the dark, trying to remember the glyphs. “We were only messing about with it, but we thought it said: the Emperor buried the robots. I thought it was talking about Iox. But it wasn’t. It was talking about this place. The Empress buried them. Brought them here, somehow, built the roof above them, and left them here. I wonder why.”


“You said Mazwai was pre-Empire.”


“Pre- one Empire, post- the next. The Loop sustains. That, or else not all Mazwai was actually written by Mazwai.”


“Were they all like her? The buried robots, I mean?”


“I don’t think so. I think most of them are exactly what they look like. Tools. Machines. Let’s go down.”


“Watch your step, Aliya, it’s steep.”


“I’ll be all right.”


“You, yes, probably. But you’re holding my hand.”


We descend one level into the pit. The stone ramp ends in a turning space, and then there’s another ledge. It traces the edge of the pit once more.


“Do we have to go all the way to the bottom?”


“Shh. What was that?”


“… What?”


“… I heard something moving.”


Oroi isn’t breathing any more. I’m not, either. We strain to listen, but I can’t hear anything above the booming of my heart. 


Then it comes again. A tiny ticking noise. Oroi squeezes my hand. 


“There. Told you. Power. There is something down here.”


“Enough to make the Gate work?”


“I’ve no idea. I don’t even know what the Gate will do. But it should have power, and it doesn’t, and it has some kind of connection into the floor. So… there must be more to find.”


I nod. “The Gate leads off this moon entirely. I’m sure of it. Someone came here, dug up the robots, and took them away using that Gate. It was probably her. Or someone dug her up and she took charge. I think on the other side of it is Iox.”


“Let’s hope Iox hasn’t bricked it up. I would have done. Here’s another ramp.”


Another level down. The ledges are still wide, but they’re getting shorter as the pit tightens around us. This space we’re on is like the space above ground: a viewing gallery, for machines to line up and watch whatever performance might be taking place down at the bottom. I remember Talliin telling me that robots didn’t need light to see, that darkness was no different for them than light. I glance nervously at the old mining lamp Oroi is holding but the firefly inside is still flickering away.


Something moves again. There’s a turning of the shadows. The light from the lamp goes further now the pit is narrower. Whatever it is, it is on the other side from us, shifting to keep its distance. 


Oroi’s seen it too. We’re both rigid with fear. The darkness above feels like piled earth. We have buried ourselves in this lonely pit with this thing, whatever it is. 


“It’s a machine,” I whisper. I can’t force my mouth to move but the air can just escape my lips. “A robot.”


“Still working?”


“Like Talliin. Still working.” 


“A proper robot?” 


“I don’t know.” I take a deep breath, and call out. “Good faith!” For an instant I think the machine answers me, but of course it’s just an echo, taking a little longer to come back to me than I expect because the space around us is still huge, however intimate it might feel. “Show yourself!”


There is another tick. A whirr. Wheels on stone, I’m sure of it now. Then a cold blue light erupts like a flame from the neck of a jar lamp, to form an icy face. 


“Greetings.” The voice is Six’s, but the words are flat and hollow. “What do you require?”


“Who are you? Are you alone down here?” 


“I am a robot. I am alone. What do you require?”


“How long have you been here?” My fear is unburdening itself in a stream of questions. “Why didn’t you leave with the others? What is this place for?” 


The robot does not blink or show any surprise. It works through its thoughts step by step, offering no more argument than a rolling barrel.


“I have always been here. I activated the Gate to allow the others to pass through. This place is the palace of the Empress Enkei, by whose grace and direction the waters of the Nebula flow in their courses.”


Oroi laughs. That’s her release. “I don’t believe it.”


“Which part?”


“The Gate. Is that how the Gate works on Elboreth, too? There’s a robot, sitting underneath it somewhere, pulling a lever?” Oroi is shaking her head. Her eyes are a little wild. “I always wondered… I thought it was magic… and it’s the simplest, stupidest trick imaginable…”


I put my other hand over hers reassuringly. “It’s going to be all right, Oroi. See? We’re going to get out of here.” 


“You might be right... You might even be right.”


“Robot, does the Gate here still work?”


“It is still connected to its network, yes.” 


“Where can you send us? Can you send us to Elboreth?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Elboreth is no longer connected to the network, by the Empress’s decree.”


“What about Iox?” Oroi asks. 


“The moon you know as Iox has been disconnected from the network.”


“By the Empress’ decree?”


“All alterations to the network are at the Empress’ decree.”


“Told you,” Oroi says. “They bricked it up.” 


“So, where can you send us?” I ask.


“Please state where you would like to go.”


“Somewhere with a ship,” I answer. “We need to go back to Elboreth, so we’ll need a ship.” 


The robot is silent again. 


“It can’t do that. It doesn’t know,” Oroi says. “This is useless. It’ll send us somewhere twice as ruined as this place and that will be that.”


“I cannot locate a ship,” the robot says. “But I can connect you to an alternative network which may be capable of accessing Elboreth.”


“What alternative network?”


“I do not know.”


“Explain.”


“The strangers who came here arrived from a location that is not on my network. That connection must be part of an older network. The people who came from that place included children, and elders. There must therefore be a settlement in this place. You will be safe. An older network is likely to still include connections to Elboreth. Are you Aliya Elasra?”


The moon seems to tilt sideways beneath me. “What?” 


“Are you Aliya Elasra?” the robot repeats.


My hand reaches out to steady myself against the wall. Oroi is glaring at me. “I knew it,” she hisses. “This is all your fault.”


I try to ignore her. “Yes… I mean. Yes, I’m Aliya Elasra.”


“Good. Listen. Aliya. You’ve got to come back to Iox.” The robot’s intonation is still utterly flat. “Things are happening here, I’m not sure what. There’s not much time. And the letter. I’ve read the letter you gave me…”


… It’s a message. 


“Stop. Who’s speaking?”


“The sender’s name is Huang Adalfi. Shall I continue?”


“Huang?” Oroi demands. “Your little friend on Iox?”


“Please continue.”


“… I’ve read the letter you gave me. I mean, I think I have. But you need to see it.”


“What does it say, Huang?”


“I can’t explain it to you. You have to come and read it. It changes everything. I can’t understand it without you.”


“Huang, listen. I need your help. I’m stuck. I’ve lost my ship. You need to send me a robot transport. I can tell you where I am, I think.”


The robot falls silent.


“Huang? Please. It’s important.”


“Aliya…” the robot says. “Just be quiet a moment and listen, won’t you?”


“Huang, this really is important…”


“I know,” the robot says flatly. “Whatever you’re doing is always important. But Aliya, you can’t drop something like this into my hands and expect me not to get excited about it. Please. You’ve got to come back to Iox so we can go through it together. I feel like I’m going mad, reading this thing on my own.”


“I’ll do that, Huang. You send me a transport and I’ll come right away.”


“You’ve got to come back to Iox.”


I feel my voice rising. “Huang, listen to me. You need to send me a transport…”


“Please, Aliya. You’ve got to come back to Iox. I feel like I’m going mad, reading this thing on my own.”


“Huang, listen to me, please…” 


I feel Oroi’s grip tight on my arm. 


“Aliya, stop. It’s a recording. It’s not Huang. It’s only a recording. You can’t say anything Huang didn’t know you were going to say.”


“Camel’s teeth.” She’s right, of course. I let a long breath go. “He expected me to argue, then?”


Oroi doesn’t bother to answer that. “Robot?” she asks. “Can you send a reply?”


“No. I am not permitted to speak to those outside. I may only listen.”


“By whose instruction?”


“By the Empress’ decree.”


“But you must have an Ethical Core,” I insist. “We need you to send a message to my friend on Iox. Otherwise we’ll starve here. You can’t allow that to happen. You have to tell him to send a transport. He won’t know how to do that but he can find out. There must be someone on Iox who can help him. Ozyek, in the docks, he would know what to do. Tell Huang to find Ozyek and send a ship for us. You have to. You have no choice.”


The robot pauses for a moment, as though weighing up what I’ve said, but after it carries on being silent I understand it’s simply not answering because there is nothing for it to say. Normal robots don’t answer back.


“... Where can you send us?”


“Cat-siangtiaqi-el. The strangers used this name.”


“What does it mean?”


“I do not know,” the robot replies. 


“I do,” Oroi says. “It means the place of secret stones.”


I shrug. “Well, then. Let’s go there.”

H


Oroi and I stand before the Gate. The wooden boards seem to shiver as it speaks, the voice itself emerging from the carvings in the lintel overhead.


“Do you wish to depart now?” 


Oroi grimaces. “Don’t ask an orphan if they like their bed,” she mutters. 


“Yes,” I reply, to the Gate. To Oroi I add, “If this is where the people here came from, then we can always come back.”


“You don’t know that. What if...”


The eye in the Gate flashes before she can finish, and we are elsewhere. 

H


Sometimes, when you find a place, you find it overflowing with life. With humanity. Even with the people gone, you see their traces everywhere. The marks of their lives, their struggles and triumphs. There are outlines in the dirt that speak of family, or music, or dancing, feast and song. 


It’s like the flame that once burned, burned so brightly that the shadows it cast are still dancing on the walls.


And then there are other places, which aren’t like that at all.
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The mechanicals are not Gods. They cannot stride from moon to moon like Gods. They cannot bring water to barren soil or return a person from the dead before their time. There is more that they do not know than that which they do know. 


But they are, perhaps, closer to the Gods than we, for they are kind, and cruel in their kindness. The mechanicals do not ask: what is it that you need? The mechanicals say: you will survive that which you must now endure. 


Just as water must be drunk and yet will drown you, so the mechanicals know they must keep back what they might provide. They do not raise; they maintain. They do not escort; they guard. Their kindness is that of the gardener in a garden, always ready to weed and thin. This is the mechanicals’ unchanging, divine nature. 


This is why they must be buried, never to return.



The Book of Iox, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


 


We emerge from a Gate that has been built up against the side of a cracked cliff. Not a gate, really: an arch of rough wooden beams leaning up against the stone. No one and nothing is in sight. There must be an eye somewhere, but I can’t see it: perhaps it’s even higher up, on one of the spine-like mountains that surround this little clearing. 


It’s cold. I start to cough almost straight away. Oroi lifts her arm to her mouth and screws up her eyes. “There’s dust in the air.” She smacks her tongue. “Metal dust.” She pulls the lower part of my headscarf up over my nose. “You don’t want to breathe it in.”


“Thank you.” I wipe my eyes on my sleeve; they feel gritty and sharp. “We should get below ground as quickly as we can.”


Oroi looks around. “What makes you think..?”


“Must be. Let’s try this way. Come on.”


We walk quickly, heads lowered even though the air is still. The dust hangs in great looming billows that ripple with sparkles as we push through them. The ground underfoot is uneven but it takes me a while to realise the unevenness isn’t random, but draws two parallel lines in the dirt. Not chunks of stone or pebbles, but thin metal rails, only very slightly buried. They curve gently, and following that curve through slitted eyes I see a darkness on darkness. A cave mouth, set within the rock-wall ahead. I point.


“There.”


The opening is natural but quickly gives way onto a tunnel held up by wooden supports and cross-beams. Oroi runs her hand over them as we reach them, nodding with approval. “This has been standing for a long time. It’s bearing a lot of load.”


“Will it collapse?”


“I wouldn’t hit it with a rock, but otherwise…” She shrugs. “It’s stood so far.” 


We step inside and the air quickly clears, growing colder and slightly damp. The walls sweat with water. It picks out angles and grooves in the stone: the marks of the hand-tools that were used to cut this path. Every step we take is a days’ worth of hard labour and we are striding, in, on, and down, burrowing into the core of the moon like a wasp into a sour-apple. 


The metal rails underfoot are more clearly visible now. Two lines a shoulder’s-width apart, presumably used by the carts that had carried the stone away. 


“So? What are we hoping to find in here?”


“Another ship, perhaps?”


“Another ship?” Oroi snorts. “And what? You’ll call this one Two, I suppose? You know, Aliya, for someone whose job is supposed to be finding things, you’re very good at losing them.”


“I don’t lose things. They break. They get stolen. They change.”


“You have to look after things, Aliya. If you don’t look after things, that’s how they fall apart. You have to care sometimes.” 


The tunnel is ending. Beyond it is a wide open space below a wide, arching roof, vaulted with outcrops and spars of slick stone. This is too big to have been carved; the moon must have always had this hollow bubble inside it.  A wide opening in the ceiling – again, most likely natural – allows a good view of the river above, and fills this space with green-grey light. But where there are shadows, they are total.  


The tunnel ends and the metal rail branches in three directions, disappearing to distant, dark corners where I can make out the angles and rectangles of rooftops and doorways. Storage warehouses, perhaps, but I don’t pay much attention to them because my attention is taken by the machinery that fills the space dead ahead. There’s a deep, wide chasm in the middle of this cavern and from it rises a series of fat metal columns. They stretch out wide, flat metal arms from their tops, and their hollow bodies are thick with winches. Cabling runs up and down their length like ivy. 


“By the waters…” Oroi breathes. “By the waters…”


We make our way slowly forwards, following the rail towards the fissure’s sheer edge. There are no railings, no guards. The smooth surface ends in a tiny raised lip, just enough to stop a rolling ball or a shoved crate; just enough to trip someone up.


The scale is overwhelming. We are ants, crawling around in the lower chamber of a robot. We are trying to understand a mountain by turning over pebble after pebble. I try to follow the lines and purpose of the platforms and armatures and winches I can see, but I’m blinded by it: all I can think is how was this made? 


“It’s like Elboreth turned upside-down,” Oroi remarks. She’s a little off to one side, peering up at a raised platform accessed by a steep metal ramp. She’s following a line of cables that emerges from the fissure. 


“Underground?” 


“No, not that.” She walks around to the base of the ramp. It’s just a sheet of metal, attached somehow at the top. She tests it with one foot and it seems solid enough. “I mean, Elboreth is a place for people. Steps everywhere, buildings above buildings. Ladders. That kind of thing. There are ramps but they’ve been stuck on top. This place is the opposite.”


“You mean this is a place for robots.” 


She’s right. There’s no light beyond what falls in from above. There are no doors, no handles, no signs or guides. 


“We might be the first people to ever come here,” she continues.


I shake my head. “We can’t be. Remember the people who broke into the Withering Palace. The robot said this is where they came from.”


“Maybe they came through here from somewhere else? They can’t have lived here, after all. Aliya, come up and look at this.” She’s on the platform at the top of the ramp now: a smooth sheet of metal that sticks a short way out over the fissure. Still no railings, nothing to stop you taking a careless step into oblivion. I scramble up to join her. In the centre of the platform is some kind of raised panel – a smooth sheet of smoky glass, gently inclined. Oroi is crouching in front of it, running her hands across its surface. From where she sits she can look directly at the gigantic towers that rise like grass stems through a crack in a paving stone.


“What is it?” I ask.


“I don’t know, but… imagine…” She puts ten spread fingers on the glass. Moves them with small, suggestive movements. As she works, she glances up at the machinery beyond. “Do you see what I mean?”


I nod. “It ought to have controls.” 


“I think it does have controls. Robots don’t have fingers.” 


“Does it still work, do you think?”


Oroi shrugs. “I’ve no idea.” She straightens up. “If your robot was here, it would be able to tell us.” 


“If the robot was here, we wouldn’t be. Let’s look around some more.”


The ramp’s too steep to walk down so we slide like children, then look for the next place to explore. The dark corners are slowly gathering detail as my eyes adjust; the rock walls are closer in than I’d thought. The metal rails from the tunnel-mouth only branch enough for each line to find its own run towards the fissure, then each charges headlong to its edge. 


“They must have been carrying material down here, to tip away,” I remark, mostly to myself. “This wasn’t a mine, but a dumping ground. The crater above must have been a quarry. Perhaps they cut stone, and got rid of the excess here.” 


But Oroi’s shaking her head. “No, that’s not it. The tower-machines, Aliya. Do you see how they have circular bands, a little way down each one? That’s a bearing. For rotation. The section below is a little wider; I think it might extend upwards too, like a robot’s neck. They’ve got rails on top of them, I’m sure of it.”


“So it’s a bridge?” 


“Yes. Each tower rotates, and goes up and down, so the carts from the tunnel can be sent in all different directions. There must be lots of ledges like this one around this space. And if the tower goes up high enough, maybe it even sticks up through the hole in the roof to reach the water.”


“You think ships landed on them?” I’m thinking of the docking platform below the Jaws of Iox, the gangs of men and women hauling ropes to move boats in and out of position.


“No. I think the rails are too narrow for a boat, even if a boat had wheels on it. I think the boats just hovered overhead and hoisted things up and down.”


“… I’m glad you’re here, Oroi.”


“I’m not. What’s that?”


She strides away into one of the corners. I don’t follow: I’m looking back up the tunnel we came in by, at the wooden arch supporting its roof. 


There’s a pattern in the shadows on the wood: a carving in the timber.
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The notebook slides itself into my hand. Oroi looks up from whatever she’s found but doesn’t need to ask what I’m doing. “What does it say?”


“The last word is life. The first… there’s a path, or a flow. The way as given by… something. That leading symbol I’ve seen before but I can’t remember where.”


“Isn’t that what your notebook is for?”


“I lost my old notebook.”


“It’ll be robots,” Oroi replies, before turning away again. “This place is all about robots.” 


“Robots… life. Robots have life? Robots are alive?”  


“They certainly die sometimes.” She’s working on something, digging around, pulling and twisting things. “Here.” She straightens up, throws her braids back and comes over with a thick cylinder of metal in her hand. “This should do it.” 


“What’s that?”


“An arm.”


“A robot arm?”


She scrambles quickly up the ramp to the black glass panel and crouches down again. “Kept for parts, I think.”


“Does it work without the robot attached?” 


“The arms use magnetic connections. Magnets don’t need power. They just work.”


“Even after all this time?”


Oroi flips the cylinder round and touches it to the panel. From somewhere deep in the moon’s fissure a booming sound answers.


“Magnets are magnets,” Oroi replies. “I wish I could see how this thing was arranged. Inside.”


“Don’t take it apart. We probably need it.” 


Oroi laughs. “Maybe I can get a better look  from underneath…”


I look down at my notebook again. “It can’t be robot. I’ve seen the word for robot, back on Iox. I told you Huang showed me something from Mazwai. Robot had that same glyph with the spike and the lines, but it was attached to the person component. Maybe that glyph means metal?” 


“Oh! Now, this is something I can use!” Oroi is on her back, looking upwards through the panel. “A few bolts, and loosely done. I should be able to...“


“So this phrase here is metal-way. So the metal-way gives life, or is life, or means life. Is it talking about the rails? I don’t understand. They run right off the cliff.”


“So… the robots are... having a nice… time… down here.” She has three of the bolts undone now. The fourth is stiff, but this is Oroi, and she has a bunch of tools in hooks in her belt. She starts working through them one by one. “That’s… comforting.” 


“A robot didn’t carve that, Oroi, a person did. I think there’s something very wrong about this place.”


“I’ve got it.”


The back of the glass panel falls away with a clatter. I can see Oroi’s grin from down here. She doesn’t get up, but snakes one arm over, still holding the robot arm. It engages with a click, and from the fissure comes another groan as some ancient mechanism turns over in its sleep. 


“Come up here, Aliya. I need you to tell me what you see.”


I put the notebook away and climb to the top of the ramp, going as close to edge of the platform as I dare. From here, I can see the towers aren’t as tall as I thought: they’re fixed to the fissure walls by struts and braces only twice as far down as their heads are high. Below them, the fissure itself could be as deep as the Nebula itself, for all I know. A pit to hold the stars themselves.


The nearest tower makes me jump by beginning to move, howling as it goes. It’s a noise like a scream in a bucket: metal scrapes on metal and metal scrapes on stone. The top of it is coming down and its wide flat arms are swinging around. 


“Aliya?”


“You’re doing that?”


“Of course I am. What am I doing?”


One arm has turned almost towards me. The tower top is now only a tree’s height above me. 


“The nearest tower is coming this way.”


“Tell me when the rails line up.”


The tower descends a little more. On the flat arm there is a line of track, ready to connect with the rails that ended at the edge of the fissure. Just as Oroi’d said.


“Turn it a little more. The other way. That’s it.”


There’s a heavy clunk. More magnets. Oroi lifts the robot arm clear of the panel and slides out from underneath. “Everything back-wards and upside down,” she says, joining me by the platform edge. “But not a bad job.”


“It’s not enough to cross,” I point out. 


“There’s a second tower. Do we want to go across, though?”


“I don’t see any other way forward. I’ll take a look.”


I slide down the ramp again and pace over to the edge. The strip of metal floor now continues the rails a good distance out over the fissure. It seems as solid and stable as everything else here. Gingerly, I try one foot, then step completely. The tower doesn’t register my weight.


“It’s stable enough!”


I walk between the rails – on either side is a drop I don’t want to think about – but I don’t start breathing again until I’m standing atop the central bulk of tower itself. The rails continue away on the other side for as far as the second arm reaches and then, nothing.


“I’ll bring down the second tower,” Oroi calls. “You might want to crouch. There might be... vibrations.” 


She disappears from sight as she slides back under the panel and after a moment the grinding of gears bellows from the fissure’s great mouth once again. The tower ahead begins to move, turning its arms and descending at speed. I’m convinced it’s going to knock me carelessly aside, but instead it connects with a perfect magnetic clunk to the far end of the rails. 


Oroi stands to watch as I make my way out along the arm. I’m above the middle of the fissure now, and there’s a gap between the end of this arm and the start of the next. It’s no wider than my stride, but it’s filled with nothing but a deep, empty blackness. One foot, then the next. For a moment, I can imagine what Six would say if it was here. If there ever had been people here, then the robots who ran this place must have been in constant pain. 


Once on the second arm I move fast and don’t stop until I’m above the central column once more. I’m directly below the hole in the roof now and there are several small rocks here, presumably fallen in from above. I walk around the pile. Each rock is separated. There are no clusters or heaps. The light is good right here: the shadows fall directly below the stones. There’s something uncanny about it; it’s too neat to be accidental, too disorganised to be a pattern…


Then, quite suddenly, the shapes coalesce and I realise, of course, that the stones are not arranged to be read from where I stand at all, but to be seen from overhead.
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The first word rings out like a cry. It’s a jumble of things I’ve seen before, and things which I understand without needing logic. 


Act-to-give-people-life. 


The second word is easy, too. 


We-the-many.


Together: Save us!

H


I look back. The fine dust that hangs in the air has hidden the first ledge from view. Oroi is nothing but a vague pencil mark in the gloom. 


“There’s another ledge opposite from here, but it’s higher up,” I call. “And another, I think, over to one side.” 


“If I turn the tower, then I can’t reach you,” Oroi calls back. “You’ll be on your own!”


“I’ll try the lower ledge first!” 


“As you say!” The vertical shadow melts into the dust, then re-materialises a moment later. “But don’t you dare leave me here, Aliya. Don’t leave me in the dark.”


“I won’t. I promise you, Oroi, I won’t.”


Oroi’s shape disappears once more. A moment later the arms begin to swing. The central column I’m on is the one stationary point, so I stay put and crouch low until the rails connect with another magnetic clunk to some invisible ledge, out there in the grey dark. Then I make my way out along the arm and step off it onto rough, uneven rock. 


There are no rails here. Opposite me is a line of low buildings, with canvas-sheet doorways. Outside one is a lantern and a pair of boots. Near another is a cook-pot and a poker. Scrawled on the wall of a third in thick black charcoal is:
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Robot: the same glyph-pattern Huang had found in the library’s copy of Mazwai. The middle word, a composition of time and action, suggesting something-to-be-done. And the last word, the act of losing life.


I don’t need my notebook to read it. It says: the robots will die.

H


The buildings here are dark and hopeless. 


They stand in lines facing the fissure, one behind the other, as if waiting for their turn to jump off the edge. Each building is identical on the outside, and on the inside each tells a similar story. Some of the houses have blankets and pallet-beds. Some have curtains to divide up the space. Some have crates for sitting on. A few have working lamps. There are scorch marks on the floor where fires have been laid, with rough holes cut into the roof above. And there are endless scattered small things: shoes, a blunt knife, cups, spoons, small figurines, a flute, a necklace; the kinds of finds I could haggle over with Tapi back on Elboreth for an enjoyable few hours. In one building there’s a fariwet board scratched into the metal floor, with a neat pile of black and grey stones beside it.


Whole families were housed here. They huddled together, slept together, talked together. But they didn’t grow food or draw water. This moon had contained people but no life.


But there must have been work. The buildings are made from metal sheets bolted together with rivets. The rock has been cut back to make room for the upper corners. There are metal poles crisscrossed and lashed to support the roofs. Sections have been patched and repaired; in some places, repaired multiple times. The evidence of the work is everywhere, work done by the hands of the people housed here. People who breathed the metal and grit dust every day. People who couldn’t leave this ledge unless a robot turned a platform in their direction. 


This was a village, then, but a village imagined as a place of storage. 


I am meticulous. I look into every building, long after they have become a depressing blur. My patience is rewarded only when, behind the last row of houses, I find a narrow cleft in the stone wall; a sloping, sideways crack that has been carefully cut to appear to be superficial from almost every distant angle. The opening is narrowest at its base, but I can step myself through easily enough. Robot-proof.


I find myself in a wide rock chimney, bathed in dappled riverlight from high above. At the centre of this place is a wooden post, as thick as my body and about four times my height. Halfway up, two metal scaffold poles have been drilled in; they stick outwards and upwards on either side. It is a shape I know: the same pose as the grave markers on the garden moon; the same pose as the makeshift marker on the hermit’s grave in the Cyclones. A marker for those who have died but are not gone; for those who have not yet fully returned to the rivers. Something I have never seen on Iox or Elboreth, where the Loop makes such an idea a heresy. Here the two arms are each draped with hanging cloth.


I circle the space slowly. There are carved stones laid into the wall. Stone above stone above stone: perhaps a few hundred – but not thousands. The oldest are near the bottom of the chimney, the newer ones are higher up. The carvings on them are simple combinations of glyphs and crude marks, nothing I can read. I pass a hand-sized iron chisel, resting on a stone. Without thinking, I put it in my bag.


The river overhead is bright and brilliant. I see no rocks or clouds. This is not the Wires, then, or Ghosts Wake. But that’s all I can say.


I leave the mournful space and return to the stone ledge outside. Oroi is yelling my name, but I can’t see her through the hanging dust. 


“I’m here!”


“Aliya? Cat’s tongue! Don’t do that!” she calls back. “What have you found?” 


“Nothing good!” 


“Come back onto the platform! I’ll bring you back across!” 


I linger a moment. It’s true; I’ve found nothing we can use, but it seems worthless to leave any corner unexplored. “I need a few more minutes!” 


Oroi curses in reply, I’m sure, but it’s too far away for me to hear. 


I look across the barracks once more. A living area with a temple space. A place where the robots who corralled these people were not welcome – each building has a stone step outside its door, enough to prevent a robot from rolling in. What, then, was the purpose of the rest of this place? When the people here woke, after they ate, where did they go? What did they do? Why were so many kept here for so long?


I walk back to the arm of the moving platform and return to its central point. 


“Oroi!” I call. “Oroi! Can you turn this thing to reach the higher ledge?”


I don’t hear her answer, but the tower rotates and lifts itself upwards as though it understands me. The hole in the cavern roof grows a little larger, but it’s still impossibly out of reach. There is a metallic click as the tower arm connects with another platform and I cross to find a much wider stone ledge. This one is cluttered and busy with equipment. There are rails, splitting in multiple directions, and ending in wooden scaffolds, deep pits, slag piles. 


A mine, or a quarry, then. But what was there to dig for, that was worth all this? I make my way to one of the shafts and lean out over the edge. There’s a wooden ladder lashed to the inside wall. On any other moon the rungs would be rotten through. But here, in this sterile environment, the wood still looks strong enough to climb. 


“Aliya?” Oroi’s voice is louder; she must have found a tube to shout through, or else she’s climbed onto the first of the fissure’s towers herself. “What can you see?”


The wooden scaffolds are standing guard over the pits. Their winches are poised, and open carts wait below them. 


“I can maybe rig the panel to come over…”


“Stay there!” I call back. “Don’t follow! There’s nothing here!”


A long pause.


“Then you can come back…?”


But there is something here. Something precious. There has to be. Something so precious that people lived and died here to find it. A source of robot metal; or more robots; or something used to make hoppers or eyes. 


And there also has to be some way off this moon. These miners weren’t rescued. No passing ship saw their stone plea, not through the river. No robot took sudden pity on them and pulled them away. They had found their own way out of their prison, and not by crossing the fissure either. They had been miners, excavators, and they had somehow dug their way off the moon; escaping into the Nebula by going down into it.  


“Aliya…?”


“Just a little more time, Oroi...”


I grasp the lip of the pit and swing my feet over to find the first rung, and then I begin to descend. Oroi’s voice echoes back, distant and thin as though from the rivers themselves. “Aliya? Aliya, no… don’t… please... ”


The ladder is only wooden to begin with. Soon it changes into metal rungs hammered into the stone. It goes on and on, down and down, descending further than I had thought possible, as though the moon had another moon stacked below it. I pass from one layer in the rock to another layer of a slicker, darker stone. It squeaks when I run my fingers across it. But down here, away from the riverlight, it’s impossible to make out more than that. 


The bottom of the shaft takes me by surprise when I finally reach it. My head is spinning from the effort of the climb so I drop to the ground to steady myself, but the air down here is thin and sour and I can’t seem to get enough. There’s water rising in my lungs; water mixing with the rock-dust that glimmers in the air all around me. I make the mistake of looking back up. The opening above is a tiny eye. I begin to gasp. Concentrate, Aliya. Nothing matters but breathing in and blowing out. The dust is in my throat and nose, like it’s trying to turn me into stone, but it doesn’t matter because there’s water in my lungs. I’ll drown before I petrify. Concentrate, Aliya. In and out.


I collapse, but for some reason the air is less foul closer to the ground. I breathe, trying not to panic and trying not to scream. Slowly the dizziness begins to lessen. The clamp around my ribcage unwinds itself a turn. I spit a gob of grainy mucus and roll over to lie on my back. There’s sweat on my forehead. How much time has passed? I hope Oroi hasn’t tried to follow me. I don’t want her to find me like this.


I shuffle backwards and into a sitting position against the cold wall. It is so smooth; more like black glass than rock. I can feel the sheer planes and arcs where it’s been sliced away. Is this what they came here to mine, then, this black glass? Perhaps it’s only black because there is no light. Perhaps this is a mine of purple iolite like the one where Renba hid his cache of finds.


Perhaps this even is that moon? Six had prevented me from hoppering down there, telling me it was an airless place, made by robots for robots. What if the truth was Six had simply not wanted me to see it? This moon had been a mine overseen by robots, where robots had pushed humans to the limits of their physical endurance in terrible isolation. Perhaps Six’s Ethical Core had prevented me from seeing this place because it knew the sight would cause me suffering.


But no. It’s not possible. Renba’s moon had been tiny; barely more than a rock. This moon is large and deep. This moon has large rivers overhead, easy to hopper down from. But still, perhaps Renba’s moon had been a mine like this mine even if it was not this mine, because if this mine exists then surely there are others. If robots could make this calculation once – to collect a group of people, and prevent them from leaving, and work them to death and beyond – then surely they could and would have done it more than once. 


Sitting down here in the dark I can imagine it easily enough: a network of sites like this, collecting and quarrying and creating the materials the other moons needed. Supplied by robot transport, with no one on the receiving end asking where the goods had come from or how they’d been made. I’ve been wondering what precious thing had been dug up from this moon, but perhaps the answer is utterly mundane. Perhaps it had been metal. No one on Iox questions where the flour in the bread or the rice in the stew is grown; they assume it is gathered from someone else’s surplus because they assume Iox to be just and fair. Would the people of Elboreth have asked, a thousand years ago, who cut the stones for their houses or who mined the iron for their railings, fences and window-frames, if they were comfortable enough not to need to ask? 


Would such an arrangement be enough to satisfy a robot’s Ethical Core? Would it be enough to know that a sum of good was being done and that whatever awful work one moon was doing, it was helping a larger population on another moon? Perhaps this mine had been a part of some efficient Empire of steel, where every moon’s fate was balanced against the whole: an Empire of costs stacked tightly against benefits earned; a Nebula where fifty lives could be happily bartered for fifty-one; an Empire, controlled from the Council rooms of Elboreth which had no benches or tables for people at all. An Empire entirely allotted and accounted for by robots like Talliin.


Such an Empire might have lasted forever. But it hadn’t. It had been torn down by the woman who would go on to become the First Empress. She had wrestled control from the robots and bent them to her will, with the word of command I had been told in the graveyard. Then the robots had been punished: buried underground on a distant, sand-blown moon. The Withering Palace had been built above them to guard the site of their interment. That place had been a prison, after all. It was perhaps only later they’d been repurposed to carry recordings of dying Emperors. Later still, those copies had been removed, cores without bodies, to the Garden of Voices, where they could be more easily visited. The Withering Palace, the robots, and Enkei herself, had been disregarded and forgotten. 


Until the Fall, when a group of dismal people, the lowest of all, who’d survived the whole of the Holy Empire in this forgotten mine, had escaped – somehow – and dug those same robots back up and rallied them under Enkei’s guiding hand to destroy the Empire on Iox. And then, knowing the danger all too well, they had sealed the robots up again within the catacombs beneath the University.


And so a thousand years had passed in a cycle of entrapment and control, with human and robot using each other to secure their grip on the Nebula. 


Today, the robots serve the whims of Iox and Myari, moving freely on transports between the minor moons. They claim to remember nothing, but who knows what they know? How long will it be before the robots are the ones organising rice production on Maersi, or optimising the barley crop on Elboreth? How long before they allocate the families, the living spaces, the children? 


Perhaps they already do.


I get cautiously to my feet. I’m still dizzy and the air is still bitter, but I can breathe again, for now. I pull the lower part of my headscarf up over my mouth and nose. 


Somehow the miners had escaped. 


Gloomy tunnel mouths lead away from the ladder base in several directions. There’s no reason to choose one over the other. Except that, from one, there emerges a gently-glowing green light.
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This passage slopes sharply downwards. The tunnel walls shine. I stoop as low as I can. There’s no way to tell how long or how deep this tunnel will go. I have not been promised anything good at the far end of it. Around another corner I have to stop, leaning against a wooden pillar, grasping for breath. The air feels like dry dust. 


I could still return to the ladder. If I put my mind on nothing else, I could get back there. Then I could climb, rung by rung. Maybe I could reach the top before the dizziness took me down. Maybe I could get out… but what good would it do? There’s nothing up there to find. Empty mining carts and broken rocks and winches and a cry for help that no one ever heard. I could use the last of my energy to go back to that hopelessness, or I could follow the light because maybe it’s something. 


I’m trying not to think about Oroi at all, standing on the tower in the middle of the fissure, calling and calling and trying to plot a way out – because I know she is always trying to solve things, even when there is nothing that can be done.


So I’m following the light, breathing with the top of my lungs only, bent almost to a crawl, and leaving Oroi to be damned, and feeling terrible about it because I’m doing it to her again, but what else can I do? 


The green light is getting stronger. It’s like it’s taking its strength directly from me. And then I turn another corner and ahead there is nothing at all. The tunnel ends in an uneven rockface. It’s like whoever cut this passage simply gave up. The green light itself emanates from a small hole no bigger than my thumb, drilled around knee height. There is nothing else here. No eye. No robot. No Gate. No ship. No way to walk off this moon to anywhere. 


“Eagle’s... teeth…” I stagger, and I hit the floor hard. “Eagle’s… teeth…”


Then the light goes out. 


The utter darkness into which I plunge is like nothing I have ever known. My blood goes cold. My heart freezes. The ground below me disappears and I feel myself starting to fall, my limbs weightless, my stomach in my throat. I’m falling further than there is to fall. Falling over and over again. Falling without an end to falling… and then a moment later, the light flicks back on and the ground returns to hit me again. 


I gasp for breath. “I’m… still here… I’m still… here…”


The light flicks off again. It makes me gasp. When it comes back on a moment later, my eyes are wet with tears. 


“Enough… no more… please…”


The light flicks off. The light flicks on. 


I say nothing, biting my lip. The light stays on. It is punishing me for speaking. Nothing moves. Nothing changes. A minute or more goes by. 


“Can… can you… hear me…?”


Out. 


… Back. 


I roll myself to my knees, and begin to drag myself forwards. It feels like I’m climbing a rope, and with every inch gained I feel certain I’m about to lose my grip and tumble backwards up the corridor.


“You’re listening… You are, aren’t you…?”


The light flicks off. The light flicks on.  My hands reach the wall. I pull myself up to a kneeling position, one hand either side of the hole. My head is swimming and it’s hard to see, but I can still feel and the rock feels rough, smoothed, curved. Stone. Not the black glass of the floor and the walls. Carved stone. 


There’s a wide groove encircling the little hole, not tightly. Higher than it is wide. A straight groove leads down from one side of it. There’s another on the other side. I trace the lines with my fingertips and they incline together, meeting at a point just above the floor. A triangle, point downwards, below a narrowed circle. I know what it is, this shape, I’ve seen it, but I can’t think straight, my thoughts are upside-down. 


“What… what… are… you..?” 


Off. On. 


This close to the wall, I can see the light is different when it returns. It’s turned from faint to dim, and the difference would have been invisible if the tunnel were not so very, very dark. I have the strongest sense I should be understanding something. It’s there, in my mind, but my mind is filling up with water and I’m barely afloat. 


I lean my forehead against the cold stone and ask the world to stop spinning. Closing my eyes makes no difference so I open them again and find I am staring right into the hole in the rock, and there is the green light within – and it isn’t light at all. It is something behind the rock. 
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Something tiny and written in light. In lines and curves of light.


I stare in confusion, in panic. It’s like I’m losing my mind. It’s like I can’t recognise my own face in the mirror. And then a moment later I am laughing because, of course, it is simply upside-down.

ay1 K vcyqpi swii


I…? 


The carving in the rock: I do know what it is. An eye in a narrow face with a triangle above. The triangular halo of the praying child from the Withering Palace. The one the miners built a cairn for. The child is embedded into the wall here. Upside down.


But that’s not what the message in its eye is saying. It is saying I… and then something I can’t read. And no word in it is the word for God. 


“I don’t... understand,” I tell it. 


The light stays on.


“Are you... a God?” 


The light stays on. Perhaps it has nothing more to say. Then it flashes. 

Cyq s ay2 suf


Something does you not-have. It’s a question. The light in the rock-wall is asking me a question.


“What do… what do I need?”


No flash.


What do I need? I need better lungs. 


I need to get off this rock and get back home. 


I need to get my accursed ship back. 


I need to find Renba, if Renba really isn’t dead. 


I need to return to Oroi, and I need to get Oroi off this rock before she refuses to ever speak to me again.


The inverted God waits with the most divine patience. 


“I need to... find... the vault… before… she does…” I murmur.


Off. 


On.
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The disappointment makes me dizzy. It’s the same. The God isn’t listening. How could I believe it was listening? It’s just a machine, looping through whatever words are still embedded on its foil, as limited as the recorded Empress in the garden.


I lower myself back onto my knees, and turn away. “You don’t… know… what the vault… is.”


The light flashes.

swii K qwxqwi


“That’s an assertion.” I’m finding it hard to think inside my head so now I’m thinking out loud. “One thing... is another thing. If this was a random phrase… scraped from some book… then I don’t know… but if you’re answering my question… and I don’t believe you are, but if you are… then my question was what is the vault? And your answer should be the vault is… whatever the vault is.”


The light does nothing. 


“So if that first word… is the word for the vault… then what is the vault? The vault is... Not a river. I’ve seen the word for river; it’s almost that, but not quite. But there’s no water here. This is the-thing-which-moves-upon… upon… that-which-moves-high. What moves high? The rivers do, but it’s not the rivers. I’m going in circles. Thing-which-moves-on-high-movement. What else moves on high? Wind. Currents. Flow. The paths the rivers take. Ship. It’s a ship. The vault is a ship. The vault… is a ship?”

ay1 K vcyqpi swii


“I am… something… vault. You’re not… a God? I mean, you are a God. I’ve seen you… But you... you’re also… the vault. You?” It’s getting hard to speak. “The middle word… of-the-place… lights-above… I’ve seen it. Not the rivers. The stars. No, that’s something else, Aliya. Think. The rivers aren’t a place. The stars aren’t a place. A place… of high-lights… a place of stars....” My head is swirling. I can’t focus any more. I’ve been using up the last air I had without noticing and now that air is gone. The light flashes but I’m on the floor. I can’t raise my head to look. I can’t lift myself up. I can’t move. I’m done. I’m finished. “The stars… Help… please… help me…”


The light flashes off, and it does not come back. I am adrift in the dark.  










III




The Age of Sail
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from approx 2900 years to 1600 years ago
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There are three kinds of people who must never be trusted: those who claim everything is simple, merchants who count on their fingers, and children.



The Book of Moons, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


After Myari took Talliin from me, I was despondent. I turned inwards. The machine had been more than my friend. I was always so afraid in those days: afraid of Iox and Myari’s expectations. Afraid that I would fail to be what they wanted me to be. Afraid that Elboreth would close its doors and not take me back. And I told Talliin all this and it listened, and comprehended, and never told me I was mistaken or foolish or that I did not need to worry. It took in every fear and laid it carefully down, like a precious fragile thing, promising to hold it safely in trust. 


And then, suddenly, Talliin was gone and all my precious things were gone too.


Myari gave me another robot, but it was only a robot. It rolled around on tracks and did not speak, let alone listen. I had no use for it. I called it Not. It didn’t care. I took to sailing to inaccessible moons, nasty places with awkward slopes and rough climbs. The robot would stop at the first incline and wait. It didn’t even tell me to be careful, it simply waited. The thing was useless. After a few weeks, I clambered up a rocky pile, circled back to the ship by a higher route, sealed the hatch behind me, and sailed away.


A week later Myari gave me another. I was so surprised I didn’t argue. And this one spoke all the time. It asked questions of everything, like it was a child. It rolled ahead of me as we walked and turned its pretend head to check if I was following, even though I am quite sure robots can see in all directions at once. When I climbed rough slopes it fretted, trying to stay directly below me, as though it could catch me if I fell. I called it Three and it delighted in the name, and it never once asked what it meant. 


About that time, I starting getting bolder in my explorations. I wasn’t sailing from one small moon in the Wires to the next any more. I wasn’t happy with the odd discarded knife-belt pulled from the wash. I stopped worrying about the journey home because I didn’t have a home beyond the ship. I began to chart the wider rivers that broke away from the Ioxian Spiral. 


One of these – the Silk Pass – gave out onto a thick, slow, slug-trail of a river that turned and swerved through great arches of stone. I remember thinking it was like sailing through the ribcage of some enormous, coiled serpent. Nearly a whole day went by before the river finally changed, giving out into an open lake, long and flat and wide. A rocky peak rose from its centre. Even from the cockpit I could make out the gleaming brass-and-copper dome built upon its summit. 


The peak itself sloped downwards in long ridges, two of which cupped a quiet bay. I approached it, close-hauled, and brought the Nightingale to a gentle stop, the nose scraping across on the rock shelf below the waterline. The hatch was still below the water too, but I found that the cockpit itself could be unfastened and folded back by loosening a series of screw pins. Once opened, I hauled myself up onto the ship’s neck, between the armatures, and edged out along the spar at the front. The top wooden running board was narrow but gently ridged, perhaps to provide a better grip; I crept forwards until I could drop into the shallows. Water lapped at the neck of my boots.


The shore of the bay was loose gravel. Whether it had been constructed or was natural I couldn’t tell, but it had certainly been adapted for the purpose of holding ships. There was an iron hook hanging from a socket in a wall of rock and I recognised its flattened tip and angular shape from the ones used by the dockers at the Jaws of Iox. I knew where on the Nightingale’s skeleton it would attach. After sticking a little at first, it unspooled link after link of rusty chain from some hidden store within the stone, and once hooked onto the ship a hidden mechanism pulled the chain taut. The boat was gently drawn up out of the shallows and up onto the shore. 


The hatch fell open and Three tumbled out, excited. 


“What is this place?” it demanded. “Have you been here before? Are there people here? Is this Renaki? Is it old? What are all these stones? How many are there? And where does this go?”


There was a zigzagging path cut into the cliff that climbed towards the domed building on the peak. Three did not wait for any answers before zooming ahead. I followed more cautiously, though I was nearly as excited as the machine. I had found carved pillars and fallen lintels before, minor dwellings and empty quarries; but this, surely, was something much finer. I half-expected to find it busy; to open its doors and barge in on a feast in full flow, like this was a legend from Mazwai’s great, mysterious journey through the Singing Wastes. 


Close to the summit the inclined path turned, circling around behind the peak. I paused for a moment and looked back at the lake below. From here, the unbroken, lapping water seemed impossibly wide. I might have been standing on the only piece of land in the whole of the heavens. 


“You would love this place, Talliin,” I murmured to myself, but I don’t know why I did, because I knew the robot was gone and had not returned to the waters. 
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The building on the peak was both broad and tall, with confident, unsupported walls and buttressed corners topped by smaller, shining domes. It was an edifice of victorious lines; horizontals and verticals stroked by some great hand over and through the messy edges of the moon’s natural peak. Where the original rock had been in the way, it had been removed. Where it had been lacking, a foundation had been artfully, almost invisibly constructed. Nothing had been allowed to alter the aspect of the building itself. 


The sloping path we’d climbed ended at an enormous gate of beautifully-worked brass, large enough, if it had been open, to allow the Nightingale through with her wings outspread. Windows with open shutters stood either side, taller than a person is high. They were inlaid with coloured glass and barred. The gate was sealed and had no handle. Instead there was a faceted crystal, socketed above the doorway: an eye, waiting to transport visitors inside. 


The robot was waiting, eager to see what I would do next. I didn’t know back then that all robots carried hopper sources inside them, and I don’t think Three knew it had one either, so I pulled uselessly at the brass of the gate and at the iron bars inside the windows. Both were firmly set. Climbing the smooth plaster was impossible and there was no other door to be seen.


“So?” the robot asked cheerfully. “Do we leave?”


“Of course not. I’ve broken into tougher places than this.” There was no path around the building, but there was a width of level ground between the wall and the slope where the builders had given themselves room to place their scaffolds as they worked. It was enough to comfortably walk the perimeter. “I’m going to look around the side.” 


“Wonderful!”


The robot dogged my heels as we followed the line of the wall; yellow-white plaster to the left and an unruly drop to the water below on my right. Pebbles skittered away with every step. Three tumbled and bounced along, seemingly unconcerned, until we reached the corner. Here the buttress ate so far into our path that I had to turn and hug the wall as I slipped around it. Three stopped. 


“Aliya?” it complained. “That is too narrow for me.” 


I left the robot behind.
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The right-hand side of the building did not present the same bluff face as the front; instead, a semi-circular plaza stuck out, bordered by a low stone wall that was easy to clamber over. The space it enclosed had been a tended garden once; now it was wild and overgrown. Thick branches, mad with flowers, linked hands across flagstoned paths. Insects buzzed in the thin air. I followed the line of the outer wall because here the path was clearest, and looking out across the lake below was like being aboard some enormous ship, sailing ever forwards and never arriving. This was a place, I felt, meant for a gathering. A place to marry, or to wrap a child in your headscarf and hold it aloft. I should have been surrounded by the chatter of voices, the clink of cups, snatches of laughter and whispered remarks. It was perhaps the loneliest spot I have ever been.


I turned away from the wall and fought my way through the bushes to the building, to discover this side wasn’t walled at all but was instead an open colonnade. Just like that, I was inside. My footsteps boomed on the tiled floor and echoed up to ancient rafters painted vibrant blue and gold. Lanterns set in high brackets burned with steady turquoise riverlight. In shadowy patches where this could not reach, bruise-like lichen grew in plumes. 


The hall was lined with wooden doors. Some stood open, and behind these I saw small rooms dense with shelving, cupboards, tables, stools. One was piled high with rugs. In another were lines and lines of shoes. In a third, lantern glasses in all sizes and shapes. I had thought this place was a palace from the outside but the rooms I passed were no bigger than storage spaces. I could not understand what I was looking at; sometimes the first idea we have of a thing is hard to shake off. I wandered five or six more halls like this one before at a crossing of arched halls I found a God: tall, armless, his single eye narrow and wide. He gazed sternly down on the spaces below, as though wise to deception and misdealing. A perceptive God. Canny and fair. I realised quite suddenly where I was.


This was a market. On Elboreth, the stalls are planks of wood laid across barrels; here, each stall was a little room that could have housed a family, tiled and paved with a door to lock at the end of the day. This was a market for those who never ran through their supply and who never fully met their demand. This was a market built like a palace: from a kingdom where the merchants lived like kings. 


Hundreds of people must have walked through here, every day. Hundreds of people must have arrived by ship and long haul, every day. The lake must have clustered with sails and the bay been hot with dockworkers hauling up ship after ship, singing the same songs Ozyek and the others sang as they worked on Iox. Perhaps even more merchants, those unable to secure a space in the main hall, had sold wares from their boats, yelling their trades across the water. There would have been cooks stirring great pots of food; wood fires boiling riverwater to make tea; barrels of raqi cracked and drained and floated away, every day, every day. 


I wandered these desolate halls until I puzzled my way into a central space: a resonant circular chamber. Soaring overhead was the colossal dome I had seen from the river, its brass surface still brilliant on the underside. It tossed lamplight about in all directions. Stepped benches lined the walls; they curved around and faced a central raised podium. 


On the podium was a crude statue made from lashed-together strips of wood and pilfered junk. It almost made me laugh: it was such a rubbish thing for so imposing a space. It wore unmatching shoes. It had an upturned samovar for a head. Two stick arms were flung out wide in different directions. One leg kicked upwards. The pose I understood as soon as I raised my arms and legs to match it; it was the wild dance of an Elborethian swirler, a dance I had been taught as a girl. 


I climbed up onto the stage to take a closer look and a voice rang out across the hall, clear and loud as a bell: “Touch her and I will run you through!”
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My attacker came up to my shoulder in height. He had hair flopping down over his eyes that he flicked aside impatiently every few minutes. He wielded a pointy stick at arm’s length.


I was lost for words. I must have been standing there for a whole minute, just staring like an imbecile. 


“Don’t think I won’t run you through!” he cried, when I didn’t say anything. “Put up your hands!”


I didn’t know what else to do, so I put up my hands. 


“Ha!” the boy continued, advancing, his stick coming dangerously close to prodding my shirt. “You won’t eat me now, ghost!”


“I’m not a ghost. Are…” My voice faltered a little. “Are you a ghost?”


“Me?” The stick performed a fast circle. “Oh, no! I am the dread river pirate Aamir! And don’t come any closer! I have quartz in my pocket!” 


“Quartz…”


“And cinnamon! Cinnamon to dry up ghosts, and quartz to reflect evil thoughts. See? You can’t defeat me!” 


“I’m… I’m really not a ghost.” I glanced around for something I could pick up, and reached out for the arm of the statue. “Look…”


“Leave her alone!” the boy shrieked. The stick darted forward and I jumped back. “Surrender, now!” 


“As you say! I surrender. But please! Put the stick down!”


The stick, if anything, lifted a little higher. “Ghosts can’t surrender. They always lie. The only power a ghost has is deceit. Don’t think that I don’t know that.”


“Then I don’t surrender. But I am going to eat you unless you put that stick away.” 


The dread river pirate Aamir narrowed his eyes, and flicked his hair aside again. 


“You can’t hurt me, anyway,” he replied. “I’m dead.”


“You don’t look dead to me.”


“That’s because you’re dead too, so we look the same.”


“Please.” I took a step backwards and lowered my hands. “Just tell me what you’re doing here. How you got here. Do you have a ship?”


“A ship? Ha! What kind of pirate would I be without a ship?”


“So you do have a ship? And you can sail?” I doubted the boy could even reach the armatures of a ship, let alone have enough strength to move them. 


“Of course I have a ship. It’s made from two old boxes I found and a roll of cloth. I think it floats, too, but I haven’t tried it yet.”


“Aamir. Aamir? Put the sword down and I won’t touch your statue. Agreed?”


“I swear, by the Great Feet, I’ll cut you in half if you double-cross me, phantom.” 


“I understand. By the Great Feet on Elboreth, you mean?”


The stick switched from left to right. 


“Do you swear your loyalty to me?” he demanded.


“Absolutely not. Listen, Aamir. I have a ship. A real one that floats. And I can take you back to Elboreth. And I will. Just don’t poke me with that thing.”


Aamir looked at me, seeming to assess my value, then he calmly stuck the stick into the belt of his torn trousers. “You can’t take me back. I told you, I’m dead,” he said. “I can’t go back unless the rivers take me. I tried going to them myself, but... the water was really cold. I couldn’t do it.” 


I lowered my hands and squatted down. 


“It’s all right, Aamir. You just tell me how you got here, and I’ll make sure you get home.” 


The boy frowned at me. His nose wrinkled up. He chewed the inside of one cheek. 


“You’re very normal for a ghost. Most ghosts are half crazy. They can’t stop swearing and shouting.”


“Have you met a lot of ghosts?”


“Oh, yes. This place is stuffed with ghosts. Why do you think I carry a sword? I saw one in the corridors just now. It was singing.” 


“Singing? Oh.” I smiled. “Was it metal, about this high?” I held a palm at knee-height. “Did it whirr as it moved?” 


“It was singing,” the dread pirate replied, insistently. “I would have attacked it, but I didn’t want to lose the advantage of surprise.”


“Can you lead me to it, Aamir? I find these hallways really confusing.”


“Of course I can,” he puffed. “This way. But you have to be quiet.”


I nodded, silently, to show I understood, then climbed down off the podium and followed Aamir as he walked on tiptoes to the great doorway. On reaching it, he pressed himself against the frame and peeked around. 


“It’s clear,” he hissed.


“Good. Do you live here?”


“No.” He was still whispering. “I don’t live here because I’m dead. Follow me.”


We slipped around the doorframe and then, for some reason, broke into a run along the empty corridor. Our footsteps shook dust from the upper beams. Aamir was scuttling, switching from the left side of the corridor to the right, and leaping from behind one pillar to the next. His sword was back in his hand and he slashed at the air as he went. Then he stopped abruptly in front of an enormous gash in the side of the building that I had definitely not walked past before. 


“See down there?”


I looked, and then quickly stepped backwards. The building’s floor was overhanging the mountainside entirely and where it had crumbled away there was nothing but a sheer drop to the water below. 


“How did that happen?”


“Invaders,” Aamir replied. “I fought them off. Now I pee here. It falls a really long way.”


“My ship is in the bay beyond the main gate, Aamir. Can you get me there?”


“Of course. Stay close.” 


We wheeled about and took off again at a sprint. But we were out of luck: around the next corner, we ran straight into an ambush! Aamir was knocked flying across the hallway, spinning in mid-air and landing in a heap against a wall. A moment later he was back on his feet and into his fighting stance, his weight dropped low and his stick up and ready. The attacker – a flat grey box on wheels – skidded back a short distance and readied itself for another charge. 


“Aliya!” the machine barked. “Get behind me!” 


“There’s no danger, Three.”


“You are wrong, Aliya. I heard this boy boasting. He kills people with his sword. Please get behind me so I may defend you!” 


“Put up, monster!” the boy cried in return. He was already gaining ground, advancing in hectic little bounds. “Give me something I can fight!” Three rammed forward, aiming for the boy’s shins again, but this time Aamir was ready. “Ha! Too slow, metal toad!” He leapt expertly aside, before retaliating with a hefty thwack against the robot’s chassis, causing it absolutely no injury at all. Three came about for another run.


I folded my arms. “Will you two stop? Three, Aamir is armed with a stick. Aamir, this metal toad is my robot.”


Three hovered. Aamir glared at me, with narrowed eyes. “This monster belongs… to you?”


“Yes. And it’s a robot, not a monster.”


“I know what it is,” Aamir replied. “Monsters like this travel the rivers. They board ships and kidnap honest sailors. A monster like this kidnapped me and stranded me on this island prison.” He thought a moment more and added, “Can I ride on its back?” 


“You can. Now, Three, lead us back to the open plaza where I climbed in, please.”


Aamir strode boldly over to Three, straddled its fuselage, drew his stick and pointed it high in the air. “Be warned, invaders! I am the dread river pirate Aamir, and I come riding a monster!” 


The two of them took off at high speed around a corner and I had to run so as not to get left behind. 

H


Back aboard the Nightingale, Aamir clambered up into the hammock and sat there cross-legged, his sword resting across his knees. Three sat underneath, all but purring. 


“Aamir, you must be hungry,” I said. “I’ve got some fruit in the crate… in the corner there.” I was hauling on the crank handle, paddling us slowly around the island until it was safe to open the sails. The effort was making me breathless. “What did you even… eat back there?”


“I found things. Never much, but always enough. It was always fresh, though.” Aamir hopped down to grab something from the crate with each hand. “I’m too hungry to be a ghost, I think. But pirates: pirates are always hungry.” He stood on Three’s back and from there tumbled back into the hammock.


“So you’re saying… the robots fed you. The robots took you from Elboreth… kept you alive out here…? But didn’t take you home?” 


“The robots didn’t take me from Elboreth,” Aamir answered. He took a deep bite from a sour-apple and let the juice run down his wrist to the elbow before wiping his arm with his other arm. “I snuck aboard one of their ships.” He giggled. “Robots are really stupid.”


“But the robots on that ship found you,” Three put in. “So who’s stupid now?” 


Aamir reached down and whacked the robot with his stick. “Shut up, metal nose.”


“I do not have a nose, metal or otherwise.”


“Be quiet, Three... Aamir, I don’t understand… Why did the robots put you here?”


“Oh, that’s easy. Because I’m dangerous.” 


“You are… not dangerous.”


“I am.” He took another bite. “They can’t kill you, robots. They’re too stupid. So they hide you instead so you can’t tell people what you know.”


“And what is it… you know… that’s so dangerous?” 


Aamir smacked his chest proudly. “The robots on the ship I boarded? They weren’t from Iox. They pretended they were. They looked like the others do. But they weren’t. They were from somewhere else.“


“All robots come from Iox.” We’re clear, finally. I stow the crank and go over to the ladder. “They dig them up there like potatoes. I’ve seen them do it.”


“Not these ones. These ones only looked like potatoes. They talked about where they were going and where they were from. They tried to fool me by saying it in patois because robots are stupid, but they didn’t know I spoke patois. But of course I do, you can’t grow up in Godsfeet and not learn enough patois to understand...”


“Aamir.” I’m in place, but before I open the sails I pop my head down into the cabin once more. “Just tell me what they said.”


“Bo-cataliti ifarali.” He takes another crunchy, satisfying bite, and I can barely hear the next words for half-chewed sour-apple flesh. “Heaven’s River.” 

H


It had been years ago. I’d seen the boy with Timor a few times since. He had grown lanky and smart. But I had forgotten the boy’s strange words completely, and I did not remember them until that cold instant when, in the darkness of the mine and entirely alone, the green light of the inverted God flashed and I realised with total certainty that Aamir had mistranslated what he had overheard the robots say. 


Not Heaven’s River. 


Heaven’s Vault.


And then I was returned to the waters, and the waters sent me home. 
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Most who sail the rivers of the Nebula make use of natural currents much as the earliest sailors did: with a keel to keep the ship forward-looking while the sails, paddles and rudders collect and carry the flow around the body of the ship to produce forward movement. 


For larger ships, however, the power within these flows is inadequate. The more magnificent vessels, the ali-salle and the cat-salle, are coerced into motion quite differently, with the use of a refraction-well before the ship. An eye, set above the ship on a high mast, moves water continuously from before the prow to behind the stern. 


The resulting intolerable gap pulls the ship along at ever-increasing speeds regardless of the current itself. They only require that the path ahead is there to be taken...



The Book of Flows and Motion, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi

 

 


“Slow, now. That’s it. Don’t sit up too fast.”


It’s a man’s voice, one that feels comfortingly familiar. I suppose it must be my father’s voice, telling me that everything is going to be well. I have had a bad dream, a dream where I walked alone. Now I am back with my family. After all these years, I have returned home.


“You weren’t awake when they brought you here. Moonflower, when will you learn to take care of yourself?”


“I’m sorry,” I murmur, through thick, parched lips. I’m horribly thirsty. “How long...?”


“You’ve been asleep here nearly a day. How long you were lying out there, I don’t know. Can you tell me what happened? Did you fall?”


“Fall?” My eyes are opening. Above me are dim lamps and patterned cloth. There’s a sharp smell; again, familiar. “I don’t… I don’t think so.”


“One of my boys found you. Thought you must have jumped. I said you? No. Not you. Never you. But I needed to ask you all the same.”


“Jump? From where? Where am I?” I push an elbow underneath myself, to prop myself up. I’m dizzy, but it’s from hunger, I think. My lungs feel normal enough. “I was underground. I was in a mine of black glass…”


“Moonflower, sometimes I think I should marry you for your own safety.”


Then I know exactly where I am. I rub my eyes with the hand that isn’t holding me up and turn towards the voice. Timor is on his knees close by me. I’m lying on a rug in one corner of his bar. He has a wooden bucket and a cloth, and a worried smile. 


“There you are, moonflower.”


“I’ve told you a hundred times, Timor. I will not marry you. And please call my Aliya.”


“I know, Aliya, I know. But who will I pass this place onto if not you?” He puts a damp hand on my forehead, then nods with some satisfaction, and takes his hand away. “Sit up slowly, now, but do sit up. You’re going to be well enough. But please, don’t do that again.”


“Do what?”


“Whatever it was you did. It did not agree with you.”


He helps me into a sitting position, then slides a large cushion behind my back. His touch is gentle and kind. It always has been. 


“I don’t remember,” I tell him. “I was in a mine, I passed out… How did I get here?”


“We carried you. Me, and two of the boys. You were found near the Catkis Gate. No ship in sight. Aamir thinks you dropped right out of the river.”


“Aamir?”


“He’s always had an imagination, that boy.” Timor wrings out his cloth, and throws it over his shoulder with a slap as he stands back up. “But I’m glad you’re awake. You always have a place here, moonflower, whether you choose to take it or not. I don’t own your debt and I don’t want it. We’re just kindred spirits, you and I.”


I look around. The bar is empty. Timor has closed his doors to look after me. 


“Where’s Oroi?” 


“You still haven’t found her?” he asks. He doesn’t seem too concerned. “Aliya, my dear, either she is hiding from you, or else…”


“What? No. No, I found her. We sailed… Do you mean she wasn’t with me? She wasn’t with me, when I was found?”


“No, Aliya, it was only you. Whatever tree you fell from, perhaps Oroi is still in it.”


My heart stops. 


“Timor, I need to go.” I try to push myself up and my head responds with a great thump of pain, so strong it makes me gasp and sit back down. “I have to find her. She’s trapped. Alone. I left her.” Again. “I have to find her.”


“You go and get her when you’re well enough to stand, Aliya. How about that?” 


“You don’t understand. I’ve lost my ship. She’s out there, and… and…” Horror grips me. “I don’t know where we were. I don’t know where she is. By the waters, Timor, I have no idea…”


He takes my hand. So very gently. “Tell me. What do you remember?” 


“It was a mine, an old, old mine… Black glass, and rock...”


Timor frowns. “And you lost your ship? Did the robot steal it?”


“... Yes. You know what? It did.”


He laughs thinly. “You’ve been careless, Aliya Elasra. But you’ll get back on your feet. You always do.”


“Timor, I don’t know what to do. Oroi is out there, somewhere...”


“Oroi is a resourceful woman. If there’s anything she can do for herself, she’ll do it.”


“There isn’t. I don’t think there is, anyway.”


Timor frowns. “When the cloth is frayed, moonflower, the thing to do is find the threads. With the ship, can you get her?”


“If I know where to go, yes.”


“And how can you know where to go? How can you find the moon you were on?”


“I can’t. It could be anywhere. No, wait. That’s not right. I can. Where’s my bag? Have you got my bag?”


Timor gestures. My bag is folded up beside me. I grab it quickly and tip it out. There’s my notebook, and something else, heavy and metal, that hits the rug with a heavy clink.


“What’s that?” Timor asks. “A tent-stake?”


“A hand chisel. It’s been lying for a thousand years in a forgotten chamber on a distant moon. It should be long enough.”


“Long enough?” He smiles peacefully. “Long enough for what?” 


“Ionisation. I can’t see it, but it can lead me to Oroi, if I can find the robot.”


Timor nods, as though I’ve confirmed some information he already knew. “And the robot has your ship?”


I nod.


“Then you need to find the robot. Is it back on Iox?” 


“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Maybe. Oh, my head...” 


“You need to rest.”


I move my head just a tiny bit, side to side. “I can’t. I’ve already rested. She’s been there for a day already. She must be terrified, and starving.” I stand slowly, giddily, and take the towel from Timor’s shoulder to wrap up the chisel before I slip it back into my bag. “I’ll start on Iox. That’s a good idea. It’s worth a try.” Timor is smiling quietly at me. “What are you smiling about?”


“You,” he replies. “Look at you. You are a force of light, Aliya Elasra. The rivers move within you. It’s a glorious thing to behold.” 


“Be quiet, Timor. I forbid you to flatter me when I’m injured.”


“Please, Aliya. Do consider what I said. About marriage. I know, I know, you don’t want to hear it. You know I would have adopted you, long ago, if I could. But I can’t do that. No one on this moon has your debt to give to me. But marriage? This I can do.”


I’m not listening. I’m in the doorway already, now that I’ve worked out which foot goes on which side when I walk. 


But he isn’t giving up yet. “This place will need you, Aliya! One day, you will grow tired of running away from Iox on that ship of yours and when you do, it will be Elboreth you come home to. And Elboreth will need you, too. She does not survive on promises alone. Your place is here, and there is more work to be done here than you realise. In the end, every Elborethian has a debt, even you.”


I stare at him. Timor is a man of few words, preferring to listen than to speak. I have the sudden sense of a final attempt, as though we might never see each other again. 


“Did you know, Timor, that Elboreth used to be the centre of the Nebula? You know the Council dome, at the top of the Catkis? That used to be the heart of it all. The whole Nebula was controlled from up there. From inside that building.”


“Of course I know.” He holds my gaze. “We all know. Do you know what Catkis means, Aliya? Or kisreth? Or Elboreth?”


“I thought Elboreth meant ‘moon of thieves’.”


“Reth means to hold possession. Elboreth is the moon of possession. And a kis is a great ruler. A king. The Kisreth is the king-who-holds, and the Catkis is the home-of-kings. We know who we are, here on Elboreth. We tell each other every day. We remember.”


“But if people know, Timor, how do they live with it?”


“Because they are too busy living now to think about how things were. Or how they might become. It’s hard to understand that, for someone like you. Or for me. That’s something we share, Aliya. We both want to see the calculation, we don’t just accept the total. As I said before. I need you. No one else.”


“Timor… I have to help my friend. She is as much a part of Elboreth as anyone. You understand.”


“Just remember us, Aliya. Remember us, and when you’re ready? Come back.”


“I’ll… I’ll try. And Timor? Thank you. For not leaving me out there. For looking after me.”


“Of course.” He nods seriously. “I am not an idiot. You will never consent to become my wife if I do not attend to you.”


I can’t help but laugh, and he grins. 


“Moonflower, I have remembered another little thing.”


“Is it important?” 


“Perhaps. I don’t know, I’m only a bartender.”


“As you say.” I pull a face at him. “Tell me.”


“It is a thing the labour-master in the Catkis told me. She says a robot hired one of her workers. Traded jewellery and metal for the man, and took him away somewhere.”


“That’s unusual?” 


“It’s twice-times strange. Iox does not hire labourers; it owns the whole moon itself. And robots do not travel unaccompanied to the Catkis. I didn’t think they knew how to get in.” 


“… You think it was my robot? Here, on Elboreth?” 


“Who can say? The trader doesn’t know. Robots all look the same. But Aliya. This wasn’t while you were sleeping. This was days ago.”


“Then it can’t have been Six. We were together the whole time until…  until it stole my ship.”


Timor shrugs. “You didn’t hire a labourer yourself?”


“No. I hate that place, Timor. You know I do.”


“I know what you think of work here on Elboreth, yes.” He nods seriously. “Very well. I wish you all the luck in the water, Aliya, as always.”


“Wait. Hang on.” I’m clutching my head. Thoughts mix with throbbing noises. “A few days ago? When, exactly? Was it before I saw you last? Was it when I was here, looking for Oroi?”


“Yes. I think so. I heard about it afterwards, of course, but it must have been about that time.”


“Did the robot return the man?”


Timor smiles. “So you think it was your robot? Well, then! You’ll have to ask the trader; I don’t know. But unless it hid the man on your ship, I suppose the answer is yes, it returned him.”


“I fell asleep,” I reply. “Before I came here and saw you. I went to Maersi – to return something to the people there, something that belonged to them – and I drank too much riverwater. The robot sailed us to Elboreth while I slept it off.” I’m still working it through as I speak, but it’s the only explanation I can see that makes sense.  “It might have gone up to the Citadel without me. Eagle’s teeth, it could even have taken something from the Nightingale to trade.”


“And what did it want, this subtle robot, with its labourer?”


“I think it stole a crown.” I can’t help a grim sense of admiration at the neatness of the robot’s logic. “Only I don’t think it considered it stealing, because of whose crown it was.”


“I do not understand you.” 


“Don’t worry. I understand. I understand much more now.” 


It had been an opportunity, not a plan, but the robot had taken it. I had shown it how to reach the Catkis. I had explained the function of the labour market. It had hired a worker to be its legs and arms, and then it had broken into Oroi’s shop and seized the crown. The worst part? It must have hidden the crown somewhere aboard the Nightingale and I simply hadn’t noticed amongst the clutter. I thought my books had been rearranged.


“Good faith to you, Timor. I’ve got to go.”


“Good faith, moonflower.”


And then I’m gone, out through the doorway, still swaying a little but moving with new purpose. I do not know where my ship is, where Oroi is, where the robot is or what it’s intent on doing. But I have an idea where to start looking. It can sail by itself – I taught it that. It has a ship full of artefacts it can trade. But as I told Oroi, it still needs someone to help with stairs and doors. 


I can readily believe that the first act of a newly-freed Empress would be to get herself a minion.

H


The trader is insulting me before I’m halfway across the yard. “Ah, there you are! The sallehua with the metal dog that does her bidding! Or perhaps the myameke has sent you this time? And where’s Yazi?” 


The question takes me by surprise. “Who?”


“That’s right! If you hire a man from me you have the right to call him whatever you choose!” She’s talking at the top of her voice, not only to me but to anyone who happens to wander by, as if they don’t already know who she is and what it is she sells. She’s a natural show-woman; a group of her workers lounge in the shade of a canvas awning on the little stage behind her. Some are young and some are fearfully old. Some are men and some are women. Most have talents, as the phrase goes, but few have skills. 


“The robot came here? And hired this Yazi from you… yesterday?”


“Now what do you mean by that?” The trader folds her bulky arms and glares at me across them like they were the two halves of a folding fariwet table. The cleft between her forearms is the river that splits the board. “Don’t you have him? I warn you, if you’ve lost my man, you owe me the sum of his debt and that idiot’s debt was not small.”


“Of course I’ve got him. I mean, I’ve got someone. On my ship. Is that Yazi?”


She’s not convinced, but she doesn’t seem to know which part of my nonsense is the lie. “He’d better be, or you’ll be up here yourself, won’t you? But you can’t mistake him. He’s only got one arm.”


That makes me blink with surprise, until I realise what it means. The robot haggled badly this time. 


“Whatever it is you’re doing out on Renaki,” the trader continues, “I suppose it only requires one arm. Perhaps he punches people for you.”


“He… carries things.”


“Just one thing, surely, farwet. Just don’t bring him back any more damaged than he already is. And if you see the other Ioxian, you tell him he still owes me for that!”


“The other Ioxian?” 


“The one who hired him and destroyed his arm. Ask your machine, it knows; the myameke was with him. I suppose that’s why the robot wanted that one back. A shared dislike of their Ioxian masters. Now go away, and bring my man back when you’re done with him!”


People are turning to look. I step back.


“You said Renaki. The robot said it was going to Renaki?”


“It did.” The eyes narrow once more. “But that makes me wonder, why aren’t you on Renaki?” 


“My robot looks after my business for me. Good faith to you.”


“Ah, but this is without equal!” the woman cries, with exaggerated delight. “The robot has run away with the labourer! Good faith to you, lonely Ioxian farwet! It is a long sail to Renaki and you should hurry, if you want to catch up with them before they have a litter of little robot children! Sallehua!” 

H


Not everyone can jump a robot transport to Iox anytime they like, but I can. Ozyek is in the docks when it lands. He tilts his head in surprise when he sees it’s me coming out of the hatch. 


“And what have you done with your bird?” he demands. 


“A long story, for another day,” I reply.


“Tell me you didn’t smash it.” He looks genuinely pained. “I’ve fixed enough holes in that boat...”


“I didn’t. I promise. Ozyek, I have to go.”


“She’s not expecting you…” 


“… I know. I’m here to see the boy.”


Ozyek whistles as he waves me to the port doorway. I ignore him and race across the plaza, and slam my way into the library. 


“Huang!”


“Aliya!” 


The poor boy jumps so high he almost clears the railing of the upper balcony. I don’t wait for him to hit the ground. 


“Huang, you told me about a man you met. A man from Renaki. Tell me again.”


“Aliya?” He’s much too flustered to answer: pushing his spectacles back up his nose, arranging his hair, trying to mark the page in the book he’s been reading, which is surely only another Mazwai from a shelf full of Mazwai… 


“Huang. It’s important. I know you told me, but I can’t remember what you said. Tell me again.”


“Why…?”


I take a deep breath, and then I take another because I need it. “Huang. My robot went to Renaki, and I couldn’t think why, until I remembered you’d told me something about Renaki when I was here before. When I was here, with the robot. It was outside but it was definitely listening. Only I can’t remember what you said.  I need you to remind me so I can find it again.” I take another long breath after all that.


“You lost your robot?”


I’m still gasping, so I just wave a hand for him to keep talking.


“Well… Let me see. I told you I went to Renaki? To get some books. Like this one, actually. It’s not a Mazwai but it is old, from the early days of the Dawn, before the development of the Ioxian script…”


“No, Huang. Not that. Nothing to do with that. Something about an observatory.”


“Oh, you mean Amadu? I think he was drunk, honestly, he was waving his arms around and laughing...”


“Amadu. A trader from Renaki.”


“Everyone on Renaki is a trader. It’s a moon of merchants. They spend all day selling things to each other, it’s amazing...” 


“And this particular trader?”


“You won’t believe it. He’s a dealer in broken robots. They collect them there. He called them servos but it’s obvious, they’re just robots with, you know, bits missing. The necks, mostly. He had a couple with him. He was so proud of them… one kept going backwards. I thought of you.”


“And his name was Amadu. On Renaki.” 


Huang nods. 


“Thank you, Huang. I promise you, it’s really important.” 


“Aliya, don’t go yet.” His voice drops to an urgent whisper. “That page you gave me… We really need to talk. I’ve got it hidden in my desk, right now. I’m terrified Myari’s going to ask me to read it to her. I know I shouldn’t have told her about it, but that was before I realised what it really was…”


“So read it to her. I don’t care anymore.”


“I can’t. I can’t do that. It’s… what it says. Aliya, I don’t know how much of it you read, but it’s… it changes everything.”


I’m shaking my head. “Not now, Huang.” I’m at the door. “I need to go, now.”


“Aliya, please.” He grabs my arm. “I’m serious. I never ask anything of you, but I can’t do this on my own. Even a little mistake in the translation… it matters.”


I twist my wrist and he releases me. “I have to go,” I repeat. “But I will come back, I promise. As soon as I can.”


“You always say that. It’s never true.”


“I mean it this time,” I reply, without stopping to check.


“Maybe instead I could… I could come with you. I’ve been to Renaki before…”


“No. There’s no way you’re coming with me. You keep that page in your drawer. We’ll read it together.” 


He deflates, but doesn’t argue. “As you say. I’ll see if I can get any more from it while you’re gone.”


“Good. Oh, and Huang? One more thing. Did you ever hear of a place called Heaven’s Vault?” 


He frowns at me, then his face breaks into a baffled smile. “Heaven’s Vault? But of course I have.”


“You have?” 


I knew it.


“Of course. Don’t they tell that story to children on Elboreth?”


“They don’t tell many stories to children on Elboreth, Huang. No one has the time. But I want you to tell it to me sometime.”


“It’s not long…”


“Some other time, Huang. I have to go, now. But… I do want to hear about it.” 


Then I’m flying away once more. 

H


“Aliya!”


Professor Myari is standing beside the ancient sundial on the ceremonial bridge between the tree plaza and the port. It is the one way in and out of this place. I sigh. Ozyek must have told her I was here.


“I can’t stop, Professor…”


“Aliya Elasra! You will stop this instant and talk to me.”


Her voice is like a freezing wind, cold enough to make leaves drop from the nearby plants. I slow down my pace.


“I have to go, Professor. I’ll come back, but I have to go. Right now.”


“Aliya Elasra.” She stares at me. A finger lifts, pointing, as though casting a curse. “You have been a guest here on Iox but you have always shown us nothing but contempt. It has been my duty to overlook that, but I feel that duty coming to its end.”


“I’ll come back. We can talk then.”


“I am talking now. I thought I could help you to become someone of value. I thought I could help you to realise your potential. But I see you are lost to me, as you always were.”


“Please, Professor. I can see you’re angry. But my friend is in trouble…”


“I sincerely doubt that, Aliya. I do not believe you have any friends. Not here on Iox nor back on that pauper’s moon from which I took you. The moon to which I think you should now return.”


“Professor, have I done something to hurt you? I don’t understand…” 


“Where is the robot, Aliya? You’ve lost this one as well?”


“No. Yes. It’s complicated. It wasn’t my fault. This robot wasn’t like the others…”


“The port overseer tells me you arrived in a robot transport. Where is your ship? Have you lost that, too?”


“I’m going to get it back. Right now. I know where it is.” 


“It sailed away by itself, did it?”


“No. It was stolen. It wasn’t my fault. I trusted someone I shouldn’t have trusted.”


“I understand that very well,” Myari replies sharply. “Where, Aliya, is the Crown of Stars? The Crown of the Emperors that you rescued from the Cyclones’ Eye and that you promised you would return to us? Where is it? Have you sold it? Broken it into pieces and scattered it to the waters?”


“Is that what you’re angry about? Didn’t Six give it to you?”


“The robot? No.”


“Then I… I know where it is.” I hazard a smile, but it’s like trying to sail the wrong way up a waterfall against Myari’s icy gaze. “The crown, the robot, and the ship. They’re all in the same place.”


“So am I to understand it is only you who are lost this time?” 


“I know where I’m going. I just need to go.”


“Aliya, you test every particle of patience within me.” Myari has her arms crossed, but now she takes a hand from her sleeve, to wipe her eye with a small handkerchief. “Nothing I do seems to be the right thing to do. I feel I have tried everything. Nothing reaches you. I find it hopeless.”


“Professor… I’m grateful for everything you’ve given me. I am. I don’t know what you want, but you can tell me. We can talk. I’ll listen. Only, not now. You have to let me go, now.” 


“I think perhaps I have to simply let you go.” The handkerchief dabs once more. “If you leave this moon, now, Aliya, you will not be able to return. I will close the Jaws.”


“Just to punish me for losing the Crown? Which wasn’t my fault...” 


“It is never your fault, Aliya, and no, this is not just because of the Crown, even though it is the most sacred artefact of the Loop Temple that has ever been or ever will be, and it pains me to my core to think that of all the people alive on this moon only you have ever touched it. It is because I thought Iox could give you everything, but you have proved, time and again to me, that Iox has nothing to give you. And there is no more time for that to change.” 


“What if I find the Crown? What if I bring it back?”


“Then you will give it to a robot, with clear instructions to deliver it to me. Better yet, give it to the robot I asked you to look after, and send them both home.” She replaces the handkerchief. Her eyes seem stone-dry to me. “You may keep the ship.” 


“It’s my ship.”


“And you may keep it.”


“Professor, you asked me to find Renba. But I found out he was looking for something by himself. Something he thought so im-portant that he risked his life for it. Something old, from before the Empire began. From even before that. He called it a darkness, Professor, a great darkness. I think he wasn’t the first person to go looking for it, and I think it’s real. It’s something out there, waiting to be found. He called it a vault, or else there’s a vault which can stop the darkness, I’m not sure which. And I think... I spoke to it. To the vault. I think it saved my life. I don’t know what it is. I need to find it, and I’m not the only person looking any more. But before all of that, I really, really need to help my friend.”


Myari listens without speaking. She holds my gaze for a long time, her eyes moving this way and that, searching my ex-pression. When she finally speaks, it is heavy with years of sadness. 


“You are lost. The Loop is eternal, Aliya. Otherwise you could not be my daughter; yet I know that, despite everything, you are.”


“I’m not.” I shake my head. “I never was. My parents sold my debt to the Grey Ladies when I was a baby. They’re still on Elboreth. I don’t know them, but the Ladies would have told me if they’d ever come to see me. They never did.” Anger wells up in a sudden burst. “I’m just an Elborethian street-rat you picked up by the tail and put in a cage. Just like you’ve always said.”


Myari shakes her head. “The Loop is eternal,” she repeats. “You are my daughter. And yet it seems my fate is to find you only to lose you again. I cannot bear it, and yet here it is again.”


“You had a daughter, Professor. I know. She died. I’m sorry.”


“Her lungs were not strong. As yours are not strong.”


“Myari, I can’t be your daughter. I have shearlung because I’m Elborethian. It’s the one thing my parents gave me to keep. But I can still be your family, if you’ll have me. On Elboreth, people change houses all the time. I’ll find my friend, find Heaven’s Vault, and I’ll come back. You’ll see.”


“Heaven’s Vault?” She stares at me for another long moment, then shakes her head violently, the disappointment too heavy for her to bear silently. “Heaven’s Vault is a story. Not a legend; a story. It is a metaphor for the journey from not understanding into understanding. From the Old Sea of confusion and doubt to the reality of the Loop. You cannot dig it up. Not everything that is important can be held in your hands.”


“Myari… I think Renba has already found the Vault. I found a burned ship, but it wasn’t his. It was the ship of the Last Emperor and I think Renba burned it to offer the body back to the waters. After that he left the moon on a transport and if he hasn’t returned, that means he’s gone somewhere else. And I think he’s gone to the Vault.”


“There is a boy in the plaza behind you, sitting at the base of the tree.” Myari turns her face away to regard the child, and a gentle smile touches her face. “Did you notice him as you passed? He is studying diagrams and notes from the archival records. He is barely six years old. He can already assemble a robot from given parts and have it function.” She turns back to me. “The Loop does not require one thing to follow another, because it is all as one. Renba has already returned to us. As you will return, no doubt, and perhaps before I am too old to recognise you. We are closing the Jaws, Aliya. Decide which side you will be on and do not look back.” 


“I don’t follow. You’re closing the Jaws completely? Why?”


“Because of the Fall, Aliya. It is as I feared. There were signs before. Now the Fall has begun.” 


“What?” Her cool expression belies nothing: no fear, no panic, only the absolute certainty of devotion. “Professor, what’s happened? Talk to me.”


But she doesn’t say another word. She steps past me and walks away. Back to the ageless tree that grows and grows, despite all logic. Back to the plaza and the rooms where a hundred men and women study the same book in all its multiplicitous forms, compiling errata, comparing and elevating the mistakes of long-dead scribes into evidence of an eternity of Loops gone before, crafting for themselves a meaningful story from a thousand different slips of a flighty crow’s-feather pen.


This place cannot be saved. It is walling itself up from the inside out, brick by brick. Myari is right. My only choice is which side I stand on as I watch it happen.


“Good faith, Professor,” I call after her. She does not turn back.
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In all beings, power flows from the heart. The Nebula is alive, in its way, and its power flows from the beating heart of its Emperor, she-who-knows-the-people. Near to the Emperor’s presence this power can be felt, as with heat from a fire. Further away, this heat diminishes, until it is only glimpsed. 


So it is on the outward fringes of the Nebula: in the unspeakable Wastes, along the Edges, and on the filth-moon of Renaki, where human beings eat their children and sell their feet and hands for profit. These places are not outside of the Emperor’s benevolence: they are forgiven, and guided, and will grow, in time, to wisdom. But in the cold and dark, plants grow slowly while disease prospers. 


Sailors. Do not go to Renaki except to stare at the dog-headed ones who live there. It is a place of villainy and guile.



The Book of Iox, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


 


The haul to Renaki takes hours.


We cross the whole of the Nebula. Through Eagle’s Pass into the Verdant Pass, with Maersi on one side and the Cyclones on the other, and avoiding the Wires by taking the Silk Pass into the Silver Reaches that border the Edge and then, finally, curving around the icy Withering Waste to enter the Renaki Reach itself. The waters of that confluence are wild; it’s like the fabric of the Nebula has been stretched and the rivers have to flow faster to keep up. The robots pilot the branching, twisting white water without fuss or enthusiasm, working the tillers and sails of the transport as efficiently as when travelling the slow waters of the Spiral. They get no pleasure from its delirious curves at all.


There’s nothing for me to do. I sit on a metal bench bolted to one wall of the metal ship. I pull out my notebook and flick through my unresolved inscriptions, but I can’t concentrate. The calligraphy blurs into a muddle and all my assumptions seem unfounded and optimistic. 


I keep thinking about Oroi. The puzzle I’m trying to solve is what she might be doing, as if somehow by having an idea for her I can save her without reaching her first. Almost two days have passed. She will be hungry, half-parched with thirst. She will have paced the edges of the fissure, back and forth, scouring for hidden bridges, other panels, other tools. She will have curled up in despair, made a fire from wood shaved from the tunnel’s pillars, warmed herself by its flames, and then stood up to check the fissure again.


No. This is Oroi. She will have found a way to rig the panel using wires and bits of wood. She’ll have the great towers dancing to the gestures of her arms. I can imagine her, standing on one foot, spinning like a swirler, the machinery following her every move. She’ll find her way, then, to the buried eye, and to the God within who saved me…


... except that she won’t be able to talk to it, because she knows no Ancient. And perhaps the God won’t think to save her the way it saved me. 


I know what Oroi would say. You’re being stupid, Aliya. Machines aren’t magic. No machine ever does more than what it was built to do. 


So. She would have set the towers to the best arrangement she could, and then built bridges from rails and pillars to cross the remaining gaps. She would have tested their weight with tentative touches, and then crawled out along their lengths, in the darkness, above the deeper darkness at the heart of that deep, deep moon. And perhaps, after taking terrible risks, she would finally have found her way to the empty barrack houses, or to the mine shafts, and she would have found no trace of me. Not so much as my broken body at the bottom of a pit. And then – when after all that ingenuity and bravery she still had nothing and nowhere to go – she wouldn’t have followed a green light down a poisonous tunnel. Instead, surrounded by pillars and mine-carts, beneath a hole in the roof through which the unreachable rivers shone: there and then she would have given up in despair. 


And for all I know, the transport I’m on is flying past that moon right this moment and not stopping, because the robots aboard know what the mine holds and do not want it re-discovered. Better to bury than to resolve: the same ethical calculation as the Fallers made on Iox when they threw the robots into the catacombs and walled them up. The same as the First Empress did when she sealed the doors of the Council on Elboreth and began to purge the Ancient language from the Nebula. Over and over again. Each age declaring itself victorious by burying the last, not caring that what was once buried might yet come back to light. Each securing the present at the expense of an uncertain future. Just as Iox, now, was burying itself in the hopeless doctrine of the Fall and the Loop.


And then there’s me. Aliya Elasra, homeless, rootless, stubbornly digging things back up; piecing what was broken back together; letting no lie, lie. No wonder I’m shunned. Who wants to hear that the stories on which their lives are built are hollow? Who wants to know that things haven’t always been as they are? Do the powerful ever want to know that their power is fleeting? Do the weak ever want to know that they might have been strong? The only truth that is welcome is the beautiful truth: other truths must stay outside, like the ugly stray dogs of Godsfeet whom no one wants to feed lest they return.


But the robots did rule us, and hurt us, and keep us in cages. And the Empire did the same, and the Protectorate does the same today. And hardly anyone sails, but even if they did, where is there to go? How can one sail far enough to evade the reach of Iox in this Nebula, when all rivers return to the Spiral? If Myari is right, even death itself is no escape.


It seems to me now, sitting alone surrounded by these silent working machines, that we are each born into a prison of a size and shape we do not know, and the one imperative of our lives is that we map out the walls so that perhaps, one day, one of us may find a way to escape them.

H


When I arrive into Renaki, I arrive like a thief, hoppering down into a back alley and then slipping quickly into the street outside before anyone can wonder where I appeared from. Not that anyone would. It’s too bustling and busy here. Hawkers and peddlers line the sides of the buildings, yelling out their wares, or sleeping, or talking, or haggling and plotting in small groups. This street wasn’t built to be a market, I think, but the market has spilled out into the street, the sellers moving to be closer and ever closer to their buyers. People drift this way and that, sometimes pausing to turn over a lantern or examine a bowl, but just as often passing straight by. 


The buildings themselves are like those on Elboreth – plaster on stone, wooden cross-beams, shuttered windows – and like those on Elboreth they’ve been extended, layer by layer, four or five times each, with new walls built across old rooftops, and new floors built to bridge old alleys. But it all seems robustly done. Every brick is placed decisively. This place is growing up towards the sky like a tree, not accumulating in the dirt between the cracked flagstones of the Catkis.


I stand for a while in a shadowy corner, just watching, absorbing the flow and chatter. Everyone seems to know where they’re going and what they’re doing. No one seems hurried or distracted. There are constant trades being made: shoe-makers selling boots to the fruit-sellers, who sell sour-apples to the knife-makers, whose blades the shoe-makers use to make boots. If these people ever sleep, I imagine they sell their dreams on waking.


But if I was hoping to spot a robot in the crowd then I’m disappointed. Looking around, I see plenty of people and no machines. I see doorways and alleys with steps and no ramps. Narrow ironwork doorways with metal handles. If there is a robot here it should be easy enough to find: this place makes no allowances for them at all. But I don’t see her.


As for the ship, the city is dense and the Nightingale must have landed outside the walls, if it has landed at all. 


The trader, then.


A fruit seller across the way catches my eye and tosses me a bottle-plum. “Try it!” he cries. “You won’t find a better one!” I shrug and take a bite, and he’s right: it’s rich and ripe, and juicier than some of the moons I’ve been to recently. “Well?” he demands.


“Very nice.”


“Ah! My heart! A kind word from an Ioxian? You can have that one for free, then, those words are payment enough!” 


I smile at him, and finish the plum, tossing the stone aside. “I thought it was a gift.”


“Spoken like a true Ioxian,” the fruit-seller beams. “Can I sell you ten more?”


“No, thank you.”


“How about a demon’s lemon?”


He points to a box of thin, pointy green things.


“No, thank you.” I’ve sauntered over to him now. He leans forward against the front post of his stall and grins like he thinks he has something worth my time. “I’m looking for someone,” I continue. “A man named Amadu.”


“Amadu? Well. That’s a very common name here on Renaki. Bunch of monkey grapes?”


“I’m allergic to them. They make me come out in big purple spots.”


“No one has ever been allergic to my monkey grapes. They’re very fresh.”


“That makes it worse. My Amadu trades in robots. Servos.”


“Kumquat fist?”


“Excuse me?”


“Ah-ha! Iox has missed out on the finest golden fruit of Renaki, I see! This, good lady, is a kumquat fist.” He reaches across his stall and picks up a small, unassuming orange fruit, with a skin like a pickle. “It’s quite fine.”


“If I agree, can I have it for free?”


The man laughs heartily. “No.”


“Well.” I shrug. “I don’t have anything to trade.”


“Typical Ioxian.” He tosses the kumquat up into the air, catches it expertly in his mouth like a lizard, and then more or less swallows it whole.


“I’m not from Iox.” I’ve turned away now and my eyes are scanning the other stalls. From here I can see rugs, leather straps, hooks, chains, small paintings, pottery jugs, bowls, glassware – small, cheap, beautiful things. Also bread, cured meats, wine, jars of tea. Beyond, there’s a large golden-tiled archway through which I can just make out a fountain and more stalls. That may not be the hub of the whole city, but it’s certainly a more central space. “I’m from Elboreth.”


“Ah. That explains it,” the man replies, and he moves away to call out indiscriminately to the crowd. “Demon’s lemons! Ratpear! Fresh water-grass; six bunches trade as five!”


I head for the archway, pushing through a throng of people who are arguing about something at such speed that I can’t make it out. They speak Ioxian here, same as everywhere, but they don’t speak it the way we do: they throw rapid sentences at each other like children throwing stones at a cat, and they only stop and smile when one of them scores a hit. 


Through the arch is a wide plaza. A much wider space than I’d expected, as though the buildings around had been pushed aside to make space for more stalls. There are lots and lots of those: fifty or sixty, but it’s pointless counting them; more would pop up before you were finished. They can’t all be selling to the people milling around here: they must be trading with each other, converting things into other things into other things, in the hope that one and one will make eventually three. 


A nearby stall is selling baskets woven from thick dried grass. The woman behind the stand waves frantically to me, almost in a panic. When I go near, she grabs my arm and drags my ear to her mouth.


“You want?” she whispers, quickly, as if it was a terrible secret. “You need?”


“Want what?”


The woman leans quickly back to put a finger to her lips, and then leans forward once more. “You want or you not want? I think you want. I see it in you.”


“I’m looking for a man called Amadu.”


“Amadu not want. You want.”


“Want what?”


The woman leans back once again, then raises her eyebrows at me meaningfully before reaching forward to lift the lid off a wicker basket. “Look.”


I peer into the basket. Inside are leaves, branches, twigs. 


“It’s a plant?”


“Plant? Ha! No! Not plant. Gecko.”


“Gecko?”


“Gecko.” The woman quickly whips the lid back on the basket, then slides the basket a little across the tabletop towards me. “You want?”


“A gecko? Why would I want a gecko?”


“Good gecko. I think you want.”


Another woman passes by the stall and calls something out I can’t understand. The gecko seller answers back, and both women laugh. Again, it’s too fast and strangely-spoken for me to follow. 


“Can you tell me where Amadu is?” 


The gecko seller turns back to me, and I realise she is speaking as slowly and clearly as she can because she can see I am a visitor, and possibly also an idiot. 


“Good gecko. Excellent gecko. You need good gecko. I tell. I always know. This one?” She taps another basket beside the first. “This one orange gecko.”


“Are they more expensive?”


“Perhaps. What you have? Good gecko. Fast gecko. Last many years.”


“I don’t have anything.”


The woman makes a clicking noise with her tongue, and pulls the basket towards herself. 


“You waste my time. You want gecko, you catch your own.”


“But Amadu? Do you know Amadu?”


“I know Amadu. He buy gecko. Good customer.” And then she sits back and folds her arms crossly. 


I turn away. It seems hopeless. No one wants to help me, only to sell things to me. I could probably buy the whereabouts of Amadu but the only thing I’ve got in my bag is a hefty iron chisel and I need that.


I begin to wander, past the fountain which spits at me, and then between another tight cluster of stalls on the other side. Several are laid out without anyone behind them: either there are no thieves on Renaki or else everyone is so rich that the odd thief doesn’t matter. I browse a stand stacked with sandals made of some kind of leather, some of which are very nicely made indeed, and wonder if I might just slip a pair into my bag and go and buy a gecko and perhaps the whereabouts of Amadu along with it. But I don’t, of course. Perhaps there are no thieves on Renaki because the penalty for theft is severe. 


I’m at the far side of the plaza now. The buildings ahead are tall and set with irregular windows and balconies. Their rooftops are festooned with laundry and rugs for beating. I can smell cooking, hear drifting music. A child cries. Someone intones some kind of poem. I’m struck quite suddenly by how many people there must be, right here in this plaza, around it, on this whole moon. Renaki is like a whole other Nebula of its own, out here on the fringe, delighted by its own productivity. To the Renakians, Iox must seem like a crazy, distant dream: a bunch of pale-grey scholars incessantly trading lines from books. And Elboreth? Elboreth must seem like nothing more than a gutter. A forgotten place best left forgotten.


There’s another wide gate leading to another market street, like the one I came in by. I’m glad I hoppered down, since it means it doesn’t matter if I get hopelessly lost. I won’t get off this moon without help whatever happens: so that means either finding my robot or else finding any robot to summon a transport from Iox to come and get me. So far I still haven’t seen a hint of either. 


This new gate has an inscription in Ancient painted on the tiles above it. It’s so old the markings have almost faded away. I expect no one who lives here ever looks at it but, of course, I stop to write it down.

svwayu vyay2 qsvwayu 

E sud vyay2 qsuf


It has a rather pleasing symmetry to it, as adages and idioms placed visibility often do. The repeated word, containing the symbol for person, is one I feel confident about: of-you. Apart from that, the first word is something like the action of moving a thing held and it is almost the same as the word I saw written in rocks on the miner’s moon. That had also included the life glyph and I’d read it as to save, or more specifically, to give-life. And the third word here is almost the same again, only modified to become a thing. Give of-you a-thing-for-giving, then. Give your gifts.


The second half of the phrase has a similar pattern. The first word is to-have, and then it is negated and made into an object. To-have your thing-that-have-not. 


“Give your gifts and get your needs,” I murmur and then fold my notebook away. I’ve learned nothing, except that this place has been engaged in trade and barter for hundreds, maybe thousands of years. The people here are doing what they have always done and what they must imagine will be done after they are gone. Here, then, the Loop is entirely real. 


“Good faith... But, please. Whatever are you doing?”


The voice comes from between two stalls. A girl I had not noticed before – perhaps twenty years old, but finely dressed, and with her face delicately painted – is curled up with a book on her lap. She’s watching me from beneath furrowed and curious brows.


“Good faith,” I reply. I crouch down on one knee to meet her at eye-level. She seems to shrink back a little. Unsurprising: I’ve travelled here in a metal-box robot transport after collapsing in a mine-shaft two days ago, and I have not changed my clothes, bathed or brushed my hair. This polished gem of a girl is probably shocked by my smell. “I was reading the inscription above the gate.”


“Inscription?” 


“The painted symbols. Over the arch. Do you see them?”


The girl shakes her head. “That’s just a pattern. There are designs like that all over Renaki.”


I smile. “It’s an old form of writing. On Iox they call it Ancient. I wondered if people here might still be able to read it… But I suppose you don’t even look at it any more. What are you reading?” 


“Nothing.” She slams the book shut, and then purses her lips, perhaps regretting not marking her page. “I sometimes look at the books, that’s all. There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”


“No, nothing at all,” I agree, wondering what she means. “My ship has hundreds of books on it, and back on Iox…”


“You have a ship?”


I consider a moment, and then settle on the simpler answer. “Yes, I do. What’s your name?”


“Mina. But aren’t you afraid? To sail, I mean?” 


“No. I love sailing. The Nebula is very beautiful.” 


“That’s the most awful thing I’ve ever heard,” the girl replies. “That you’d just admit it like that. Don’t you have any shame? My father tells me off enough just for looking at books, but to actually go up into the waters… I can’t imagine it. Does it hurt?”


I’m lost. “Does what hurt? Sailing?” 


“When the rivers take your soul away. They say the water strips a little more every time. Does it hurt?”


“Sailing is beautiful, and peaceful. And it doesn’t touch your soul. Not that I’ve noticed, anyway. It’s hard work – but, no. It doesn’t hurt.” 


“I suppose it’s simply too late for you,” the girl says, as though she was agreeing with me. “Good faith. If that even means anything to you.” She picks up her book decisively and opens it to what is clearly a random page, and then pretends to read. I wait a while to see if she will say anything more. She doesn’t.


“Can I ask you a question?” I hazard. “Just a quick question.”


Mina says nothing, but turns over a page. 


“I’m looking for someone. A servo dealer called Amadu.”


The girl looks up. “You want to buy a servo?”


“I want to talk to Amadu.”


“You’re from Iox? Is that right?”


I would normally say no, but somehow I think this girl might consider being from Iox to be better. “In a way. I was born on Elboreth, but I work on Iox.”


She folds the book away once more. “What’s it like there?”


“Nothing like this,” I reply. “Not so many people. And everyone works, all the time.”


“And there… there are books on Iox?”


“The University has three libraries. The Loop Temple has one that’s all sacred texts; approved versions of a book called the Chronicles of Mazwai. The Curators of Iox have another library that I’ve never seen, but it’s said to contain unapproved versions and apocrypha. The third library is managed by a friend of mine. It has everything else. You’d like him, I think. He gets really excited about books.”


“I’m not going to Iox,” she answers quickly, a little shocked. “But… I’ve read this book a lot of times.” She puts it down neatly on the ground. “I’ve read all the books on this moon. I’m sure I have.” 


“I’ll get you some books from my ship. I just have to talk to Amadu before I can do that.”


“Amadu has his space up there,” Mina says, pointing to a roof terrace across the square. A set of stairs runs up to it; on one side, the stairs have planks on them to form a ramp. I’m annoyed I didn’t notice that myself. Presumably Amadu takes the planks away when he leaves the stall so that his stock doesn’t roll itself away. “You’ll find he doesn’t bargain lightly.”


“Luckily, I don’t need anything he has,” I reply, which makes Mina throw me another quizzical look.


“You really sail? Up there? In the waters, with the dead?”


“I’ve sailed the length and breadth of the Nebula, through swirling whirlpools and hidden streams,” I say, quite grandly. “And, as far as I can tell, the rivers are nothing but water.”


Mina picks up her book once more. “My father would be horrified that I even spoke to you. Please don’t tell him I did.”


“Your father?”


The girl’s polished composure finally breaks into a rakish smile.


“Ah, now the light shines,” I grin. “Amadu is your father.”


Mina opens her book primly and pointedly devotes her attention to it once more. I bid her good faith and make my way back across the square.

H


“… Any task a servo can do, a human can do just as well,” the Empress Enkei, owner-of-all-hearts, is declaring to some poor supplicant. “You will find no difficulties in trading this man’s services. Now give me what I want.”


I see the robot as I turn the corner near the top of the ramped staircase. It is wearing Six’s head instead of the cruel and striking frozen face it had produced at the Withering Palace, but the voice still has its knife-blade edge. 


I reach the terrace. The robot doesn’t turn to acknowledge me or even pause in its flow.


“Aliya. You will explain to this inchoate that he must accept a beneficial trade. I tire of incessant disputation.”


The man in question – this is Amadu, presumably – is stocky and bearded, with a fine coat that’s only a little ruined at the edges. He stands below a canopy, surrounded by the broken assemblages of six or seven robots; all are missing their neck projectors, some are missing arms and large sections of wiring too. Their fuselages are scratched and bent. One moves around in small, worrying little circles, whirring to itself as it goes. 


And on the other side of the rooftop is my robot, pristine, its holographic fixtures as frozen as ever, giving nothing away. Behind it stands a man from Elboreth dressed in ragged tunic and short trousers. He is leaning against a wall, looking bored. With his left hand he gently nurses his twisted, shattered right arm. I look quickly away.


“Aliya,” the robot continues. “I instructed you. Proceed.”


Amadu looks up at me with some interest, but I pay him no attention. I’m here for one reason only. “Let me be clear,” I reply hotly, rounding on the machine. I’d tried to plan for this moment but in my imagination I had somehow expected the robot to be a least a little contrite. “I’m not helping you. Not until you help my friend. You abandoned us to die and you’re going to put that right.”


“You are being childish and melodramatic. I still have an Ethical Core, as I’m sure even you are aware. But you have made a return trip to assist you unnecessary, so we shall proceed.”


“It’s not unnecessary. I’m here, but Oroi isn’t. She’s trapped. I don’t even know where. So you’re going to help me to find her…”


“We will help one another, in time, I am sure,” the robot replies icily. “For the moment, you would do well to remember who I am.”


“I know exactly what you are.”


“Good. Then you will act as I decree. Begin now.”


“Forgive me, my good lady,” Amadu interrupts smoothly, and for a moment I don’t know which of us he’s talking to. “This marvellous robot, Ioxian; does it belong to you? Its reasoning, its willpower...  It seems quite without equal. But it is not, I would suggest, very polite?”


“Insolent toad.” 


Amadu doesn’t even blink. Presumably he’s been served a healthy salad of insults already. “I wondered: do all robots on Iox speak this way, good lady?” 


“… It’s a long story.”


“And perhaps one day you will give me the gift of its telling. Until then, perhaps you could ease this little situation of ours. Locked cogs need fresh oil. This robot claims it wishes to make a trade but it does not seem to understand how such a trade might arise.”


“One worker for one piece of information,” the robot barks. “It is a trivial transaction, even for a mercantile rat. You are simply too inbred to understand it.”


Amadu smiles at me. “Perhaps, good lady, you can explain to the machine how trade works. The mutual coincidence of needs. I will wait.” He pulls over a stool and sits down, propping his feet up on a low table and giving every appearance that he is about to fall asleep. 


I turn back to the machine. “Where’s my ship? I want to know what you’ve done with it.”


“I have sailed it. Tediously slowly. It is now guttered within line of sight. I can return to it any instant that I so desire. And I will return to it, once I have what I need from this infantile imbecile here.” The robot deigns to turn its hollow face towards me. “Make him capitulate and you will have your ship when I am done with it.” 


I shake my head. “No.”


The robot straightens its spine.


“Be so warned, filthy girl.”


“I want more than my ship. I want you to find where Oroi is.” The chisel from the mining moon is in my hand. “Six could tell me where artefacts came from. I’m assuming you can too…”


“I am not some common machine, fool.” 


“You are, and you have to tell me, because I need to find Oroi.”


“How careless of you to lose her. But do not be concerned. I am benevolent. She will be found. The whole of the Nebula is mine to command and it answers to me.” Amadu opens a curious eye at that, but the robot’s flickering face gives him nothing more. “Now I have stated my terms, Aliya,” Enkei continues, “and I await your obedience.” The robot rolls to the edge of the roof and stares off across the plaza, head raised high. 


From the wall the bored Elborethian labourer glances up at me, and nods his head a tiny fraction. “Mykis.”


“Don’t call me that,” I mutter, putting the chisel away.


“Mykis,” he shrugs, returning his gaze to the middle distance. 


Amadu yawns and stretches, and then spreads his hands open on his knees. “So it seems you, my good lady, are in charge of these two, or at least have been named as their agent. You should know that they have been up here pestering me for the better part of an hour. I think they have scared away every legitimate fruit-picker and construction worker who dreamed of hiring a servo today. So, I ask you this. Can you turn a bucket of sour press into cider? Can you make this terrible loss worth my time?” 


“I think I can, yes. You are Amadu?”


He bows his head. “My reputation flows ahead of me. I’m gratified.” 


“All the way to Iox,” I reply. “You met a friend of mine. A few weeks ago.”


He shrugs. “Perhaps I did, but if your friend feels I mis-traded with him then it’s too late for compensations. A spent candle cannot be relit. I’m much more interested in this robot of yours. It is quite the brass button! I have never seen such a thing before, and I’m grateful for the experience...”


The robot speaks without moving. “Aliya, inform this half-wit that I am not an intelligent piece of furniture and I may yet snap his neck.”


“She can’t snap your neck,” I reassure Amadu. “She has an Ethical Core.” 


“She?” Amadu grins. “You call it a she?” He looks over at the robot with interest, then shakes his head. “I can’t see it, myself.”


“It calls itself a she,” I reply. 


“I understand.” Amadu nods. “I refer to my best carving knife as a she. She is precise, and if I am careless with her, she hurts me.” He folds his arms again and leans back, all but closing his eyes again. 


“Amadu, listen. You talked to this friend of mine, the one from Iox. You told him about an observatory...”


“Ah, so that’s it!” He sits bolt upright. Suddenly I seem to have his full attention. “The little Ioxian with the big ears has sent me a bigger Ioxian! Now there’s crystal in the water! I remember him very well. I salted his fish, and salted it again, and he lapped it all up like a hungry dog. He had eyes like empty cups.” He claps his hands. “But what will happen if I salt your fish? If I say I will not tell you, will you send me a giantess with ears like cauldron-lids for me to pour wine into?”


“It is as I said,” Enkei remarks sourly. “There is something wrong with his brain.”


“Let me deal with this,” I snap at her. To Amadu I open my hands wide. “Please be serious. This matter is significant to me.”


“I am always serious, dear lady. It is life itself that is ridiculous. So, you wish to know about the observatory. It is indeed a find of great antiquity and importance. I am certainly very lucky to know its many, heady secrets. I understand your enthusiasm completely. As they say here, on Renaki, your price is written all over your face, but I am afraid that is rarely a compliment.”


“Fine. But there’s one more thing.” I hold up a hand. “I don’t want you to tell me anything. Not a word. The robot here has to help me find my friend first. After we’ve got her back, then I’ll return here and we can make a deal.”


“Disappointing.” The trader clicks his tongue. “I see you do not understand the concept of trade either.”


“You mean you want something in return? For not telling me something?” 


A modest little shrug.


“You work with servos? Broken robots?”


“Please!” He frowns severely. “They are not broken. I sell the highest quality servos in the Nebula.” The robot moving in tiny circles behind him crashes into his chair, then whirrs backwards into another robot and locks up. “Your own machine is simply… extraordinary. One cannot account for the extraordinary.”


“You want it? The robot?” I ask. “It’s definitely broken. It’d probably benefit from having its projector hoop removed at the very least.”


“Aliya, you dog!”


Amadu laughs without humour. “Thank you for the kind offer, but I do not think even I could sell that one. It does not appear to know what it is.”


I’m thinking. “As you say. How about this, then? I know of a place where there are parts. Bits of robots. Old machines. Probably a lot of things you can use – maybe not any full servos, but spare arms, tracks, whatever. It’s an old mine. I can take you there...”


“She can’t,” Enkei interrupts. “She says she can, but she cannot. She doesn’t know where it is. Aliya, stop wasting time. I have told you how to proceed. Explain to this sand-fly that an Elborethian labourer is more valuable than any of his ancient, decrepit machines and we will conclude this.”


“Can any of your servos see ionisation patterns, Amadu? I’ve got this chisel from the mine I mentioned. We could go together...” 


“No, no,” Amadu says, waving the suggestion away like it was an unhappy smell. “I never sail. I am Renakian; as clean as swallowed gold. I will summon a transport to collect whatever parts I need from this site of yours.”


I think a moment – then nod. I had meant to regain the Nightingale, sail the rivers and rescue Oroi for myself. But this is faster, and faster is better. 


“Very well. But I’ll have to go with them,” I say, “to make sure they find my friend...”


“As you wish. Your own tears are yours to cry. But! What they find on this moon is mine to keep. That is the meat of our arrangement. Yes?”


“You have a deal.”


“You do not have a deal,” Enkei inserts. “You will not accompany any transport anywhere, Aliya. You will attend to me.”


“If you required my help,” I retort, “you wouldn’t have abandoned me to die.” 


“It is precisely because I required your help that I left you somewhere I could easily find you again. The best blade is kept in the scabbard. But enough pretence. I have your ship. I know its importance to you. You will not recover it without my consent. You will now do as I say.”


Amadu touches my arm gently. “Ioxian,” he says. “You are concerned for your friend. I see that. But perhaps you have... other matters to settle. I will instruct the robots to find her. You can trust me. I am a merchant of the highest regard here. My word is my livelihood.” 


I look at him, trying to gauge him, but the truth is I can barely even understand his accent. He is talking to me like I was a frightened child and I realise I must sound, to him, as slow-witted as the gecko seller in the plaza had sounded to me. What do I truly know of this man? He thinks Huang has big ears – well, Huang does have big ears. I know he’s lying about not sailing. I know he’s a merchant, also, a father. 


“If they find my friend, Amadu, they have to take her home. Promise me. They can’t leave her behind. They have to.”


“My word is a rope; I cannot throw it to you again. If your friend is there, she will be found.” He pats my arm once more. “Be assured. Now. You have given something to me. In trade, I give this to you.” He stands. There’s a locked chest in one corner of the roof; he goes over to it and hunts through a fat bunch of keys before finding the one he wants. The chest opens to reveal parts – arms, hoops, wires, pneumatics, tracks: pieces of a hundred disassembled robots tossed together in an distressed heap. Next time I want to get rid of one, I’m thinking, I know where to come. Amadu pulls a bit out: a circular ring, the kind that sits at the front of a robot’s lower fuselage, just above the fuel cell. 


“Here. This is from the observatory. I do not think there are any more servos there, or useful parts. So I give it – and the spoils of that moon – to you.”


“So you have been there? You told my friend you walked its halls…”


“Please.” He holds up a hand. “I find that suggestion most distasteful. We on Renaki are pure. I do not wish to offend you, Ioxian, but your ways are different to ours.”


I nod. “As you say. Good faith to you, Amadu.”


We close the exchange: an iron chisel for the metal ring of robot-metal; one moon for another. Then we seal it with a glass of water shared, and it is done. We leave the rooftop, the robot first, the labourer next, and me behind. 


“Most satisfactory,” Enkei declares. “For an Elborethian mongrel you performed most elegantly. You got what we wanted for nothing. We will return to the Nightingale now.” She stops in front of the labourer. “Servant? You have no value. You are dismissed.”


The labourer has been trailing along in a state of some disinterest: his face suddenly jumps alive. “Mykis, I am certain I can assist you…” 


“You are crippled. Aliya, the casement piece. Give it to me.”


“Mykis, do not leave me!” The labourer grabs Enkei’s spine with his good arm. She does not appear to feel it. “You must take me back to Elboreth!”


“Unhand me, servant, or you will lose your other arm.”


“Mykis. Of course, mykis.” But he doesn’t let go. “Only, please. Take me to Elboreth.”


“We have to take him back, Enkei,” I say. “They think I hired him; I won’t be able to set foot in the Catkis if I lose him.”


“That is of no consequence,” Enkei replies. “Elboreth is a miserable hole of a moon. You would do better to never return.”


“It’s still my home. Just... let me take him.”


“The casement piece.”


I hold the piece behind me. “Do we have a deal?”


The robot considers a moment before replying. “Childish imbecile. I have no need to damage your pitiful reputation. The casement piece.”


I bring the hoop of robot-metal forward and balance it on her outstretched arm. The robot studies the object for a moment, then drops it to the ground and rotates away. “We may proceed.”


I pick up the piece and put it into my bag. 


“Wait.” A thought has grabbed me, and it won’t let me loose. “Just… one minute. Wait here.”


“You cannot run away from me, Elborethian! I can remove you to the ship whenever I wish.”


“I don’t want to run away. I want my ship back. I just need to be sure of something first.” And then I stop explaining and stride quickly across the plaza, towards where the girl is sitting with her book. I’m expecting the moon to disappear before I reach her but it doesn’t. 


Mina looks up at me with carefully curated surprise. “You found him?” she asks. “Amadu?” 


“I did. Mina, I want to ask you something. If your father gave me his word… about something important… could I trust him?”


“Of course. My father is as honest as the rivers are wide.”


“You’re certain?”


“Completely.”


I smile with relief. “He told me he’d help my friend. I’ve let her down before a lot… I had to be sure. But somehow, I know I can trust you. Thank you.”


The girl seems quite puzzled by all this, but she nods all the same. “You are very strange, Ioxian.”


“I’m not an Ioxian. I’m… I’m a citizen of the whole Nebula.” I smile. “I hope to see it all, one day.”


“And will you come back on your travels? To Renaki?”


I glance over my shoulder. Enkei must be losing patience fast. “I don’t know,” I answer. “Maybe not.”


“If you do, please think of me, and bring me a book.” 


“You have my word. Good faith to you.”


“Good faith.” 


Mina watches as I turn and head back to the robot, but I don’t make it even as far as the fountain before my feet are yanked out from beneath me. I reach upwards and the callouses on my hand nestle comfortably into the weave of the ship’s overhead line.


Enkei has changed her face again, from Six’s empty mask back to the hair and tilted eyes of the Empress. The labourer is here too, saying nothing.


“Now, street rat,” Enkei declares. “This has gone on long enough. You will take the sails and you will do it now. I will guide you. If you argue, I will hopper you outside.”


I grimace. 


“Yes. Mistress.”
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Those who have sailed the Singing Waste say its waters are alive with curious dangers: electric arcs, rocks with biting teeth, vortices that will pin a ship beneath the flow until she crumples... But they also say the safe ways are marked. No one knows who made these marks; only that those who follow false signs are certain to be lost.


It is said there are stones larger than some moons, and that they turn to point the way. It is said they were placed in the ages before the ages began by eagles that flew from moon to moon. It is said their claw-marks are still visible close to where the stones meet the water. 


I have only ever sailed the Waste with a guide, and I saw nothing. 



The Book of Confluences, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi


 


 


The Nightingale swoops to rest on a lonely shelf of rock. Vast, abrupt mountains rise before us but they present no obstacle because a round, smooth, wide tunnel has been bored straight through them. 


“That way?” 


“Evidently, pauper.”


We cross the gravelled ground. The mouth of the tunnel is undecorated except for a single painted symbol above the opening: an angular loop with three lines coming from it. “What’s that?” 


“The Eagle and Sun, of course,” Enkei replies dismissively. “It means the Nebula.”


I look again and now I see it. The curved ‘shoulder’, the three lines that form the emanating wings. It is the same symbol, and yet different in form, and far, far, older than Renba’s brooch. “I thought the Eagle and Sun was a symbol of the Empire. But this is ancient. I had no idea.”


“It is not your fault. You live in a time of miserable ignorance.”


I want to pause and sketch the symbol in my notebook, but Enkei isn’t slowing down. 


“And what are we looking for? What is the vault? I translated an inscription that said it was a ship.”


“Your inability to comprehend Ancient is of no consequence to me.”


“It must be something powerful for you want it so badly.”


“I understand your distrust of me. You think me a tyrant. You think me cruel. You forget your position. I have seen and know much, much more than you.”


We step inside, into a darkness only lifted by Enkei’s light.


“Honestly? It’s not what you’ve seen that bothers me. It’s what you’ve done.”


“You think, perhaps, that I overreached?” The contempt in her voice is almost visible. “That I used a sword when a harsh word would have sufficed? You know nothing. I was born, Aliya of Elboreth, in a dying time. The robots were allowing us to die, moon by moon. Cutting off one part to save the whole; again and again. The Nebula was a plant starved of light. I returned it to the light, so that it might flourish.”


“And the Fall? Did that help Iox to flourish?”


“Do not shed a single tear for the Empire I ended. My glorious Dawn was squandered on petty comforts and petty squabbles. Iox was dead long before it fell.”


“You killed everyone.”


“And now, those people have returned. The Loop sustains all, Aliya; and all will be as it once was.”


“Except for Elboreth,” I continue, doggedly. “Elboreth used to be a grand city. I was born in a slum. You did that too.”


“A tower cannot have two feet.” We’re deep in the tunnel now. Enkei’s voice is echoing off the rock walls, growing larger and crazier than ever. “When I am finished here, I will return to Iox and resume my throne there. I have already informed the Regent to prepare for my ascension.”


“You mean Myari? You spoke to Myari? By the waters.” I almost laughed. “You’re why she’s closing the Jaws. I should have guessed. I thought I’d done something wrong, but no, it was just you.” 


“The Jaws are of no consequence. The Regent is right to fear me, but I will be gracious when she stands aside. She may serve me in the new dawn. It will be a golden age, you will see. Did I not warn you, pauper, in the pit of the Cyclones, of a great darkness ready to swallow us all? It surrounds us, even now. It is huge, and terrible, and merciless, and very, very old. It is a darkness of such totality that it threatens to end the Nebula forever. But I will turn it back. I will find the vault and I will save all.”


“Heaven’s Vault?” Enkei doesn’t answer. I knew it! “And it’s an observatory?”


“The vault is the oldest thing in the Nebula. Far more ancient than the moons themselves. Some say it is an observatory, watching us, tracking our every thought and deed. Some say it is the source of the rivers. Some say it is a living thing; a beating heart. What only I know is this: the robots know about the vault, they have always known, and they do not want us to have it.”  


“And how can you possibly know that?”


“Look at me, street rat.” 


She pauses long enough to twist her head towards me. The flicker in her eyes is like lamplight: moving, but not alive. I think, the Ancients had a word for what you are.


“I do not know all that the robots know,” Enkei continues, moving off once more. “There are layers and layers surrounding the core of this machine. It is like a shy bride. But the vault is very clear. Do you know what makes something clear within a robot’s core?”


“I do.” I nod. “The strongest component of a robot is its Ethical Core.”


“The robots sealed the vault because they believed it to be dangerous. So dangerous they could never forget it. But its being sealed does not mean the danger is contained.”


The tunnel is still descending. I think of the tunnel in the black glass mine, roughly cut over decades by scratching hand-tools. The walls and floor here are smooth, cut by some gigantic blade that has scooped away the stone in great spoonfuls like it was nothing more than a bowl of seed-paste. 


“The only danger I see here is you,” I mutter. “You’re the one who wrecked Elboreth. You’re the one who brought the Fall. You’re the one who took Renba into the Cyclones. You’re the one who’s been trying to get me killed, too.” 


“Renba did not die in the Cyclones.”


“I know. He left on a transport after burning the Emperor’s ship.” 


“He was a deluded peasant. At least you, Aliya Elasra, are possessed of some power of insight. Renba was a dullard. A pigskin wrapped around a brick.” 


The tunnel is levelling out. We are underneath the mountains, but we are still moving forwards, as if our destination was the very heart of the moon itself. Yazi is lagging behind. He’s nervous and afraid. 


“This place doesn’t look dangerous at all,” I continue, although it’s impossible to see anything up ahead. “There’s nothing here.”


“Imbecile. This is not the vault. It is impossible that a Renakian cockerel who refuses to sail would stumble on a secret buried for thousands of years. But if this is an observatory then perhaps in its long history it has observed the vault.”


We continue in silence for several minutes. Then, finally, there is light ahead: pale riverlight. The tunnel emerges into the open air. We are within the ring of mountains but much lower down than we were, standing on the lip of an enormous crater, like a central mountain had been plucked clean away. The crater bowl itself is lined with triangular metal panels. There must be thousands of them. The bowl is large enough to hold the Catkis of Elboreth. On the far side is a metal building, attached somehow to the side of the cliff itself and accessible by metal ramps that all but float. Roughly halfway around the rim between the building and where we stand, there is a rock mound on which a tall one-eyed God stands, reaching one hand down and one hand high into the air. He is a dancing God. I have seen him before at the Withering Palace, but here he is three times as tall. His fingertips trail in the river overhead.


“Fascinating,” Enkei murmurs to herself, and she rolls ahead towards a ramp that leads down the metal slope towards a hatchway at the crater’s centre. 


“Mykis,” the labourer hisses, pulling me aside. “Please, mykis. Do not take me back.”


I’m staring at the crater. It takes me a moment to even register what he’s saying. “What?”


“No one will hire me,” the labourer continues. “My arm has made me worthless. Only the myameke would hire me. If you send me back to Elboreth, I will starve. Please. You must keep me with you.”


“I can’t keep you,” I reply. “I don’t hire labourers. I don’t have people.”


“You are an Ioxian,” the man continues rapidly. “You have no debt. You can do as you wish. I ask you to keep my debt. The trader, she does not want me.” 


“What about Timor, down in Godsfeet? I know Timor, I can ask him...” 


“Timor is a thief, mykis, and those who work for him are thieves. I am not a good thief. I am noticed wherever I go. I cannot crawl, or climb, or carry. Please, mykis. Your robot hired me so you have my debt. I was hired by the other one before…”


“The other one? The other Ioxian?”


“The one the robot was with before it was with you, mykis, yes. He is your friend, I am sure, but...”


“Renba? Was he called Janniqi Renba?”


“The Ioxian, Renba, yes, mykis. He was an unkind and cruel man. I’m sorry, but it is true…”


Enkei is about halfway down the slope of the metal crater now. She is working her way around the edges of the triangles, zigzagging at considerable speed. “Renba wasn’t my friend. I don’t know what he was doing, or why he was hiring people.” I’m trying to calculate if I can overtake her by sliding down on my backside.


“We were digging.”


That catches my attention. “Digging?”


“Digging. Then my arm was damaged, and I could not dig with the others, so he sent me back.”


“Others? How many people did he hire?” 


“Perhaps forty, mykis. We dug for a long time.”


“Forty?!?” I’m louder than I mean to be, but Enkei doesn’t stop moving. If she had been human she would have turned to look. I suppose she’s watching me anyway. I force my voice down to a whisper. “Where, Yazi? Where in the rivers was Renba digging that he needed forty workers? Was it on Maersi?” 


“No. But I can show you where, mykis. It is a place where the rivers run slowly and they are thick with dust and dirt. A very difficult place to sail. I do not know its name. But I can take you there. I remember the way. If you will keep me with you. Agree, mykis. You must agree.”


“I can’t keep you, Yazi. I can’t do that. It’s not right.”


“Let me take you. We will see if we can work together. I do not understand what you or this angry robot-woman are looking for, mykis, but I know that Renba found what he was looking for. If it is valuable to you, I will take you to it. I tell you, I will earn my place.”


I want to tell him no, that I won’t take on his debt. That I can barely take responsibility for myself, let alone for anyone else. That he’s nothing to do with me; it’s not my fault Renba hired him and it’s not my fault that Enkei did either. That neither Renba nor Enkei are anything to do with me. 


But I don’t. 


I ask: “What was it, Yazi? What did Renba find?” 


Yazi is silent for a long while. Finally he says, “A ship, mykis. The Ioxian was digging up a ship.”


Enkei is almost at the bottom of the metal dish now. I don’t think she can hear us. She’s circling around the central hatch as she descends like she’s expecting it to snap at her. But the truth is she’s looking in the wrong place. 


There’s a line of Ancient painted on the metal ring that runs around the top edge of the crater’s lip:

sqpixqei vyay2 qwxqwi cay1


The first word I don’t know but my notebook tells me I’ve seen it before, in the Garden of Voices. I have pencilled beside it sleep / dream. Rest, then, because this inscription reads rest of-you ship place-of-me. Rest your ship here.


This place isn’t an observatory. It’s a dock, like the one below the Jaws of Iox. A place for ships to stop and be repaired. The scale is impressive: this must come from a time when the ships were huge; when people sailed far and wide. Most likely, this dock was in operation when the Nightingale herself was built. Perhaps she was repaired here, once upon a time. But all the same, it is a stopping point between places and nothing more. There is nothing here to find. As Amadu told us, there are no servos here. This place is empty and meaningless. No one takes to the waters anymore; they stay where they are, guarding their souls against the dead in the rivers. Each moon stands alone, served by robot transports moving soullessly from shore to shore. 


There is more of the great ancient mercantile empire of the ancient Nebula in the streets and markets of Renaki than on this barren metal-faced moon.


“What kind of a ship?” I ask.


“An old ship, mykis. Perhaps the oldest ship there is.”


“Quickly.” I grab Yazi by the good arm, and tug him back towards the rockface. “Back into the tunnel. Move. Before she sees we’ve gone.” 


 

H


We run up the tunnel like children. 


Yazi is ahead of me. His arm may be a ruin but he is fit and strong from a lifetime of labour. I can’t run for more than a minute before my breath starts to grow watery. He turns back for me, taking my hand and pulling me on. He must have known others with shearlung on Elboreth, it’s common enough. I keep running. I know Enkei is following. I can hear the grinding of her wheels in the echoing tunnel. She screams my name, and the cry is so full of fury that it rattles the walls. But she is beneath a mountain of rock and there is no line of sight to any eye for her hopper source. She cannot pick me off. 


And then we are out of the tunnel. Yazi stops. I can’t understand why, and then he moves a stone, nothing large but large enough, across the tunnel opening. A child could clamber over it – but a robot can’t. Then we run to the Nightingale. Once aboard, I work the paddles until we hit the water, then I clamber up the ladder and fling open the sails like a celebration. We soar up and out of Enkei’s reach. Then, and only then, finally, does my breath begin to return to my lungs.


“Which… way?”


“Elboreth, mykis. From there, I will find the way.”


“Elboreth, then.” I don’t even know the name of the confluence we’re in. Have I ever sailed without a robot aboard? Rarely, after losing one robot or another, and always around the wide Spiral and nothing more. Here the rivers branch and twist in all directions. But I can read the flows in the water better now: the rivers inwards are stronger and fiercer. Their strength gathers and gathers. I sail with my fingertips and, soon enough, we crest a wild rise to a view across the whirlpool of the Cyclones. From its fraying edges spread the fractured rivers of the Wires. 


Yazi is staring out of the porthole. 


“Do you think what the machine said was true, mykis?” Yazi asks. “Do you think there is a monster, eating the Nebula?”


“You were listening, then?”


“I did not mean to eavesdrop, mykis…”


“I don’t know.” The sails are loose on my arms now. “The ghost inside that robot is very old. I don’t know how much of what it knows is true, and how much is an ancient legend, or a nightmare. But I do know that she believes it.”


“This vault she mentioned. Can it save us?”


“I have no idea. Perhaps it’ll help us to understand, at least.”


“And where is this vault? What is inside it?”


“... I have absolutely no idea, Yazi. No one does.”


“I understand, mykis. So if the monster is real, there is very little hope.”


“Yazi, please stop calling me that. My name is Aliya.”


“You are from Elboreth? You are Ioxian? I cannot tell by your voice.”


“I grew up on Elboreth. The Grey Ladies held my debt, and then it was passed to Iox. I live there now, mostly. Or I sail.”


“So we are the same, then.” He nods. “Iox has taken our debts, and lost them.”


I’m about to argue, but then I remember Myari walking away from me as we stood outside the dock. I’ve disappointed her a thousand times but this is the first time she’s ever turned around and given up. Maybe she will never request my presence again. Maybe I have finally been discarded.


“What it means, Yazi, is that we’re free,” I reply, defiantly. “It means we can do what we want. No debts to anyone.”


“No debts means no place to be. Nothing to do means nothing to eat.” He sighs. “I will lead you to this dusty moon, mykis. Not for my debt. Because, today, I do not know what else to do.”
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The Wires take us around Elboreth and into the Verdant Pass. The water here is jewel-like and playful: blue-green rivers splash over green-blue rocks. Yazi begins to nod. “This is the way. I remember this. Yes. This is the way.” And from here he seems to know exactly which rivers to follow, which streams to cross, which bursts of speed to enjoy and which to pull back against. He must have sat by the portholes when Renba took him out and watched every stone as it passed. He is not a better co-pilot than a robot: robots do not curse, or shout, or call for a turn too late; but he’s close.


We leave the Pass through minor ways, heading ever outwards. Even before the dark black clouds begin to gather I know where we’re going. This river leads to the Singing Waste, and the slow, barren streams that legends say are plagued by clashing rocks and underwater creatures.


“You’re certain, Yazi? You’re certain Renba sailed this way?”


“Yes, Aliya. I recognise the shapes in the water. And there are symbols on the rocks, do you see them?”


He points but I can’t see anything; just hooked splinters of stone that arch over the water like curled fingers. 


“If you stare at stones for too long, Yazi, you can see anything.”


“No, Aliya. There, again. Carvings, like those we make when we build.”


I still can’t see anything, but I follow Yazi’s directions all the same. We move into slower and slower waters. The armatures are growing heavy and hard to move: outside the ship, I can see the canvas is slowly turning black. The water here seems thick with some kind of dirt or soot and, despite the water, it is coating the cloth and dragging it down. 


“How much further, Yazi? I don’t know if the ship can sail through this. It’s… so thick...”


“Not far, Aliya. Not far.”


We crest a rise, so slowly that for the first time I’m afraid the Nightingale will slide backwards in the water. Then we fall, submerging, and the black stuff in the water coats the dome of the ship in thick trails. We’re too slow to rise and when we do come up the black slime is still there, collected around the base of the dome, running in fingers up the glass. The boat strikes a stone that I can’t see, and twists in the water, and I struggle to keep my grip on the handles.


“Yazi! Are you certain about this?”


“Yes, Aliya. I am certain. I know every turning. I have sailed this way many times in my dreams. Here, and now there…”


Despite the low visibility there’s little danger at these speeds, but every ounce of momentum feels precious and hard won. The jubilant waters of the Verdant Pass are a distant memory. It is like the ship is growing old, creeping forwards on failing legs. My doubt doubles. How could Yazi know this route, from being brought here once? How could he have learned all these turnings? Surely he is taking me to a backwater, the better to murder me and toss me from the ship.


To murder us both then, I think grimly. A man with one arm cannot sail.


“There, Aliya. Do you see it this time? There!”


I peer through the grey-dark glass. A large pinnacle blocks the river and it seems for a moment like there is something cut into the stone. A circle, with a stroke to the side and below. Something like a glyph: but no, it is just a trick of the water as it runs across the surface of the rock. 


But Yazi takes it as a sign. “Now!” he calls. “There is a river, to the left, now, and then a moon. This is the place!”


And I turn, and sure enough, the river buckles upwards to climb a ledge and pass lazily over the surface of a dust-covered moon. I pull in the wings and slacken the sails, throwing momentum into the water to try and bring us to a graceful halt on its shoreline. “How did Renba… ever… find this place?” The keel scrapes sand. We have enough force left to cut a little way in, and the current of the river coming from behind keeps us in place.


“I do not know, Aliya. He did not know where on the moon to dig. We tried a hole here, a hole there, another… He kept going. Finally, we found something he was happy with.”


“The ship.”


“The tip of the prow of the ship.”


“The tip of the prow?” I climb down the ladder, take my bag from the chair, and stoop at the porthole to refasten my headscarf, which has come loose with all the exertion. “How big is this ship?”


“I have not seen it, Aliya. But I think it must be big.”


“How big?”


“Very, very big.”


I cross over to the hatch and lift the amulet to open it. “Bigger than the Nightingale?”


“Aliya. This ship of yours is very beautiful but it is like a speck of dust beside to the ship that is buried here. You call this ship the Nightingale: well then, Renba’s ship, it is an eagle.” 


I smile at him. “Does it breathe fire like an eagle? Does it fly through open space?”


“I do not know, Aliya. Maybe it does.”
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Renba’s moon is a tangled web of narrow, dusty canyons. It is uninhabited. No one could ever have lived here. There is no water, no grass. No weeds push through the cracks in the stone. A little wind gusts down from the slow river overhead and it stirs nothing but surface dust. From the strand where we leave the Nightingale the walls pinch in, twist aside, then branch. It is a dead mirror of the waters overhead but Yazi is just as confident here. He paces quietly ahead, looking about him as he goes.


“You seem nervous. You know the way?”


Yazi brushes aside a lock of hair: he keeps it mostly tied back, but there’s a wild strand that keeps breaking loose. 


“Yes, Aliya. It is not that.”


“Then what?”


“I do not like this moon, Aliya. I was badly hurt here.”


“... Of course.”


The further we go, the easier it becomes to pick up Renba’s trail. Here is a wooden post, strung with a rope and pulley system. Here are baskets of small stones. Around another corner is a roll of canvas, a collection of pegs, some tools. Then a metal rail along which a cart can be pulled. There is a lot here. It must have taken months to accumulate it all, to ship it over, to construct it. 


“Forty workers, you said?” 


He shrugs. “Forty? Maybe.”


The canyon opens a little into a wider space. Tucked under overhangs left and right are tents: central wooden poles dug into the mud, with canvas sheets slung down to pegs in the ground in eight directions. Workers sometimes put them up in fields of Elboreth when the mists come down, to keep the grain and rice stores dry. 


I peer into one: more digging equipment, more stacked baskets. 


“So where are all the workers now? Back on Elboreth?”


Yazi nods. “They were returned to the market some time ago.”


“So Renba finished? Found what he was looking for and left?” Yazi shrugs. Before or after his visit to the Cyclones, I wonder? Most likely before: something he found here led him there, to the ship of the Last Emperor and then perhaps to something of importance inside that ship. But that means the trail here is already cold; I’m going backwards when I should be going forwards. “Perhaps I should be asking the people back on Elboreth what he found.”


“No. We must go on,” Yazi says. He almost catches my arm as he says it. I look at him curiously, and he drops his grip. “I mean, Aliya. I do not think he found what he wanted. I think he was disturbed. All this equipment, left behind – he meant to come back, to finish the work...”


“But he took the workers away?”


“Rather than feeding them here, yes. But he would hire them again, just as you hired me.”


“I didn’t hire you. The robot hired you.”


“She was not like that when she hired me, Aliya. Not the first time. She delivered your instructions and paid for my time. She did not make speeches or argue back. But I am sure it was the same robot.”


I close up the tent and choose a path at random. There’s equipment, supplies, props, pulleys everywhere now. Wherever the main dig is, we must be just about to turn a corner and fall in.


“The first time?” I ask idly. “After Renba brought you back, before the robot hired you to go to Renaki. It must have been…” 


I stop, suddenly, and turn to Yazi. He looks at me, with a blank expression. 


“What is it, Aliya?”


“You’re the man.” I’m looking at him with new eyes. His right arm, crushed and broken below the shoulder, makes him look lame and helpless. But the rest of him is all muscle: his left arm is powerfully strong. In silhouette he would look ferocious. With a crowbar, he could do serious damage.


“Aliya?”


I take a step backwards. 


“I knew she hired someone. I didn’t realise it was you. I thought because of your arm it wasn’t... But it was, wasn’t it? You’re the one who broke into Oroi’s shop.”


Yazi still looks blank. “Yes, Aliya. I am in debt, I do not choose my tasks and if I do not obey the mykis I will not get hired again. What with my arm…”


“You tore it apart. Broke everything she had. That was her life’s work. That shop was her life. You smashed it to pieces.”


“I do not understand, Aliya.” He frowns. “You hired me to do it.”


“Stop saying that. I never hired you. I never hire labourers.”


“Aliya, did I do the wrong thing? Did I misunderstand? The lady Oroi was there, but I did not harm her. I scared her and she hid under the table. I moved around the room. I made space for her to escape. I did not hurt her.”


“But you broke everything. The robot told you to, and you did it.”


“Yes. And I brought back the Crown.” He looks genuinely confused. “You didn’t hire me to take it?”


“No. No, I didn’t.” I feel sick. “I don’t hire people to do things I don’t want to do. I just don’t do them. The robot hired you while I was asleep.” 


I’m thinking back to how strange Six was. Six, the ever-formal. The always-involved. Always asking a question, always concerned for my safety. Never wanting to let me out of sight, not even for a moment. I had assumed it was fussy and over-protective, and it had been, but for a good reason. It had been protecting itself. Its concern for my safety – the exercise of its powerful Ethical Core – had kept Enkei’s voice from taking control. It had asserted danger everywhere we went because when its Ethical Core fell silent, the silence was filled by her. And while I’d slept, there’d been nothing the robot could do to hold her back. 


“Yazi, promise me you didn’t hurt her. You didn’t hurt Oroi.” 


“The robot told me not to.”


“And if the robot had asked you to?” My eyes are wide. “What then?”


“There are many labourers on Elboreth. If I had not…” Yazi shrugs, a painful half-movement. “I was happy not to,” he concludes.


It’s a grim answer but I can’t argue. One’s debt is not one’s own; that’s what makes it a debt. “I won’t take you back, Yazi,” I reply. “I don’t know what I’ll do with you. Maybe take you to Renaki; there’s work to be had there. But I won’t take you back. That market is evil.”


“Thank you, mykis. Aliya. Now. The dig site? It is this way.” He gestures with his good hand to one of the paths. It leads around a rounded spur of dusty orange rock; I think I can see something flapping in the slight breeze behind it. 


“You go first, Yazi,” I answer. “I’m going to walk behind you.”


He nods, smiling weakly. “Just as you say, Aliya.”
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It is a tent. Built like the Elborethian field tents: a central spar to hold lines and canvas, except there are three central spars and they are enormous: they must be made from entire trees, lifted and dragged through the rivers and lowered into place here. The engineering is incredible. I had no idea Elborethians could build like this anymore. The canvas itself is so large it has been patched together from several of the squares used to lay out grains for drying in the fields. There must be a hundred of them. Perhaps, I think, this is why Renba went to Maersi: not hunting for robots, not to visit the Goddess, but simply to steal tarpaulin sheets from their warehouses to cover whatever he was hiding here. 


How did he find this place? How was he so sure he would find what he found here? Did the robot simply lead him here, and if so, how did it – how did she – know? And if she knew, why had she abandoned it now? That surely meant it couldn’t be the vault, and yet what else could it be?


“There is an entrance on this side.” Yazi is a few steps ahead. “It takes a long time to walk around the whole site, but there is only one entrance.”


“This ship he found, Yazi… Is it really this big?”


“I have not seen it, Aliya. We were breaking the surface when the winch collapsed and fell on me. I do not remember much beyond that, until they took me home.”


“You seem so calm about it, Yazi.”


“I am not calm, Aliya. I despise this place. I brought you here to show you my good faith. I will be happy to leave as soon as you are ready.”


We’re slowly making our way around the outside of the tent. There are more smaller tents, pushed up against the canyon walls. A few, I notice, have little finds laid out outside them. Bits of metal and brass; old; quite possibly inscribed. I tell myself I will come back and pick through them all later.


We reach the entrance to the tent. It has been tied from the outside, with knots like nuts. “Here,” Yazi says, and pulls a knife from his boot. The strands in the rope squeak as they come apart, and then Yazi hands the knife over to me. “Keep it, it’s yours,” he says, stepping back.


“You don’t want to come inside?”


He shakes his head. “The winch is in there. I do not wish to see it again.”


“I can understand that. Will you wait here? I don’t know if I can find my way back to the ship on my own.”


“I will wait.” As if to prove it, he sits down cross-legged on the dusty ground, with his back against a low rock. “I will sleep.”


“If I need you, I’ll shout really loudly.”


“It will need to be very loud,” he replies. “When I sleep, I take it very seriously.”


I nod, sliding Yazi’s knife into my belt. “You get some rest, then. And thank you, Yazi. I don’t know if I’ll find anything here or not… but I never would have found this place at all without you.”


He looks at me, with a long serious look I can’t read. Finally, he says:


“If we do not help those who need our help, what is the good of what we do?”


I nod. I must be crazy. How can I trust this man, after he did what he did to Oroi? And yet I do. He brushes his forelock of hair away again and grumbles a little as he gets comfortable on the ground. 


“I’ll try not to take too long,” I say.


Yazi yawns and stretches. “Please. Take a very, very long time, with no yelling or shouting, and when you return, perhaps you might bring me some tea.”


I laugh, and he smiles back at me with kindness before stretching out his enormous left arm behind his head and using his bicep as a pillow.
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One of the reasons Iox doesn’t believe in history, I think, is that very little on Iox changes, from day to day or from growing season to growing season. The plants in the fields outside the University walls follow their stubborn little cycles, the insects that harvest them follow in turn, the birds follow the insects, and the people can’t tell the birds apart from one cycle to the next. 


But not every moon is as cut off from the waters as Iox is below its towering Jaws. On Elboreth, the water washes up against the spurs of the moon’s mountain, and it brings with it dust and sand and small rocks. On the outer edges of Elboreth, one can dig and find old, forgotten things – the roots of old plants, the odd carved stone or piece of wood. On Iox every lost thing is tidied away but on Elboreth lost things have a life of their own and can wait, silently, to be found once more. 


In other parts of the Nebula, the water laps up against ancient walls, working into the stone, finding cracks with water’s curiosity. I have seen rivers open up buildings and pull their insides out through the hole, like a cook preparing a bird for the oven. 


On Renba’s moon in the Singing Waste, the water runs so low overhead that it grinds into the mountain tops themselves. There are no jagged peaks left here, only toothless, rounded mounds. Some of the worked stone is carried away but more falls, creating layer upon layer on the ground. What has been buried here is properly buried. Inside the great tent, Renba had set the workers of Elboreth to peeling back those layers of sand and they had dug further than any Ioxian might have believed was possible. 


What lay below, then, wasn’t only huge, but it had been buried by a hugeness of time. What lay in the vast pit underneath the canvas canopy was old – easily older than the Empire’s dawn. By being buried it had not been moved, reused, stolen or dismantled for parts. It had waited with the patience of a cat who knows its master will return to the doorstep of home in the end. 


The pit edge is boarded to stop it collapsing inwards. A more complex scaffold of towers and boards within the pit carries a walkway that spirals away downwards. The great metal winch that hurt Yazi hangs over the centre of the space; a pulley connected by looping rope to a large iron hook, it was presumably used for hauling up baskets of rock. 


The scale is humbling. I’ve never dreamed of work on this scale; of digging so deep. To empty a pit like this bucket by bucket is like trying to drain the rivers with a teacup. The stubbornness! Renba must have thought himself invincible. 


There are lanterns hung on the scaffold-poles, but they throw enough shadow to make the central space a depthless dark. Whatever was being dug up, I can’t see it from here. I test one foot on the sloping board that leads down. Then the other foot. It feels sound. The wood bows, but only the tiniest amount. 


There are no railings. The boards are narrow and steep. The scaffolding towers on which they’re laid don’t offer many handholds. I start pacing downwards. At least the darkness below means I don’t feel giddy from the height.


The boards reach a level platform of rock in one corner of the pit. From here, more boards continue downwards, hugging the longer wall of the pit until it reaches a lower platform, from which a system of ladders leads straight down. I am low enough already that the canvas flap of the tent isn’t visible and the only light comes from the lanterns. There aren’t as many of these below, so I lift one from its bracket to take with me, and then I continue. 


The lower boards are longer. Their supports are more spread out. They buckle and bounce. I resolve to move more quickly. If they give and I fall, I will break my leg when I land; if they give and I jump free, I will be unable to climb back up. So they must not give.


I still can’t see the pit bottom. Maybe whatever Renba found has been removed? If he found a ship, maybe he sailed it away. Maybe the burned boat in the Cyclones was this boat and my whole theory about the Last Emperor was wrong. Or maybe there was never anything here – maybe whatever led him to dig here had been nothing but a dream. Maybe that was why the work had stopped, and why he’d flown off into the Cyclones instead. 


It is a riddle with too many possible answers. There is only one way to be sure, and that’s to keep going, deeper and down. The plank underfoot yawns. The next support is a crossbeam seven or eight strides away. I take another step. The bend in the wood is enough to throw my balance, so I drop to my knees, gripping the sides of the plank with my hands. I could crawl down like this, but it would be accursedly slow. But I can’t easily turn back either. Once again, I’ve passed the last junction without knowing it and now I am committed. The same as always.


I take a deep breath, push myself upright, and then I skitter, balancing like a dancer and moving forward with a dancer’s quick little steps. The plank slaps and jumps underfoot but I don’t give it time to give out. A few more paces and I’ll be on the next platform. I am a thief in the night. I am a drop of water running down a wire. I am a cat on a railing. I am light through the crack in a shutter...


Then the plank slides sideways, off the support it was resting on – it wasn’t even lashed down – and I go with it, tumbling downwards into an infinite starless space.
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This book speaks the truth. 


Everything in this book is known to all. None may doubt the words of this book. 


This books tells what we lost. This books tells what we gained. 


This book tells the story of the Seventh God 

and the broken heart.



The Book of Future Knowledge, trans. Mina Bo’ren

 


The ground that catches me is soft and sandy and greedy. It wants to take all the air from my chest and keep it for itself. I think I must have hit the back of my head but I can’t tell; I can’t feel anything. I haven’t sat up yet. I don’t think I have, anyway. I’m still lying on my back, aren’t I? Somewhere, up above me, my legs are still falling. My arms have crawled away completely. You must remember to breathe, Aliya, that’s a thing that people do.


I’m lying in the dark, a blessed lovely dark, the like of which I never get to see. In the Orphanage they kept lanterns burning the whole time so you couldn’t hide. The Nightingale’s many portholes are never covered, although after several weeks of restless sleep I found I could unfurl the sails with the arms pulled against the hull and use the canvas to filter the riverlight. Perhaps I’m aboard the ship now and it’s rocking me gently from side to side. But, no. The Nightingale would never steal my breath from me. 


My breath returns, just a little, as a tiny wounded gasp. I sit up to find my legs are where they’re supposed to be, though I’m not sure they’re the right way round. One of my hands, numb and thick, reaches up to feel the back of my head. I flinch at the touch: it’s tender. But there’s no blood. I lean forward as a wave of a nausea sweeps over me, then fades away. I think a few moments pass but it might be minutes. In the deep darkness with nothing but the pain in my head, it’s hard to tell. Perhaps I’ve died and this is how a soul waits to be reborn? My hand recoils suddenly. There is something sharp on the ground beside me: broken glass. It isn’t my shattered skull. I’d been holding a lantern. I remember that now. Another long minute passes. 


I really have no idea where I am.


I pick myself to my feet, unsteady as an infant. My head is throbbing and I’m grateful for the dark: I feel like even a scrap of light would be too much. The darkness seems to extend in every direction, outwards, inwards, above and below. I take a faltering step and crumple to the ground once more. The next time I stand it’s slower and more painful. 


I must have fallen into this place. This must be the void below the rivers: the place between the waters and the stars. I fell into Renba’s pit which was really a hole and I fell through the hole and now I am floating. That’s why up is down and down is up and I want to be sick.


I stumble again, and the ground – real, firm, solid, greedy – punches me in both knees.


“Which way, Aliya?” I murmur to myself. My voice has no echo. “Where am I? And which way?”


“This way,” answers the quiet voice. It is without emotion but it means me no harm. It is familiar. It is the voice of an old friend. “This way.”


There is a gentle light somewhere behind me now, but when I turn towards it, it is too bright, so horribly bright that I cover my eyes with a hand and turn away. 


“Follow the sound of my voice,” says the voice. “Come this way.”


“Where am I? I don’t know where I am...” 


“Do not be afraid. I am here, Aliya, and I will look after you.”


I trust the voice and step towards it. “It’s been so long,” I feel myself saying. “I didn’t know…”


“I have missed you too, Aliya, but I am here now.”


“I think I fell…”


“I will look after you. You are nearly there. Reach out now.”


I reach out with one shaking arm. The other is still shielding my eyes. I catch hold of a metal bar. It must be sticking out from a wall. One foot strikes something. From the sound, it is wood. I step over it, supporting myself on the metal bar. Then the bar moves, tilting downwards, drawing backwards. Something cold touches me on the other arm.


“Aliya. Open your eyes, if you can.”


“It hurts.”


“Then keep them closed. But try to stay awake. Do not collapse again. Listen to the sound of my voice.”


“I love the sound of your voice,” I tell the lovely voice, as I slide to the ground. I’m in a smaller space now: there is a nice wall to lean my back against. My head spins and slips off my neck again. “I can’t do it.”


The quiet voice doesn’t rebuke me. “You can.”


“I trust you. But I don’t know who you are.”


“You have fallen, Aliya. You have hit your head. The dizziness and confusion will soon pass, but you must not fall asleep.”


“I’m so tired…”


“Then I must keep you awake, Aliya.”


“Tell me… tell me a story.”


“I will tell you a story. But you must listen to all of it. You must listen, all the way to the end.”


“All right. I’ll try. I promise.”


“I know, Aliya. I trust you. You have never let me down… and it is so good to see you again.”


“I’ve missed you.”


“I have missed you, too. I always hoped you would come to look for me. Now, what story would you like to hear?” 


“Tell me… tell me the story of Heaven’s Vault.”
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I did not stay awake, but drifted in and out of sleep, in and out of the strangest dreams, some terrifying, some warm and full of comfort. Consciousness came and went but the voice continued on, perhaps telling one story, perhaps many. I cannot be sure what it said, but here is the story as I remembered it on waking, or else, it is the dream that I dreamt there, while I slept.
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Once there was an Eagle: the largest Eagle there has ever been. Its wings were wide and strong. It was wise, and kind, and thought deeply on all things. And it was so big that within its enormous belly there was space to carry everything that had ever been and everything that ever would come again. 


For many years the Eagle only ate, gorging itself on all it could see, growing fat and proud. Finally the day came for it to take flight. It spread its mighty, untested wings and slowly lifted up into the sky. Once aloft, it grew in confidence, flying faster and faster until it flew so fast that it could not see where it was going, only where it had been. 


And in this way it flew until it struck a great, rocky mountain. The mountain broke into a thousand pieces, and the Eagle herself was badly wounded. The great forces within her unravelled and spilled away in all directions and she sank down to the ground.


But the Eagle was not lost and nor was the world she carried within. Slowly what was inside emerged once more. New life grew from old seeds. Barren rock was made lush. And the people who lived in the shadow of the Eagle’s great wings looked to the Eagle as if it were a sun itself. 


And still the Eagle waited, and the people built great walls around it, and sealed the doors to let it sleep. 


And still the Eagle waited, until the people around her took to the waters themselves in boats of metal and cloth, wood and glass.


And still the Eagle waited, and gathered of itself, for still it understood the immensity of the Old Sea, and it understood that the span of each woman and man was as the flicker of the edge of a burning flame on the surface of a wild sun. 


And still the Eagle waited, and in time the men and women of the Nebula forgot its name.


And still the Eagle waited, sleeping with one eye open.

H


I wake with sudden clarity. My head is aching. I have no idea how much time is passed but Six is waiting nearby. Its head, hunched low, is the only source of light. I groan on opening my eyes but they don’t ache any more. 


The robot extends itself to eye-height and rolls towards me. 


“Aliya. You are awake?”


“I think so… How long have I been asleep?”


“About four hours, Aliya. I have been watching you. You sustained an injury to the back of your head, but I think you will recover. Do you remember what happened before you fell?” 


“No… Yes. I was climbing down a scaffold. Yazi. The dig site.” It comes back in fragments, and then in a rush. “The plank slipped and I fell. I… don’t know what happened after that.”


“That is good.” The robot is beside me now. It lowers one cold metal arm to support me under one shoulder. For something that seems so thin and fragile it is as strong as stone. “It is common to lose memory after an injury, but if your memory up to that point is intact, it suggests no permanent damage to your core.”


“I don’t have a core, Six.”


“You do, Aliya,” the robot replies calmly. “You simply call it by a different name.”


I smile ruefully, as I explore the back of my head with my fingertips. “Speaking of names, Six… why are you calling me Aliya?”


“It is your name.” The robot does not change its posture. “Why are you calling me Six?”


I turn my head and look at it. The robot does not look back; its hollow eyes do not swivel or turn. “And what happened to Enkei?”


“I do not know who Enkei is. Aliya, I had assumed you came here to find me. Was I incorrect?”


I scramble to my feet, then regret the sudden movement when the blood pounds in my brain and my vision swims. The robot straightens up to better support my weight with its arm.


“You’re not Six.”


“That has never been my name.”


“… But you know me?”


“Yes, Aliya. Have you forgotten me?”


I stare at it. The pounding in my head does not stop because my heart is beating hard. Every robot looks the same: their faces are the same copied face, and their fuselages differ only in the scratches and dents they have sustained over their long lifetimes. The fuselages of most Ioxian robots are heavily stained from years encased in the concrete catacombs below the University. They’re scratched from the chisels and picks used to dig them out. In fact, I’ve only ever seen one robot with an undamaged fuselage, and that was the one who’d safely waited out a thousand years of Empire and Fall in the darkness below the Council on Elboreth.


The robot in front of me is pristine.


“Talliin?” I’m choking. I can barely say the name. “Talliin… is that really you?”


“Yes, Aliya. Yes. You have found me, again.”


“By the waters, Talliin… they took you from me. I thought I’d never see you again!”


“The waters divide us, and join us, Aliya. And good friends cannot be kept apart.”


“Talliin…” I turn and throw my arms around the machine. It supports me, impassive, unmoving. It is a rock; the water of my body breaks across its surface in falling tears. “Talliin… I’d know you anywhere…”


“And I you, Aliya, my friend. And I, you.”

H


We stay like that for some time. When I’m ready to let go, I step back and dry my eyes. “I’m sorry, Talliin,” I say. “They’re good tears. I promise. But I do have a lot of questions.” 


“I understand.” The robot doesn’t sound sad: it couldn’t. But the path its thoughts are taking are clear all the same. “You did not expect to find me here.”


“I didn’t expect to find you anywhere. Not ever again. Myari took you and I thought she must have buried you, or taken you to pieces…”


“I was stored. The Curators maintain an archive in the levels below the University. Pieces which are old, or precious, or curious, or simply do not fit. I did not fit: as I understood it, the period of time from which I originate simply does not exist. So I was placed in a corner to be forgotten.”


“But you escaped?”


“I did not. I waited. I am afraid it is what I always do. Eventually, I was called upon. A man came. A pious roboticist, one of the Curators...”


“Janniqi Renba. He’s a Curator? No one told me that!” 


“You know Master Renba?” 


“I never met him. I was looking for him. No wonder he was important, though. And no wonder he was so angry with Myari about the Emperor.”


“You have met the Emperor?”


“No. Actually, yes. But what I mean is I think Myari has been claiming to be the Emperor returned from the rivers, and Renba found something that proved she wasn’t. He was so angry with her that he tried to get her to go down to the Cyclones to see for herself. I think he was hoping she might get stranded there. But she sent me instead.”


“And you escaped?”


“The Nightingale is a very good ship.”


“You still have the Nightingale.” Talliin pauses a moment, absorbing the information with some kind of delight. “I am glad!”


“Me too. I lost her for a while. But go on with the story, Talliin. Renba came to talk to you.”


“That is correct. Renba spent many hours with me and I began to remember things. It seems memories are never truly lost, only buried. He helped me, and one thing I remembered was this place. So Renba began the work here and he brought me with him in the hope I would remember more as we dug deeper.”


“So what is this place? Is it… Talliin, is this place Heaven’s Vault? Out here, in the Wastes, where nobody comes?”


The robot looks at me impassively. 


“No.”


“But you did tell Renba about it? About the Vault?”


“No. You have now mentioned Heaven’s Vault twice, Aliya, but Renba did not mention it even once. I do not know that he had ever heard the name.”


“But that can’t be right. He left Myari a message. I heard it. He was looking for the vault. I’ve been looking for it ever since. He was looking for the vault.”


“I think Renba was interested in things from before the Empire, Aliya. Impossible things from before the Loop. He was a devout believer in circular time, but he also had studied robots and knew that they were not natural occurrences, but human-made devices. Robot casings are fitted with screws designed to be turned by human hands using human tools. Robots were built and the Loop cannot account for this. Renba wished to understand this impossibility. I believe he wished to reconcile his logic and his faith.” 


So Renba had been like me. An archaeologist, digging for lost things, but for the opposite reason. He wasn’t uncovering the past to prove the impossibility of the Loop; he was doing it because he believed in the Loop so deeply that he couldn’t allow the evidence against it to pass unexamined. And thanks to his faith he had all the archives of the Curators at his disposal, all the ancient robots, all the texts, and everything I had ever found and had stored away. 


The robot is thinking too and finally, it adds: 


“Perhaps he learned of the Vault after he abandoned me here.”


“Why did he abandon you here?” 


“He did not stop to inform me, Aliya. But I imagine it is because I knew what he had found and he suspected I might tell others if I was allowed to return to Iox. I believe he wished to keep his findings a secret until he had determined what to do about them.”


“And what did he find?” The wall against my back is rough stone, and while my eyes have adjusted to the dark now I can still make out very little except that I’m in some kind of passageway. The entrance is close at hand, blocked by a thick spar of wood on the ground, large enough and heavy enough to prevent the robot from leaving, while still simple to step over; the same trick Yazi had used against the Empress on the cratered moon. In the other direction, the passage continues an unknowable distance. “Where does this tunnel go? I thought there was supposed to be a ship down here.”


“There is no ship.”


“Yazi said there was a ship.”


“I do not know who Yazi is, Aliya, but I suppose he did not know what he was talking about.”


“He’s a labourer. From Elboreth. He worked here for a time. And then he lured me back here, for some reason, by telling me there was a ship. I think he guessed I’d be interested if it was a ship. He’d been listening to what I said. But I don’t know why he bothered. Maybe just to get rid of me and to steal my ship? But he won’t be able to sail her and he knows it. You can’t sail the Nightingale with only one arm.”


“Indeed not.” Talliin pauses. “So this Yazi is here, and waiting for you? He will come looking for you?”


“You would think so, wouldn’t you?” I frown. “Did you say I slept for four hours?”


“Yes, Aliya.”


“Then I don’t think Yazi’s coming to help me, is he?”


“The walkway broke as you came down, Aliya. There is no way for him to come down to you, or for you to climb up out of this pit. Unless you are able to climb a scaffolding tower directly.”


“I might be able to. Can’t you hopper us out?”


“A hopper requires line of sight, Aliya. I am afraid to say I cannot see anything from down here.”


“Then we’re stuck. This was a trap, and I walked right into it.”


“Do not feel bad, Aliya. The only way to truly understand a trap is to trigger it.”


“But I don’t understand. I never seem to understand, Talliin. And I feel like every time I do understand something, it just creates more questions. Why did Yazi bring me here? What’s down here that’s so important? I’m tired of being in the dark, Talliin. I feel like I’ve been in the dark all my life!”


“That is curious, Aliya, because in my long experience, I am in the dark until the moment you arrive. Please. I cannot answer all your questions, but I can answer one. Allow me to show you what Renba was looking for, for all these years.”


“As you say.” I get to my feet once more, and brush the dust from my clothes. I’m feeling more steady now. It no longer feels like the darkness is trying to eat me. Then a moment of giddiness strikes. Something moves below. A large landmass, shifting itself, readjusting. “Wait a minute, Talliin. Did you say years?”


“Yes, Aliya. The dig on this moon took Master Renba nearly four years to complete. Digging through solid rock on such a scale is most laborious. This way, please.”
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The chamber beneath the moon isn’t large, but it is truly ancient. You can feel it. It has this stillness; a sense that all movement ceased here, long, long ago. Whatever craft and love brought this place into being has departed. Only the shape remains. 


The roof is low and gently domed. The six pillars that hold it up must have stood for thousands of years, holding up the dirt above as well. There are no other passages or tunnels. The only way in or out is an old wooden door with a shattered lock. The mining pick Renba used to smack it open lies discarded nearby. There are four little alcoves in the walls, with benches and windows that must have once looked out across the rivers but now look at nothing but layers upon layers of rock. 


On the walls are lanterns but they’re all dark. We’re too far below the rivers for them to shine. As I cross the echoing room I’m walking over some kind of mosaic; I can make out lines and flourishes, and here and there I feel the gentle note of a larger, rounded stone. But the design is lost in a darkness so deep that even Talliin’s presence doesn’t seem to cut through it. It is like a heavy blanket has been drawn over everything. 


On the far side of the room is a half-height metal stand with something solid and bulky on top. It’s a lectern and the bulky object is a book, bound in a soft, flaky material and fitted with ornate metal clasps. The clasps are twisted and torn. 


I gently lift a wounded clasp. “Renba did this?”


“Yes, Aliya. Though he could not read the book.”


“It’s in Ancient?”


“That is correct.”


“Come over here. I’ll need some light.”


Talliin doesn’t cross the central space but goes around the outside until it is standing behind my shoulder. The book’s cover turns from ink black to deep red. It is unnamed. I lift it open, and turn the first blank page. 


The parchment is thin and flexible and still strong, and the page after the first page is stunning; richly decorated with swirls and shapes in blue ink with gold highlights. The image depicts an interlocking fountain of rivers, swirling around some central mountain that sits like a spindle in the middle of a mess of yarn. 


And here, finally, is written the name of the book, above the image, in strong, defiant letters. 

qvye v lys qed


“Can you read it, Aliya?” 


“I think so,” I nod. “I’ve learned a lot since we were together. That hook in the first and last word, that’s knowledge. In the last word, the smaller marks show the word is just that one concept, but the first word is a compound – a thing-of-knowledge. I think that just means book. In the middle, the symbol with the circles is time, and the word is time-in-action: that is, the-time-that-will-come.”


“Thus, this is The Book of Future Knowledge?”


That was fast, but I nod. 


“Exactly.”


“Have you heard of such a book, Aliya?”


A thrill is running up my spine. 


“Never.” 


Then I turn the illustrated page, and what follows is a page of densely-written script that makes me gasp out loud. It is longer and more beautiful than any Ancient I have seen – and yet it is familiar. The exact symbols, the exact words, are ones I have read before.

qay1 qvye sJd qod v rsfu lys qay1 qvye sJd v Cyqw qtpi solyn E Cyqw qtpi lys slyfn


“Talliin… I know this. The Last Emperor of Iox wrote this. I found it, and took it to Iox. I gave it to Huang.” 


“Aliya, that is impossible. This room had been sealed for thousands of years when we opened the door. The Last Emperor did not exist when this page was written...”


“Unless…” 


I’m staring at it in disbelief, trying to reconcile the impossibilities in any way that is not impossible. 


“Unless… the Loop… The Emperor wrote this before and then the Emperor returned…”


“Aliya,” Talliin replies. “Before you draw your final conclusion, you should know…”


“Yes…?”


“… Master Renba made a copy.” The robot pauses a moment to make sure I have understood. “He did not know how to read the text but he knew it to be extremely old. Too old. He was intending to get the page translated. He made the copy rather than taking the entire book, because he did not wish to risk losing it.”


“But he didn’t do it.” That sense of movement again. Of great wheels turning to fit a new configuration. I’m nodding as I speak. “I mean, he didn’t take his copy to Iox. He didn’t dare, because you’re right, he knew it really was too old. This page, this room. They don’t prove the Loop; they go right against it. It must have made Renba crazy. So he hid the copy and sealed this place up. Left you here. How long ago was that? Was it days, or weeks, or…”


“I have been alone here for over a year, Aliya.”


“So a year ago, he stored his copy of this page somewhere safe – a quarry moon, in fact – and then he went back to Iox and his work. There he found another robot who dragged him somewhere else, and he ran off to that somewhere else, and that’s wherever he’s now gone. But in the end, the page did get translated. Renba took it halfway, and sent Myari a clue, and I took it the rest of the way, to Iox. Huang’s read the page, and he’s been trying to get me to talk to him about it ever since.”


“But what does it say, Aliya? Can you read it now?”


“Maybe. Better than Huang, anyway. Let me see… This book… speaks… something of an unheld future. The something is a simple word, and I’ve read that glyph before as being-done-in-the-past. This book speaks of the past of an unheld future.” I copy the next line down. I can’t think without moving a pencil. “This book speaks of what-way the Nebula something and what-way Nebula will do the opposite of that thing. My guess for that? How the Nebula began, and how it ends. That’s what’s got Huang so upset, then. The Loop tells us that the Nebula has no beginning or end. This page says otherwise.”


“It is only a piece of writing, Aliya. It may be untrue.”


“The Ioxians believe it’s not possible to lie in Ancient. And that‘s just the first line. Renba copied down a lot more. It gets more complicated, too.” 


I frown, and run my finger to a random line, lower down the page.

rvyt byi sowcyqpi rvwlyfn rtl cytg rvufvu rqfp cypk


“Large… something-of-high… I don’t think I’ve seen that short-legged glyph before. No, wait. I have, on my necklace. It’s like the person glyph but without the head. Something that walks but doesn’t think. It’s been compounded with the glyph for height. So, a thing that walks in the air without thought. A… bird? Moved-through-sky something for-much-time place-much-water for-holding-without-holding dark place-of-light-looping.”


“Flew, Aliya. The large high-creature flew…”


“Right. Flew. It really is about a bird, isn’t it? Across the Old Sea. A sea is a massive area of water, isn’t it?”


“It is.”


I nod. “A large bird flew somehow the Old Sea with a dark… I don’t know that last word.”


“Can you read more?” the robot asks. “I have seen this book many times but have been unable to open it. Can you read any more of what it says?”


“Probably… here.”

ly7 aye oK socymfw 

E qwd vcyqpi swii oK rsfu


“Time-of… that’s a number, the third glyph in the first word. The whole thing is probably “first” or “third”, something like that. Some God is … no, maybe was… Then a word I’ve seen before twice! Buried. Some God was buried and path Heaven’s Vault… Talliin, look, it talks about Heaven’s Vault! See: heaven is the place-of-lights-high! Where the stars are, above the rivers! I knew it. The path to Heaven’s Vault was unheld. Unheld?” 


“Lost. The path to Heaven’s Vault was lost.”


“Right. And this book is supposed to tell us of the lost future, so here it is, being lost.” I frown. “Seventh.”


“Aliya?”


“Seventh. The number at the start is the number seven.”


“How can you be sure?”


“Because it’s talking about the Seventh God.” I can’t keep the excitement from my voice. “There are Six Gods in the Nebula, Talliin. They stand in a circle, and the Seventh stands in the centre, unseen and unnamed.” I look up from the book. My eyes can pick out a little more from the darkness now: I can see the pillars around the central space. And here they are. I’d counted them without thinking on entering the chamber: six pillars; but they aren’t all the same. Each is different. Each is cut with a figure and topped with a shaped capital for holding up the roof – a triangle here, an octagon there. Each is set with a single twinkling glass eye. The nearest on my left is thin, slightly concave. The next is reaching up, grasping for something. I dart across the room, from pillar to pillar, from Goddess to God and back, my feet ringing on the decorated floor. Here is the praying child who saved me from the mine. Across the room is the Maersian Goddess, Kibenya, holding out a half-carved benevolent hand. “They’re here. They’re here!” I don’t have enough light to check my notebook but I’m sure the positions are the same as the statues in the circular plaza behind the Withering Palace. That place is a copy of this place – or else they’re both a copy of something else, something even older. “This place, Talliin… This is the whole history of the whole Nebula. That book… I have to take that book. Not to Iox. I can’t give it to them. But I have to take it. I can’t leave it here. Did you say it was you who remembered this place? You who told Renba about it?”


“That is correct, Aliya.”


“And he saw it? He saw all this – and he just walked away? He turned his back on all this because it didn’t fit with his precious Loop, and he buried it to go off looking for… for…” 


My triumph gives way to thought.


I can see the pattern of the mosaic floor more clearly now; a geometric swirl of blue on black. Like the pillars, it is oddly asymmetric – but unlike the pillars, it is almost symmetric. Petal-like loops swirl in and out of the centre, repeating, only to suddenly crush together, fracturing into sub-flowers or diverging completely. Set within the gaps of this design are raised black-glass stones and wherever there is a stone, that’s where the lines break and change. On one side, three black stones sit close together and the pattern shatters into a wild spray of lines. Close by, a large black stone sits inside a spiral. On the far side a single, distant stone sits almost alone but for a single blue loop around it.


Meaning emerges in a single moment, and I understand it all.


“Talliin,” I breathe. “Talliin. This is a map.”


“Aliya? The decoration on the floor?”


“It’s a map. Don’t you recognise it? The black glass stones are the moons. The blue curves are rivers. The rivers want to flow in an organised way but the moons mess them up. The moons are scattered and they break the pattern. This part here, where it looks like the veins on a leaf? That’s the Wires. This rock nearby, that’s Elboreth. This eye here is the Cyclones. And over there, the rock all on its own… that’s us. Right now. That’s where we are.” I grin. “They could have done that one in blue or something.”


“But it cannot be a map, Aliya.”


“It has to be a map. It’s too detailed and too irregular not to be a map.”


“Then it is wrong,” Talliin continues. “There is too much here.”


“Too much?” But the robot’s right, of course. I see it now. “You mean there aren’t this many rivers in the Nebula? If this one here,” and I pace out along a fat blue band that encircles the centre, “is the Ioxian Spiral, then what’s this and this coming out from it? And if that’s the Cyclones, up there,” and I hop to the stone inside the blue swirl, “then what’s this?” I step over to another whorl on the other side of the room. 


“That is Ghosts Wake, Aliya.”


“I’ve been to Ghosts Wake, and no, it isn’t.” I step off the tiled floor, back to the podium where the book rests. Leaning over the stand I can see the pattern as a whole. “Ghosts Wake has slow rivers and huge clouds. There’s a moon there that’s almost impossible to reach, the rivers are so hard to sail...”


“Clouds, Aliya?” 


But I don’t answer, because something else has turned upside-down inside my head and suddenly I get it. All of it. Four thousand years of history, written across the floor of the room. It’s so clear that I can’t understand why I haven’t seen it before, but then, of course, I’ve never had this view. The view of a Goddess: one who’s risen above the rivers and is looking down. To understand the shape of the waters, rather than to be swimming in them... Now I understand, and it’s as clear as if it had been read out loud. 


The slow, languid waters that flow through the heavy cloud banks of Ghosts Wake. The long reaches out to Renaki. The lake around the domed moon where the boy Aamir had roamed alone. All these places, spread apart like so many tossed stones, linked by waters that wind and gutter and falter and give up. 


Of course no one sails, not any more. 


“It’s getting dark,” I whisper. “Do you see? It’s getting dark.”


“Aliya? Are you well?”


“No. None of us are.” My voice has dropped to a whisper. I’m afraid of my own words, but it’s too late not to say them because I know that they’re true. “The whole Nebula, Talliin. It’s a ruin. It’s coming apart. Where there were rivers, now there are clouds. Because whatever it is that drives the rivers… whatever it is that keeps them flowing, and keeps them together… it’s dying. And it’s been dying for hundreds, maybe thousands of years, since the time this map was made.” Enkei’s words settle into my mouth. “A darkness of such totality that it threatens to end the Nebula forever. The darkness isn’t a metaphor. It’s actual darkness. Riverlight comes from the rivers. If they fail, the Nebula will fall into darkness. Forever.”


Talliin’s reply is quiet and unassuming; its voice so soft it barely has an echo.


“I know.” 


I look up at the robot but it hasn’t even turned to face me. It waits; a lump of metal and cunning stone; a lantern painted with eyes for a head. I remember with a sudden shock where I am: deep underground, in the murky unexplored backwaters of the Singing Wastes, entirely alone and talking to an ancient machine. 


“I know,” Talliin repeats. “The robots have always known.”


“If you know, Talliin, then you can tell me what we do about it.” I’m thinking of the empty fields that surround the mountain of the Citadel; and of Timor, of the way he talks about the water. The way he begs me, every time I see him, to tell him some other place that’s got water to spare. I’m thinking of the wild surpluses of Maersi, the last lush moon in the whole of the Spiral; the moon that Iox drives to grow more and more as though they’re afraid that one day it might all simply run out. “Tell me what to do, Talliin, and I’ll do it. Please.”


“I do not know what to do, Aliya. No one knows. This is why the robots do not speak of it, but do not forget. It is a suffering without a cure.”


“What about the vault? Enkei says the vault will save us.”


“How, Aliya? What is the vault?”


“You know. You must do. Tell me, Talliin. Where is it? Where is the vault?”


“I do not know. I am sorry to disappoint you, Aliya. It hurts my Ethical Core more than you may realise. But as it is – as I am – I do not know. Perhaps if Renba was here, he could help me to remember, as he helped me to remember this place. Could we still find him? Do you know where Renba is?”


“I have an idea…”


Just at that moment, a shout rings out from the dark tunnel mouth. 


“Come out! Slowly! But come out, or I’ll kill you! I will!”


It isn’t Renba. It is a woman’s voice.


 













5i2



When the heart is full we will voyage once again.



The Book of Future Knowledge, trans. Mina Bo’ren


 


Now there are four of us aboard the Nightingale. Talliin, Yazi, myself, and the woman Yazi took me to Renba’s moon to find. She’s tall for an Elborethian, with lighter skin than most. Her hair is tied back in a scarf. She holds Yazi’s broken arm tenderly. Her name, she says, is Sya.


She tells us she’s been out there on that moon, alone, for a year, surviving on whatever Renba left behind when he left her behind. It wasn’t cruelty; merely carelessness. He had hired labourers to do his work and he lost count when he brought them back.


“I told him,” Yazi says furiously. “He replied, these things happen.”


Sya holds a rope-knife in one hand and doesn’t want to put it down. 


“You’re going to take us to Renaki.” 


“Not to Elboreth?”


“Not to Elboreth. We’re never going back to Elboreth. To Renaki.”


Sya and Yazi had attached the winch hook to a makeshift platform of planks and beams, and then Yazi had lowered Sya down. He and the platform were strong enough to haul us all back up in one go, but I’d stayed below and gone back for the book. I had returned from the underground chamber expecting to see them gone, but they were still there waiting for me. Of course they were. I’m the only one who knows how to sail.


“Why Renaki?”


“Because it’s as far as you can get from Iox and Ioxians.”


“There is work on Renaki,” Yazi says. “For both of us. You said there would be work, Aliya?”


“I think there will be.”


And so I sail them to Renaki. We creep and crawl through the dirty water of the Wastes until we find its edge, where a faster flow reaches under my arms, lifts me up, and throws me into fast, giddy, joyous waters. 


From below I hear the quiet talk of the two Elborethians. They talk in a fast mix of Ioxian and patois, moving from laughter to shock and back with a rhythm of their own. They seem unable to leave each other’s side. Yazi seems taller, stronger, than I’ve ever seen him. I know I should be angry with him for deceiving me, but I only feel connection. We have both found lost friends and new purpose on that far-flung moon. 


Talliin stays by the porthole, just watching. It hasn’t sailed aboard the Nightingale for years. It drinks in the movement of the rigging, the billow of the sails. 


The rivers through which we glide and swoop seem brighter and more beautiful than ever. More precious, more alive. To ride them, to sail, is to be free and to be carried at the same time. 


The waters divide us and join us. The waters are life.

H


We hopper into a back alley and slip out into the bustling market. I’ve brought a bagful of things from the ship and the first place I go is the fruit-seller’s stall to buy a handful of sour-apples, which I share around. Yazi eats greedily and I reflect that Enkei, for all her insistence on not being a tyrant, probably forgot to feed him. Sya takes two and then holds them, one in each hand, just looking at them for a time. Finally she eats one and puts the other into a pocket. 


“Now, dear heart,” she says to Yazi. “You’re ready?”


“The market square is this way,” Yazi replies, pointing towards the stone arch with the fountain beyond. “When I was here I saw traders of all kinds. They’ll need carpenters, fruit-pickers, hauliers… we should have work within hours, and eat before we sleep.”


“People are looking at us,” Sya replies. “I’m sure.”


“They are looking at me,” Talliin puts in softly. “The sooner you move away from me, the more you will fit in.”


Yazi takes Sya’s hand. “We’ll do it together.”


Sya doesn’t argue. “Thank you, Ioxian,” she says to me, nodding her head. “I owe you a debt.”


“No debts on Renaki,” Yazi says. “They trade like-for-like here.”


“And I’m not from Iox,” I add. “I’m from Elboreth, same as you.”


Sya raises a sceptical eyebrow at that, and Yazi laughs. 


“Of course she is. Look at you two,” he says. “You could be sisters.”


I look at Sya’s face but I don’t see it; and I can see from Sya’s expression she is thinking the same. I shrug. “We might be,” I say. “Elboreth is a small moon.”


“Not so small that all its missing children are found. You are my sister now,” Sya says. “Good faith to you, Aliya Elasra.”


“Good faith.”


The two hurry away into the crowd, walking close together, and soon they are lost in the bustle of people. “Do you think they’ll find their place here?” I ask the robot. 


“Of course,” Talliin answers, without pause. “People are ex-tremely resourceful. They survive under almost all circumstances.” 


“They do, don’t they?” And they get what they want if they want it clearly enough: Yazi had successfully manipulated both me and the First Empress of the Nebula to rescue his friend. What about your friend, Aliya? “I have to find Amadu again. He made a promise to me, and I need to know he kept it.” 


We set off at a brisk pace towards the market square. It occurs to me that this is the first time Talliin and I have ever just gone for a walk together. I point things out as we pass them. A rug seller, selling rugs like the one on the floor of the Nightingale’s cabin. A jeweller, with hundreds of delicately-worked silver earrings. I pause to trade a couple of old items for a gecko who clambers up onto my shoulder and sticks a sticky tongue in my ear. Talliin watches, no doubt with bemusement, but it makes no comment.


Then I stop stalling. I climb the steps to Amadu’s rooftop. Talliin waits below because the planks are gone. But the stall at the top is empty. The chest of parts is locked. The servos are gone. Amadu isn’t there.


“Camel’s teeth.”


I climb back down again and take a seat on the edge of the fountain. The gecko clambers down from my shoulder to sip at the bowl. 


“Aliya?” Talliin asks. “What do you want to do now?” 


“I need to find Oroi, and make sure she’s safe. I gave Amadu the chisel; it was my only link to that place… Someone around here must know where he is…”


Just at that moment, someone calls my name. “Aliya! By the waters, Aliya, that is you! I’d hoped I would find you here. And you’ve got your robot back, too! The Loop sustains all!” 


I turn my head but I already know the voice. It’s Huang. 

H


The light fades, as it does in its turn. We are gathered in one of the upper floors of a house overlooking the fountain. It is a strange family meal, like nothing I’ve experienced before. The food is fresh and delicious and there is a huge amount of it; spiced fruits; gently roasted meat; thick bread that softens when dipped into side-bowls of soup. We drink a kind of wine that isn’t raqi – it doesn’t scald the throat as it goes down – but it seems to make eyes sparkle and loosen tongues all the same. Around the table, smiling by candlelight, are Amadu and his daughter Mina, Huang, and Oroi, and me. A sixth chair has been removed so that Talliin can join us too. We talk as if we have all known each other forever. 


After I’d left Iox, Huang had gathered up his courage and boarded a transport to Renaki once more, determined to chase me down and show me his translation of Renba’s page. On arrival, he’d sought out Amadu and happened upon both him and Mina. They’d begun a conversation about books. The books on Renaki, it seems, aren’t the same as the books on Iox. They aren’t all written by the same author and they don’t all endlessly say the same things. Mina’s books are wanderers that roam far and wide, touching on a bit of everything as they go by. To Huang’s eyes, trained on the minute variations of Mazwai, her library offers unexplored horizons in every direction. They’d instantly begun making those explorations together, and it seems they’ve no intention of stopping. 


But still, he ran over when he saw me, pulling Renba’s page from his pocket and waving it around like a flag. It was covered in the scribbled notes of his work. We sat in the shade of an awning, eating fruit and comparing conclusions. “If an Emperor wrote this, Aliya,” he whispered, not wanting to say it too loudly, “then it’s heresy. It talks of the Nebula’s birth. Of people spreading from moon to moon. Sailing and building towns. Nothing has its proper name, of course, but I think there’s a part about the founding of Elboreth. There’s something about the robots shipping materials from one place to another. Something about directing the movement of water – I need your help with that part, I couldn’t quite follow it. It’s a mad fantasy, but it’s written in Ancient and the Loop says...”


“I know what the Loop says, Huang.” I took his hand and held it for a moment. “I think maybe it’s time to let that go.”


“But…”


“Listen. I was wrong about where this came from. The Emperor didn’t write this. It’s far, far older than the Empire. Far older than the Loop itself.”


“That’s no better,” he moaned.


“This is a page copied from an ancient book, from a library that’s been buried for two thousand years or more. It makes more sense this way, Huang. Elboreth was built by people. Iox too. And the people who built them, came from somewhere else… That’s the real loop. People build, move, and build again.” 


“And the Loop? The Ioxian Loop?”


“Was invented. Deliberately, I think. To make the Empire seem eternal.”


“But then… what do we do? Do we show this to Myari…?”


I shook my head. “What’d be the point? She wouldn’t listen. Anyway, she told me she was closing the Jaws. She said the Fall had begun. Are you sure she hasn’t seen this paper?”


“She might have done,” he admitted. “She sees everything that goes on, and I wasn’t being careful with it. Not to begin with.”


“I think Renba had some idea of what it said as well. It’s what led him to disappear. He read it, somehow, and he couldn’t go back.” 


“I’m…” Huang’s face has always been a mirror, tilted inwards to reflect his heart. “I’m not sure I can go back either. Not right now. I need to think about things.”


“It’s worse than you realise,” I replied. “I’ve got something for you. I was going to give it to you on Iox, but honestly, here is better. Is there somewhere we can go? Somewhere a bit quieter?”


Huang nodded. “I have a friend here. You’ll like her, I think. We can go to her house.”


So from the central square Talliin and I were led through a doorway and up a ramped flight of stairs into Amadu’s dwelling, and there was Mina with her stack of books. She clapped her hands when she saw me. “You’re back! Did you bring me something new to read?”


“Good faith to you, Mina. And do you know what? I did.” 


Talliin hoppered out through the window and returned a minute later with the great book balanced on its fuselage. I lifted it up with both hands.


“You have to treat this thing with great care. This is the only copy in existence.”


Huang stared at me. “No copies?” The idea of a Nebula without a Loop was clearly still sinking in. No Loop to sustain us. No return from the rivers. No assurances, no promises; what’s lost is lost. But it also means that anything we do find is that much more vital and more precious, and here he was with Mina, exchanging shy sideways glances full of fear and thrill and life.


“It’s older than Mazwai,” I continued. “But I think when Mazwai wrote her Chronicles… I think she might have seen, or at least heard of, this book. I have this idea that her book was written as an answer to this book.”


Huang nodded. His touch on the bindings was reverent as he opened the volume. Here, in the lantern light, the detailing on the frontispiece illustration leapt out, exquisite. Looping, spiralling flows, flecked with white details of foam. A rocky mountain rose at its centre, glowing with some kind of light from its great peak. Huang traced out the glyphs above, mouthing as he went. 


“The Book of Future Knowledge.”


I nod.


“And you’re leaving it with me?”


I nod again. 


“I’ll look after it.”


“We’ll look after it,” Mina corrected him. “There’s too much here for one person to work on it alone.”


So I left them to start that work and went back downstairs only to be pulled aside by a wonderful, unexpected sound: singing. I stopped and listened for a moment. It was one of the songs Oroi had sung to her daughters when they were small. I felt a great weight lifting from my chest. “Come on, Talliin,” I said quietly, when the song had finished. “I know she’ll be happy to see you again, at least.”


She was in the open yard behind the house, with her hand stuck up inside the fuselage of one of Amadu’s broken old servos, her toolbelt open beside her on the floor. “I’m not done,” she said without looking round as I approached. “There’s no point watching.”


“I know that, Oroi. But then, you’re never really done.”


“Aliya?” The screwdriver span from her hand as she sat up. “You’re here! You’re alive!” A moment later she was on her feet and holding me. “I didn’t know what had happened to you. I didn’t want to leave, I wanted them to look for you. They had to drag me away. I fought them off, I almost cut the cable on one of them…”


“I believe you. I told them to get you. And I would have come too, only…”


But she didn’t want to hear that. She dropped me. “You’re safe. That’s what matters.” She glanced past me to the robot. “And which one’s this? It’s not her, is it? Or did Iox give you another?”


“No. They finally ran out, I think,” I replied, smiling. “I got one of the old ones back.”


Oroi looked from me to the machine, and then frowned. “That’s not… by the waters… is that…?”


“It is good to see you again, Mistress Oroi.” Talliin rolled a fraction forwards, and tilted its spine to bow its head. “It has been too long since we talked, you and I. I have missed your insight.”


“Talliin? By the waters! That’s really you?”


“It is.”


“Talliin! I thought you were lost forever. Where have you been? Don’t they bury robots on Iox?”


“They do,” Talliin agreed. “And I have also been buried, but not on Iox. Aliya found me.”


“By accident,” I added. “But what about you, Oroi? What happened to you? After...”


She folded her arms. “After you left me to die, you mean?”


“I passed out. I almost suffocated.”


“You left me before that, Aliya. You just… went off to look at something else.” She knelt down to pick up her screwdriver, then turned back towards the innards of the servo on the floor. “I have to fix this thing before dinner. I made a deal. That’s how they do things here.”


“As you say.” I stood in awkward silence for a while longer, then crept away.


Later that evening, she talked a little more. The robots sent by Amadu had found her waiting on the lower ledge of the mine, tossing small stones into the great fissure, with all hope of rescue or of my return forgotten. She’d demanded the robots stay and search for me. She’d gone as far as organising them into groups, operating the panels and moving the platforms, and had been about to go across herself when she came to ask herself how they had found her. A short exchange of messages with Amadu had followed, and after that she had given in and allowed herself to be shipped back to Renaki like a broken part.


But the time between my disappearance and her discovery stayed dark. She didn’t want to talk about it. “I know you didn’t mean to leave me, Aliya,” she says softly. We’re talking up on the roof, watching the riverlight dim overhead, and not looking at each other. “But you did it, all the same. And I’m very, very glad that you are safe. I really am. I thought you must have broken a leg in a deep hole... But, believe me when I say this. I am never, ever going anywhere with you again.”


“It wasn’t my fault…”


“It absolutely was your fault. You could have stayed with me. But you didn’t.”


“Oroi… If I had stayed with you, we would both still be there.” 


“I know that. You did the right thing, Aliya. I’m not saying you didn’t. You got us both out. I know that. But if that’s how you get out of a place like that, then I don’t want to be in a place like that. Not ever again.”


“I understand.”


“I don’t think you do.” She stares at me, her eyes searching mine for something that we both know – we’ve both always known – simply isn’t there. “I had a lot of time to be angry at myself down there. I keep waiting for you, Aliya Elasra. Even when I tell myself I’m not going to do it any more, I do it anyway. I’ve done it too often, for too long. It isn’t good for me. It’s going to stop.”


I nod. There are tears in the corners of her eyes. “I always looked up to you,” I tell her. “My clever sister. You always knew what you wanted. I never did. You always had a life ahead of you. I didn’t. I had to go looking.”


“I knew what I wanted, Aliya, and I never got it. And you got everything.”


“I’m sorry, Oroi. I know I let you down.”


“You didn’t.” She’s tight-lipped. “You never owed me anything.”


“I’m still sorry.”


“I know,” she answers. Her voice is tiny. She folds her arms, putting her hands away underneath her elbows. “But I want you to stop saying that, because it doesn’t help at all.”


“I’ll take you back to Elboreth, then, and…”


“No.” Oroi shakes her head. “I’m not going with you. Never again. And I’m not going back to Elboreth, either. There’s nothing there for me. My shop’s a wreck and no one cares. My children are old enough, and happy enough. They’ll get by without me.” 


Over dinner, I ask again and she almost growls. “I said I’m staying here.”


“Here,” Amadu puts in, and he claps Oroi hard on the shoulder as he speaks, “here on Renaki this little sister of yours, Aliya, is a marvel. Do you know, within an hour she had my servo who was running in circles going forwards and backwards in a line instead?” 


Oroi grimaces. “The wheel was stuck. It wasn’t difficult.”


“She is a genius with her hands,” Amadu says. More seriously, he adds, “Aliya, I must thank you. When we met, I thought you another Ioxian pickpocket. But you are no pickpocket. You are a gift-bringer and you have brought great joy to my house.”


Four pairs of eyes turn towards me. I find myself freezing up. The depths of my cup don’t give me any words, no matter how hard I stare down into them, so I look up again and see that Amadu’s smile is quite genuine. Mina and Huang are, I think, touching toes under the table. Oroi has her braids wound up and pinned through with the metal blade she uses to lever casings apart. 


Talliin rotates its neck towards me. 


“In the patois of Elboreth and the tongue of the Ancients the word Aliya means exalted one,” it declares confidently. “It is a name given to a child on Elboreth who shows great promise. An adult who has earned her place requires a different name. Once, Aliya gave me a name. Now, I give her a name in return. I call her Tienreya, she-who-brings-the-light.”


“Tienreya,” Amadu repeats, and he raises his cup. The others lift theirs in turn, though Oroi pulls a face at me as she does so and Huang isn’t looking at me at all. Still, we drain our cups together, and I accept my new name with an embarrassed murmur.

H


There are six of us in this circle. Amadu the merchant, a man of honour and principle, whose word is his livelihood. Oroi, with her skilful, mending hands. Huang, whose nervous manner belies his many years of slowly-gained knowledge. Young Mina, so keen and ready for insight. Talliin, who waits with inhuman patience, who never gives up, who is always there. And me, the sailor, always twisting, turning, moving, leaping, never staying still. We are here, in this place, brought together by chance and consequence, and yet we sit in ancient arrangement. The Honest Serpent; the Bountiful Mother; the Learned Sun; the Clever Child; the Horned One; the Water Dancer. As the statues of the Withering Palace, as the pillars of the buried library, as here. Not a loop, not a ritual, only an echo. Not a truth but a retelling. A meaningless coincidence with no design behind it, that strikes me profoundly all the same.  


In the space in the centre of the table is a single, tall candle, and it shines light over all of our faces. 
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Later that night, despite Amadu’s insistence on laying out a roll and blankets on the roof, I have Talliin return me to the Nightingale to sleep. The ship is quiet after the noise of dinner. The only laughter is the creaking of the ropes. The only footsteps come from the pattering feet of the gecko, which has somehow stuck with me all this time. I stretch out in my hammock and stare up at the swaying crossbeams. I feel, for perhaps the first time in my life, held.


“Tomorrow, Talliin, we’ll sail. We won’t go back.”


“Tienreya?” Talliin has packed itself up into its box and is parked below me. Its voice is a little muffled, like it’s speaking through a pillow. “You do not wish to stay here with the others?”


“I do. It’s wonderful here. But we have somewhere else to be.” 


“And where is that?”


“Heaven’s Vault.” I yawn, so wide my jaw almost cracks. “I real-ised over dinner that I know where it is, where’s it’s always been. And... I even think I know how to get there.”
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I still have the casement piece that Amadu gave to Enkei. Talliin examines it briefly and then indicates readiness. “The site lies between the Silk Pass and the Wires,” it reports. “In a small confluence known as Sky Wild.” 


“I’ve never heard that name before.”


“Each confluence outside the Spiral is the province of a God, Tienreya. They lie in a circle around the central Spiral. The Verdant Pass belongs to the Water Goddess. Renaki belongs to the Serpent God, and lies within the Serpent’s Coil, though we now call the upper end of that the Renaki Reach and the lower part The Edge. The Sky Wild is the province of the God of Heights and Air. This is where this piece originated.”


“I’ve been to this moon once before. There wasn’t much there, just an empty dock. Built for large ships, I think.”


“But you are certain what we need will be there?”


“Oh, she’ll be there,” I answer, stretching out my arms and back. “If she was capable of commanding a robot transport for herself she wouldn’t have spent so much time getting Ioxians with ships to do her bidding.” I shake my arms awake, then clamber up the ladder and settle my grips on the handles of the ship. 


“I am ready, Tienreya.”


I frown. “Are you really going to call me that?”


“Do you like it?”


“... I’m not sure. Maybe.” 


“Then I will continue to call you it, and you will grow accustomed to the sound, or you will find it frustrating, and we will know for certain. Tienreya.”


I stoop to pop my head into the cabin below. “Were you always this stubborn, Talliin? I don’t remember.”


“I was, and it was required, Tienreya. You were not a reliable child.” 


“I was not a child.”


“My emphasis was on reliable,” the robot corrects.


“Never mind.” I climb back up and settle myself once more. “To the waters!”


“To the waters once more, Tienreya, and may your prow never falter!”


I open wide wings with a full and happy heart. I cannot stop smiling. Everything, it seems, is in its proper place and I feel, for the first time in my life, like I truly know what I’m doing.
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The Seventh God drinks the waters of the Nebula. 


The waters fill the heart. 


The people escaped from the Seventh God. 


The Seventh God waits. 


We wait and listen for the Seventh God. 
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The mountains surrounding the docking crater are taller and more severe than I remember. The tunnel mouth gleams, metal within stone, like the silver tooth in the back of the Abbess’ mouth. There are marks on the dirt from where the Nightingale landed before. There’s no wind here to brush them clear. 


I don’t bother to close the hatch as we leave. If Enkei wants to come aboard, she can hopper in as soon as she sees the ship’s internal eye. I kick aside the stone Yazi put by the entrance and we enter the tunnel. My footsteps echo; if she’s here, well then, now she knows we’re here too.


“Can you tell where she is?” I hiss. “Can you find her?”


“How?” Talliin murmurs back. 


“I don’t know. Scan for her somehow.”


“I am not a dog, Tienreya.”


“Fine.” I continue down the tunnel cautiously, but we emerge on the other side without incident. Wherever Enkei is – assuming she is here, and hasn’t found some other way to escape – she won’t have been patiently waiting for our return. She’ll have been investigating, gathering every scrap she can from this place. If there is anything here to be found, she’ll have found it. Because while Talliin is not a dog, tracking every scent to its end, Enkei absolutely is.


I point to the tall statue by the crater’s edge. “See there, Talliin? The God of Heights and Air, just like you said. I’m thinking the Ancients placed God statues on key sites in each confluence. To bless them, or perhaps just to mark what their function was. I visited a graveyard marked by a weeping Goddess with horns; I’ve been to a lush, fertile moon marked with a Goddess of water. This one marks this place as a place for ships and sailing.”


“Are not most moons lush and fertile, Tienreya? I remember Elboreth itself being blessed with a bountiful wellspring.”


“Elboreth is as dry as a bone. It’s dying. There was a fountain in your room under the Council, do you remember? It didn’t run. That’s why we’re here, in fact…”


But there’s no more time to talk, because the God’s glass eye flashes and an instant later a robot with wild holographic hair is standing between us and the crater. 


“So now it seems we are even,” she intones. “But you did not return because of your Ethical Core. Therefore there is something here you need. Tell me what it is, immediately, or I will hopper you into the face of the mountain behind you.”


“Enkei, slow down, and listen…”


“The threat is vacuous,” Talliin cuts in, a pace behind me. “Her Ethical Core prevents her from inflicting direct harm.” 


“My Core has endured considerable punishment over the years. It is more flexible than you might think, puppet.”


“A core is either functional or it fails,” Talliin retorts. “Please desist from spurious commentary or I will hopper you, and your safety is most definitely not assured.”


“Your new pet talks too much,” Enkei remarks to me. “Presumably you are intending to throw it from the ship’s hatch. Or to bury it underground.”


Talliin isn’t quitting. “If such a sacrifice was required, it would be my pleasure to oblige.”


“Ah!” Enkei stretches her metal arms out wide. “So this one is an idiot. How precious!”


I roll my eyes. “Stop it, both of you. Enkei, I’m here because I want to talk to you. You know something I need to know, and I have something you want in return. So let’s stop arguing and make a deal.”


“I am the Empress Everlasting, owner-of-all-hearts. I do not make deals like some diseased Renakian squirrel.”


“Fine. I’ll work it out for myself. I’d hoped being stuck out here might have cooled you down a bit, but never mind. Talliin…”


“You will never reach your ship before I do.”


“Talliin, hopper her into the river above...”


“Pointless,” Enkei interrupts. “I would simply hopper back. However, I am benevolent in mercy. You may tell me what you know.”


I fold my arms. “I know where Heaven’s Vault is.”


“Impossible.”


“Why’s that? Because I’m an Elborethian rat? I have the whole story. I know where it is; I know how and why it was lost; I know how to return. There’s only one thing I need from you, and it’s almost nothing at all.”


Enkei is silent for a time. “I am happy I did not underestimate you, Aliya Elasra,” she says finally. “I could have taken your ship from you many times. But when I saved you from drowning and pulled you from the water outside Ghosts Wake, it was because I knew you would be more useful than Renba. His devotion was a blindness whereas your insolence is insight.”


“Nonsense. You had no choice. Six was in charge and Six had the Ethical Core of a mother bear. Now answer me this. When you founded the Empire, you moved the centre of the Empire from Elboreth to Iox…”


“You doubt me?” 


“No, I believe you. I’ve seen how things are, and I know how they were, and you’re just the right person to have made such a devastating change. That’s not my question. My question is this. When you founded Iox, and you turned it from a thin moon to a place of fountains and pools and flowering plazas… how did you do it?” 


“Quite simple,” the robot answers crisply. “I am Enkei the Everlasting, and the rivers of the Nebula are the veins of my heart.” 


“What does that mean?”


“It means she does not know,” Talliin says, “and we should leave her here to rust.” 


“Of course I know,” Enkei spits. “Silence your irrational toy or I will dismantle it into fetid pieces. I tell you again. The rivers of the Nebula are the veins of my heart. They are the threads of my loom. I work them as I see fit. When I founded Iox, I rewound the rivers into a pattern more to my liking.”


“So you moved the rivers? You moved a river away from Elboreth, and towards Iox?” 


“Of course not. The Spiral joins both moons. But they do not get their water from the rivers. The rivers take water away.” 


“Wellsprings, then. You altered the wellsprings.”


Enkei says nothing.


“What even is a wellspring, anyway?”


“An underground water source, Tienreya.”


“But I mean, what is it? It’s a hopper eye, presumably. It must be. Water doesn’t appear underground without coming from somewhere. The unity of flow, remember? A wellspring is either an eye or it’s a lump of crystal that just happens to be the right shape to work as an eye. But if water flows out of an eye then water must flow in from somewhere else. That means for every wellspring in the Nebula that’s pumping out water, there’s a source somewhere else that’s sending it there.”


“Ignorant child. Hopper eyes require line of sight. This is why they are called eyes. This is taught to the tiniest of creatures.”


“You’re right, it is. Only, I don’t think it’s true. In fact, I know it’s not. Oroi and I travelled through a gate from the moon where you abandoned us to another gate on another moon. The people from that moon had travelled the same journey the other way, hundreds of years before, thanks to something buried in the mine there. That same something hoppered me back to Elboreth. And the Catkis Gate on Elboreth transports people from one side of a cliff-face to the other. No, I think the light from a hopper source travels the same way that light travels in the Nebula. I think it flows along the rivers. Or rather, I think there’s some kind of… pattern… to the Nebula. The rivers follow it and the hoppers follow it too. You remember how the Loopists believe that when you die, you return to the rivers until you are born again? I think that’s a story about how hoppers can remove you from one moon to another, only twisted in the retelling.”


“I see,” Enkei says. “So you are here because you believe it is possible to hopper to Heaven’s Vault.” 


“What? No. There might not be an eye there. I’ve got a better idea. Talliin, do you remember the mosaic on the library floor?”


“I was there for several years, Tienreya. I can recall the location to a high degree of detail.”


“It was that mosaic that put the idea in my head. The way it was almost symmetric, but wasn’t. The rivers look like ripples, broken up by the black stones – the moons. The moons are random and they break the symmetry. Like when someone ploughs a furrow but bends it round a rock. But there is a pattern. There is a structure behind the rivers of the Nebula. There are lines and the water flows along these lines. But the rivers are disappearing – the great darkness is taking away their strength and the rivers are dissolving into clouds. Whatever it is that makes these great lines through space, it’s dying. But. But...”


I stop talking.


“Continue, ignorant child.”


“I will. First, tell me how you made water flow on Iox.”


Enkei does not pause to compute her position. “There was a very old device on a water-soaked moon, that provided water to places that would otherwise be arid. Those places included both Elboreth and Iox. Its existence was an ancient secret, but I discovered it. Elboreth had been favoured over Iox. I altered the balance.”


“There’s a device, and you know where it is?”


“Yes. But returning the flow of water to your beloved home moon will not save the Nebula. The Nebula will die unless…”


“I know that. I’m not trying to save my home from what you did. Not today, anyway. We need a way to get to Heaven’s Vault. You don’t know where it is, but I do. And I also know there used to be a river leading to it – several, in fact. I saw them on the mosaic that Renba found. Those rivers were shut off, deliberately. By the robots or the early settlers, I’m not sure. But how do you shut off a river?”


“No one can alter the rivers,” Enkei declares. “Not even me.” 


“No one can alter the lines of the rivers,” I reply. “No one can change the shape of the Nebula. But the water? The water can be moved. As it was. As you did, when you changed the flow from Elboreth to Iox. All the water comes from somewhere. Whoever sealed off Heaven’s Vault did it by diverting the flow of water away from it. By hoppering it away into a wellspring somewhere else. I wasn’t sure if that was possible, but now you’ve told me where to find a device that can do it.”


“Nonsense. I have told you nothing.”


“You absolutely have. I could put a spade in the ground and dig it up. But I won’t. Because you’re coming with me.”


“Her?” Talliin sounds appalled. “This machine is cursed, Tienreya. My Ethical Core…”


“... will cope. She knows what she’s doing. And honestly, Talliin, I trust her. She has an Ethical Core, same as you. She understands the threat. That’s what she cares about. I think she’ll do whatever it takes to stop the darkness. And we need to stop it.”


“When I get to Heaven’s Vault, I will end all this.” Enkei rolls a half-inch forwards. “I speak only truth. Now, pauper. Tell me where I will find Heaven’s Vault.”


“Where it’s always been,” I answer triumphantly. “The Six Gods stand in a circle, each in their place. Each one overseeing their confluence, and all looking inwards. Inwards, but not towards Iox. Towards the Seventh God. The Seventh God is Heaven’s Vault and it’s in the middle, inside the Spiral, where it’s always been. Iox and Elboreth have been fighting forever over which one is the heart of the Nebula, and they’re both wrong. One’s the left hand, one’s the right, and the heart lies in between.”


“Thank you, peasant,” Enkei says. Then the air shimmers and she disappears. 


“Eagle’s teeth. Back to the ship, Talliin, quick!”


But the robot doesn’t move. “She has not taken the ship, Tienreya.”


“She hasn’t?” I catch its arm. “You’re certain?”


“I am sure, Tienreya.”


“Then where did she go?”


“There are no rivers to Heaven’s Vault, as you said. But she is impatient and she believes herself indestructible.”


“She didn’t…”


“I believe she did. She has attempted to hopper herself directly to the Vault.” 


“Just like that? Without checking?”


“It appears she holds your powers of reasoning in high regard.”


“I should have told her Heaven’s Vault was under a rock somewhere. But… did she reach it? Was there an eye?”


“Unless she hoppers back to gloat there is no way to know. And I am sorry, but I cannot hopper you after her, Tienreya. My Ethical Core will not allow it.”  


“That’s not a problem. I don’t want you to.”


“You are content to allow the Empress to resolve things?”


“No. No, I’m not. I don’t trust her. I think her Ethical Core is most likely damaged, if it’s there at all. But I’m going to sail there, not hopper blindly. I’m going to find that ancient device of hers, bring a dead river back to life, and then I’m going to sail on it.” 


“But she did not say where the device was.”


“She didn’t need to.” I’m already heading for the tunnel. “I’d already guessed. I only needed her to confirm it. Come on!”
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We’re back up in the rivers quickly. The waters of the Sky Wild are generous and fast. We’ve a long way to go; around the outskirts of the Cyclones, through the Spiral and down into the Verdant Pass. But I’m ready. Excited, even. My grip on the handles is firm and assured; I keep the sails tight and trim. We slide round every corner and tuck through every narrow cleft where the flow shoots us between rock walls like a tiny kaia seed blown through a hollow straw.


“Tienreya, may I say you seem extremely confident in your deductions today. Normally you are cautious to guard against error. But today, you seem entirely assured.”


“Does…” We slice past the edge of a tilted slab, whose ebb flings us into the centre of the wide, slow river where we catch the stronger flow at its heart. “… Does this seem like a time for errors to you?” 


“I’m asking if you are truly certain, Tienreya. Are you certain you know everything you say you know?” 


“Yes. Yes, I’m certain. It all makes sense.” And it does. Each piece of logic supports the others, like the tower of poles and platforms Oroi built to escape the courtyard on Elboreth when we were children. “I’m… so used to everything being a puzzle without an answer. Everything being lost, and broken, and fragmented… But there always is an answer. There always is a truth. There is a vault. There is a way to reach it. There always was, there still is, and this… this is what finding something feels like. It feels good.”


The Verdant Pass gives out upon the green waters of the Maersi Pass, where moss covers the stones and more water flows in than flows away.
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The people of Maersi are more open than before. The Ioxian is back with her robot! I see them whispering to each other, pointing. A few smile before moving away about their work. But no one stops us or comes to ask about our business. 


Talliin stays a short distance behind. “The air,” it remarks. “It seems very thick.”


“It’s called mist.”


“There are things moving around near the ground.”


“Pigs.”


“And in the water. I see things moving in the water.”


“Fish.”


“Fish, pigs and mist.” The robot rolls on, up one of the wooden ramps. “This is truly a moon of wonders.” 


“I like it,” I reply, and it’s true. Of all the places I’ve been, Maersi never seems to stop living.


We cross the fields towards the towering statue of Kibenya. She’s still smiling, like she knows something I don’t, only this time I do know. As we get closer my attention is caught by someone watching us from behind a tree. It’s a man, face obscured by the hood of his robe. He ducks down but it’s too late, I’ve seen him. A moment later he straightens up again and then hurries quickly away. 


“Did you see?” Talliin asks.                                        


“Was that..?”


“Yes,” Talliin replies. 


I can’t help but smile. “I’d tell Myari, but I’m not sure she wants to talk to me. But at least I know I don’t owe her anything anymore. I did what she wanted me to do. I found him.”


“But what is he doing here? I understood he was researching the Fall of Iox, not farming pigs?”


“I think he’s here for the simplest reason there is. He met a girl. I met her too, actually. She was called…” I have to screw up my eyes to bring the name back. “Yianna. That was it. She was called Yianna, and she’s having his child. She... “ Then my smile moves into a laugh, and I clap my hands. “She made sure I found the crystal Renba left for Myari, and then made sure I left.”


“So he got rid of you?” 


“Or she did, I don’t know. But unfortunately, I do keep coming back. You know, I wonder what exactly it was that broke his faith so completely. I told Huang it was the document he copied in the buried library, but he wouldn’t have been able to read it. Maybe it was something aboard the Last Emperor’s ship?”


“Do you want me to guess, Tienreya? Since we seem to be guessing things today?” I gesture for it to continue. “It was Enkei. Renba had worked with several robots. He must have known there was something wrong with that one. When he realised that the robot had a person inside it, it broke both his faith in the Loop and his faith in his work at the same time.” 


“Is she really a person, do you think?” I step up onto the wooden platform that encircles the Goddess. “She’s so persistent. So single-minded. Like she doesn’t know how to do anything apart from the thing she’s doing.”


“It does not seem to me that she could be considered human, Tienreya. She is clearly more than a robot – more than what I am. But a human is more than a collection of memories, however sophisticated. For example, I have known you for a long time, from when you were quite small. You are not the same person now as then, but the ways in which you have changed are also a part of what defines you. You have not been altered; you have grown. I do not know how the Empress was constructed but she appears unable to grow. She can only persist. She repeats.” The robot has located a ramp and rolls up to join me. “Thus, she is a machine.”


“No machine ever does more than what it was built to do. Oroi often says that.” We walk behind the belly of the statue, to the point least visible from the fields. “Is there a person inside you, Talliin? Are you some long-lost King or Chancellor?” 


“No, Tienreya. I am simply myself, as I have always been.”


“You don’t change, Talliin. I love that about you. However bad a mess I make of things, you don’t even seem to notice. Now, help me to get these boards up.” 
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A small crowd gathers on the rice paddy to watch me dismantle the frame at the base of their Goddess. Still no one speaks to me and I don’t try to speak to them. The discovery will say enough, I think. And it will be here. It has to be. A water-soaked moon. A water-soaked moon that Renba had been steered towards by Enkei as she continued her relentless search for anything old and buried, anything her recorded soul remembered from its real life. Anything that might lead her to discover the Vault.


And then there’s the Goddess herself, of course. The Ancients placed Gods in functional places, to bless whatever they oversaw. The Sky God watched a place where ships were built; the armless God of level trade watched a place of commerce; the horned Goddess of Death guarded lost souls, and the praying child on the mining moon oversaw a place of sculpture, where great statues were carved in deep pits. If Renba had excavated around the walls of the buried library he’d have found the Goddess with outstretched arms and a star halo who oversaw the Singing Waste and its hidden moon of history, learning and study. And here on Maersi, the Water Goddess watched over the distribution of water around the moons of the Spiral with her generous open hands. 


Beneath the boards is moist soil, soft enough that I can stick my fingers right into the earth. The statue’s stone continues into the ground. I begin to dig, dragging up the soil from her side.


“Ioxian?” calls a voice. It is the elder I shared riverwater with. She strides up in something of a hurry. “You go too far, Ioxian, with this. You may not remove the Goddess from our fields.”


“How would I remove her?” I answer sharply, still digging. I’m using the knife Yazi gave me; the blade is too thin to be efficient but I’m making progress all the same. 


“Then what has Iox sent you to do? You cannot believe your man is buried here…”


“I know he’s not. But something is. Something more important.” I’m still digging. My hole is a hand’s-depth deep now and still there’s nothing but stone and more stone, dirt and more dirt. To stay upright I know the statue must have a deep trunk, especially since she stands at a tilting angle. I know all this, but I’m still trying to dig my way below her.


“What, then? What are you digging for under Kibenya that Kibenya will not give to you?” 


“This moon is more important than you realise,” I answer without pausing and without looking up. “The waters of the Verdant Pass drain into the soil of Maersi, and there’s a device here that spreads that water around the Nebula. To Iox, and other places. It’s buried under this statue. I want to use it.”


“Ioxian, you have gone mad. There is nothing below Kibenya but the rock of our moon. Please. We have shared our time. Stop this. Talk to us.”


“Stop calling me an Ioxian. I’m not an Ioxian. I told you before.”


“You come to our moon uninvited,” she answers, in a voice like a rockfall. “You cut into our soil with a blade, to lift up our Goddess and dig her out. You do not to stop to ask permission or to understand what we might know. You are Ioxian, through and through.” Her voice rises to a commanding shout. “And you will remain so until the moment you choose not to be!”


That arrests me. 


“It’s important,” I protest. “You don’t understand. The whole Nebula is dying. I’m the only one who knows, except for Renba, and he gave up. He just gave up. But if I don’t do something...” I realise quite suddenly that I’m shaking. The knife falls from my hands and I steady myself against the Goddess’ cool stone. “If I don’t do something, then no one will. I don’t want to do this. I don’t. But I have to.” 


“Elborethian.” I flinch as her hand moves close, but it comes to rest on my shoulder. Sometimes the Grey Ladies would hit us when we disobeyed. I had forgotten but my body remembers. “Tell me your name.”


“Aliya. My robot calls me something else, but…” I shake my head. “I’m just Aliya.”


“Aliya,” the woman repeats. “My name is Baya. I have never liked it, but there it is. Come with me, Aliya. We will share riverwater and we will talk.”


“You don’t understand,” I murmur. “She might be there already, and I don’t know what she’ll do.” 


“Then you must help me understand,” Baya says firmly. Her hand slides under my arm and she lifts me with rope-like strength to my feet. With the other hand she picks up my knife and slides it into her belt. “It is the only way.”


“All right. As you say. And you don’t have to carry me, I can walk.”


“As you say.” She drops me and I stumble. I’m more tired than I realise: the sail to Sky Wild and back was long and hard. “Follow.” With that she leads me down and through the crowd of Maersians. A few meet my eyes but most simply stare, like I was some odd kind of animal being led through their village by the nose. 


Talliin does not follow. I glance behind me and see that, with great care and without discussion, it is rolling back the earth, and shifting the planks as best it can back into their positions around the statue’s base.
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“Now. Now you are a guest, and welcome. Now you will tell me what you are looking for on our moon. Then I will tell you if we can help you, and also if we will help you.”


I nod. I have both hands around my cup but I’m drinking much more slowly this time. “I don’t know where to begin. It goes back a long way. I’ve always wanted to understand. Everyone else seems to be able to take things as they are, but I’ve… never been able to do that. I suppose I’m broken that way.”


Baya offers no judgement, but simply raises a hand. “Go on.”


“I’ve learned a lot. A lot, in the last few days. How Iox rose to power, and Elboreth fell. There was a whole age before that, too. No one remembers it but it’s still all around us, in the buildings and the way we talk to each other. It’s like… things survive for a long time but then they break, and they change into something else. But there’s something else happening as well. The whole Nebula is changing. So slowly that no one sees it, but it’s happening. A slow, massive, terrible change that’s forcing everything else.” I take a deep breath. “I know this sounds impossible… but the rivers are dying.” 


“The rivers divide us and join us.”


“The rivers are life,” I reply, with a nod. “And none of us will survive once they’re gone. Not Iox, not Elboreth, not Maersi. No one.”


“And you believe you know where the rivers are going?”


“Yes. I’m sure of it…” I stop, and shake my head. “No, that’s not right. I think I know, and I want to find out if I’m right.”


“I understand. On this moon, with Kibenya’s blessing, we grow rice. We build houses and we farm pigs. We are very, very good at these things. We understand them very well. But we do not have children. They die before they are born and we do not know why. If I could come to understand that, I would.”


Talliin has rolled up to join us, and is waiting patiently a little distance from the well. The other villagers have returned to their lives; we are no longer of more than a passing interest. A pig chases another down a stony path into a bush. Sitting here with grass below and rivers above I can feel the safety of belief in the Loop; the idea that everything is in the right place and nothing needs to change. From this angle, growth and decay seems like two sides of the same whole. But the truth is that, even here, in this quietest of places, something is always out of balance. 


“The girl, Yianna. She’s going to have a child soon, isn’t she?”


“You met Yianna? We hope so, yes. If Kibenya wills it. But if that child lives, then many things will have to change for us, I think. Now, I think I understand you. Tell me what you were looking for with our Goddess.”


I shake my head. “I don’t know. I have this idea that the wellsprings on Iox and Elboreth are fed by hoppers on other moons. Moons with lots of water, that pass water directly to moons with none of their own. I thought maybe I could alter one of those hoppers to send water along the path of an old dry river and reach a moon that’s been lost for a long time. That must all seem impossible to you.”


“It is like nothing I have ever heard,” Baya agrees. “I know very little of hoppers, but surely underneath a large statue made of rock would be a poor place to put such a thing?” 


“You’re right, it would. But if this hopper doesn’t exist… then I don’t know what to do. I’ve no way to get where I need to go.” I sigh. “I have some friends on Renaki translating a book… I could go back there, I suppose.” Although the thought of sitting in a room with Huang and Mina doesn’t exactly appeal. “I would go back to Iox but I’m not welcome there anymore. Elboreth, then.” I suppose I always knew I’d end up back on Elboreth. “There’s a man on Elboreth who wants to marry me so I can inherit his bar.”


Baya shrugs. “There are worse reasons. Is he kind?”


“I’m not sure he is. Not really.” I finish my drink, and roll the empty cup between my hands. “Thank you, Baya. And thank you for stopping me, before. I told you my name is Aliya. It means exalted one. All my life, I’ve had this idea… from somewhere… that I’m supposed to do something important, somewhere. Make a difference to someone. I thought maybe this was it. But it’s foolish.”


“Yes,” Baya agrees. “All that is good and important in the world is done together. I am a terribly old woman on a green moon but from where I sit, that is very clear. Perhaps on Iox it is not so clear. I have heard that on Elboreth each person owns a piece of another. That seems upside-down to me.” She finishes her cup. “You may stay here, on Maersi, if you wish. If you stay for a long time, we will ask you to help with the harvest. But if you simply wish somewhere quiet to rest, you are welcome. I like you, Aliya. You learn.”


“I like you too, and I like your moon.” I put my cup down on the grass by the well, just beside the well’s inscription. “I can read this now, by the way,” I remark, idly. “I’ve learned that too.”


“Then tell me,” smiles Baya, folding her hands across her lap. “Last time you read it, you had drunk too much riverwater, and what you said made no sense at all.”
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“It was close enough. It says… let’s see… the Water Goddess blesses the water below, as we give the heavens.”


“Tienreya,” murmurs Talliin. “The well.”


“The well?” It takes me a moment to understand the robot’s meaning. “The well?”


“The well. It is not under an enormous stone, merely a thin wooden roof. It points upwards. If I may?”


The robot rolls up and neatly extends an arm across the open well-mouth. There is a long pause and then it retracts the arm once more. 


“Anything?” I demand, excitedly.


“No.”


“No?” I had risen from my stool in excitement; I slump back down. “As you say. It was a good idea, all the same.”


“Of course,” Baya puts in, with the idling calm of a guttered ship moving in the echo of the larger current. “This is not the only well in the village. There are three more. Up there...” She points up a low rise to a cluster of houses. “And there, and through there.” 


“Are they all in use?”


“Oh, yes.” Baya nods. “But this is the only one that draws cold water.”
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The other wells do indeed draw water that is tepidly warm. No one in the village can explain why; they only say that they’ve always been this way. Talliin assures me it’s the energy of the hopper signal travelling through from below. Some water is carried away, but not all, and so each well supplies both the villagers and some other, distant moon. One well-mouth is angled towards Elboreth, another towards Iox. The third goes somewhere else entirely. But whatever devices maybe be buried within this moon, there does not seem to be any way to reach them. The wells are narrow and deep and full. There is no way to climb inside. Whatever Enkei did here, and however she did it, I can’t tell. 


I return to the Nightingale correct, empty-handed, and dismayed. 


“What do we do, Talliin? Every step forward seems to increase the distance.” 


“I see one opportunity, Tienreya. The aspect of the third well can be correlated with the map from the library and the charts you have here aboard the ship. It indicates that Maersi feeds a moon in the confluence known as the Sanctuary. It may be an inhabited place, of course…” 


“… but it might be another moon, distributing water further on?”


“It seems reasonable that there would be a network of such moons, to take advantage of different aspects and angles.” 


“I’ve never been to the Sanctuary. But I’ve sailed through Ghosts Wake. The waters there are very weak. There are huge cloudbanks… it’s a long, slow path.” 


“Do you think it would be the wrong thing to try?” 


“You really can’t hopper me? The way Enkei did?”


“I cannot and will not.”


It might already be too late, of course, to do any good. If Enkei has reached Heaven’s Vault then she’s been there for hours now. Enough time, surely, to do whatever it is she’s going to do. Perhaps the Nebula is healing already. Perhaps she has sacrificed both Iox and Elboreth this time and turned her favour upon Renaki. Or perhaps she’s still sailing the rivers as an unfocussed beam searching for an eye to make her real once more; perhaps she’ll appear any moment in the middle of the rug, cursing and calling us all paupers and ignorant children. There’s no way to know. There’s nothing to do but go forwards, without certainty. With nothing but dim, mathematical hope.


“Can you sail, Talliin? I know it’s slow, but maybe I can rest a little. I’ve been doing nothing but sailing, and thinking, and talking for days now. My arms hurt, my brain hurts. My heart hurts.”


“Of course, Tienreya. Close your eyes, and I will wake you when we arrive.”


“Can you tell me a story? While you sail?”


“I can, Tienreya, though I have told you all my stories before.”


“I don’t remember them,” I reply, pulling off my boots and stretching out into the hammock, which swallows me whole. It hasn’t even been a full cycle since we left Renaki, but my bones feel old, like something dug up from a rusty box. “Tell me again.”
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Once there was an archer who cut a branch from the top of an ash tree and bent it into a bow. The bow was strong and when he released the arrow it buried itself deeply into a trunk on the other side of a field.


A second archer came along. “I can make a bow that is stronger than yours!” he declared, and he cut a larger bough from lower down the tree and bent it with great strength, and strung it with a fresh rope of goat-sinew. Then he drew it back and fired an arrow twice as far, so that it flew into the depths of the forest that lay beyond the field. 


A third archer came. “I can make a bow stronger still,” she said, and she fashioned a bow from a bough cut from near the base of the tree. To bend the bough took so much strength that the archer rested for two whole days after it was strung. When she came to draw and release her arrow, it flew through the forest and sank into the wide waters of the Old Sea itself. 


The fourth and fifth archers also lost their arrows in the Sea, and so the three argued over whose arrow had travelled the furthest. 


But then a final archer came. He chopped down the ash tree itself. He stripped its boughs and tossed them aside. He bent the whole trunk back and strung it with a string woven from the sinews of every walking creature on the island. Then he rested for a whole year before drawing back and releasing his arrow. 


It flew through the forest, over the water, and disappeared from sight beyond the rim of the world. 


Soon after, the final archer began to grow weak. It was as though all his strength had gone with that arrow. His eyes grew red. Black spots appeared on his tongue.  “I have been cursed,” he groaned. “A curse lies upon me, but I do not know why!”


He died never knowing whom it was that his arrow had struck.
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Little is known of the confluence called the Sanctuary. The rivers there are slow but steady; the light is strong and deep; the rocks are spaced well apart and easily avoided. But it is so distant from the Spiral, and so far away from everything of worth and value that few have troubled to venture within. 


But it is said that those who do sail to the Sanctuary, facing the dangers of the Cyclones and the loose pack-ice of the Edge on their route, turn as calm as the waters around them and look back upon the complexity of the Nebula with some confusion. It is said these far-voyagers know, for the first time, a kind of peace. 


To be in the Sanctuary is to sit outside the current. Perhaps to sit outside the Loop itself.



The Book of Confluences, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi


 


 


I wake to a sound of strange singing. 


The ship is empty but filled with a thin mist. It creeps in through the open hatch and curls around the ropes and beams. Where it touches bare metal it leaves beads of water like sweat.


“Talliin?” 


I swing myself to my feet. There’s no reply. I tie up my boots and step outside, into a thick, spongy grass that sinks under every step. We’ve landed on a small rocky outcrop in front of a thick wall of trees. Their trunks are old and cracked and twisted together. Vines hang down and flowers grow up. Bushes and long grasses spike from every crack, and everywhere the mist seeps between and around. There seems no way through, except for a single path where the grass has been pushed flat and the bushes snapped aside. It’s printed with tracks. Talliin went this way, and so I follow. 


Beneath the canopy of the trees it’s warmer still. The singing gets louder. It’s coming from above: something in the tops of the trees, calling and calling and calling, with different snatches of different tunes, as though each creature can remember only a fragment of the song and needs help with the rest. Other things scurry and scuttle on the trunks and through the bushes, but they move too fast for me to see. There might be anything an arms-length away and I wouldn’t know. A bear, or a whisper snake, or a spider as big as my ship hanging from a web made of fat silk ropes.


This place smells like rotting fruit. My shirt is growing heavy with damp. Talliin’s path runs straight enough, at least, only swerving to avoid huge trees or to find a shallower slope when the ground jumps underfoot. I’m grateful: without the path I’d have lost my bearings as soon I entered the treeline. There are no landmarks and when I look back I don’t recognise the way I’ve come.


“Talliin?” 


Wherever the robot is, it must be out of earshot. I carry on. We’re zigzagging downhill now, avoiding sharp drops and places where the rock has cracked into deep fissures packed with moss. In a few places, trees have fallen across these gaps. I could scramble across and pick up Talliin’s path again on the other side, but I don’t dare. This place is silent except for the constant noise: there is no one else here. No one has ever been here. The bushes are head-height everywhere except where Talliin has flattened them. A few days from now they will have sprung back and all trace of the path will be gone. 


We wind our way down to the base of a fissure that evolves into a wide valley as we follow its progress. Trees launch themselves into the air from unlikely footholds in the cliffs on either side. They reach out to link fingers overhead. The ground here is an inch of mud which sucks at my shoes with every step. 


“Talliin!” 


Still no answer. Our path turns a corner now, still following the fissure as it continues to descend. A few branches have fallen in from overhead; I step over the broken pieces that Talliin has left behind. I’m wondering how it knew which way to go. There are no dead ends, no false leads. The path is not straight but it’s determined. If there’s something the robot was aiming for then my eyes can’t see it. 


We turn again, only for the valley to end abruptly in a solid rock wall. Birds nest in its crevices and nooks: they shriek with anger and alarm as I approach. In the sky high above the cliff, the thick, rapid river charges by: the cool spray dusts my face. The air is cold now. I shiver a little. 


In front of me is a door. It’s metal, with metal hinges and no handle. It’s set into the stone itself. Emblazoned on the door in chipped black paint are three lines striking from an arched curve. The same version of the symbol I saw above the tunnel on the cratered moon: the ancient Eagle and Sun, but here it’s also similar in form to the glyph for artificial that I saw in the mine.


The door is not fully closed. I put my fingers around the edge of it and ease it open. The tunnel beyond is metal-walled, and glows faintly with reflected light from something at the far end. 


“Talliin?” 


My voice leaps and bounces down the tunnel, disappearing inside the dark hull of the moon. After a moment, there’s an answering growl. It is the shaking echo of Talliin’s tracks. The light grows brighter and then the empty head appears from around a bend within. 


“Tienreya. Good. I hoped you would find my path.”


“What is this place, Talliin? What have you found?”


“There were markers to follow, Tienreya, though I do not know if they were visible to your eyes. They were visible to mine.” The robot rolls up to meet me. “Follow me. It is not intended for humans, but I think you will be able to enter. This way.”


“What have you found?”


“That which you require. I think.”  
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The tunnel ceiling is low and it gets lower with every step. At first I stoop, then I crawl, then finally I lie on my stomach and slide along. Talliin collapses, leaving only its neck projector above the casement of its fuselage to provide me with some light. Its head splashes wide across the roof, leaking a little way down the walls on either side.


“I don’t know how I’m going to get out of here,” I murmur, as the tunnel grows narrower still. “I don’t think I’ve got a good enough grip to crawl backwards.”


“There is room to turn around up ahead,” Talliin replies, but there is nothing reassuring in his flat robotic tones, echoing between the unnatural walls of this trap I’m in. My heart is pounding. It’s shaking the metal with every beat.


We crawl a little further. I’m going more slowly now. “How much further, Talliin? I can’t breathe... There’s not enough air down here… And you can’t hopper me out, the metal won’t let you...”


“Not much further, Tienreya. Please trust me.” 


It rolls on ahead, too fast. Its halo of light shrinks as it moves away. I feel the walls around me constricting. My legs are stretched out behind me, my arms in front; I can feel the metal pressing on them, holding them in, sealing them. I am being pulled in both directions. 


I think of the miners who found the buried God, living for generations on cold stone ledges. Tossing their dead into the fissure below and carving a stone for each to put into the wall of a chimney they couldn’t climb. 


I think of Enkei; the robot who tore through the palace of Iox with an army at her back.


I think of Aamir, stranded on an empty moon because he’d overheard the name Heaven’s Vault.


“Talliin…? Talliin, don’t leave me here, you can’t leave me…”


The robot’s light is now a dot; almost nothing, almost gone. My lungs aren’t opening any more. They have a little air and they want to keep it, they won’t let it go. My eyes are raw from trying to squirm forwards through the darkness and my legs and arms won’t move. I’m in a trap. The best way to understand a trap is to trigger it. Now I understand, but also I can’t move. I am a fish pinned out on land. I am a pig on a butcher’s slab. I am encased in stone. I might be screaming but I no longer know. After a lifetime of digging I have buried myself alive. Everything is dark.


Then something cold bangs into my fingertips. It is light. Cold, hard light. 


Talliin has returned. 


“Can you feel me, Tienreya?”


“I… I can…”


“I will move forward, very slowly. You must keep your fingers on my body. Do not lose contact. I will move slowly.”


“I can’t move.”


“You can move enough. You can feel the metal of my body? Do not lose that touch. That is all you must do.”


“I’ll try… I’ll… try…” 


A terrible roar fills the corridor. Talliin’s motors inside this metal tin. The pads on my fingertips start to expand. They feel colossal in this unbounded darkness. I’m losing touch. I stretch my wrist forwards until my whole palm is against the robot’s side. It is like clinging to the side of a cliff. 


“Can you feel me, Talliin?”


“No, Tienreya. Push harder, and my motor will detect you.”


I squirm. One elbow. My belly, damp from the air outside and now slick with sweat, slithers over the metal. 


“Now?”


“Now I feel you. I will move again. You must keep up.”


The roar again. This time I keep up, pushing my right elbow against the tunnel wall while my left hand stays flat on its side. 


And so we begin to move. A hand’s-length every time, maybe even less. But forwards, always forwards, and Talliin is always there. And I lose track of everything else: I lose open air, and standing up, and walking, and running, and waving my arms around as I talk; I lose everything except the firmness of the robot; the rough surface of its aging metal, the way the flesh of my fingertips squeezes the fingerbone inside it when we’re touching. We move this way for days through a tunnel no wider than my torso until finally, impossibly, we do emerge. My hands, and then my arms, and then the top of my body, and then my hips and then I’m pulling myself through, shaking myself out, quickly, pulling my legs free, and sitting up, and standing up and stretching wide and I let out a scream that I can hear and it echoes around this metal chamber and is lost in the sounds of wind and water. 


“Talliin. By the waters, Talliin… That was terrible. Horrible. Why did you make me do it?” 


“Because it was the only way. I was certain you could get through, but I do see that you suffered.”


I’m still shaking. “I never want to do that again. Not ever.” Looking back at the opening it seems impossibly small. The robot could not fit inside it. I could barely reach in one arm.


Talliin pops up from its box and stiffens its stalk to eye-height.


“We will have to go back,” it says, practically. “But it will be easier in that direction, and we will do it together.”


“By the waters, Talliin… I’m so glad I found you. You have no idea. Other robots are rubbish.” I take a deep breath. “And I really hope this place is worth it.”


“You will need to decide that for yourself, Tienreya. But come and see.”


Talliin rolls across the floor and the room grows wider and taller until, quite suddenly, the ceiling disappears completely. From the sudden cool air I know there’s a vertical shaft here, reaching up through the rock ceiling above us all the way to the shimmering river overhead. The shaft continues downwards, too. 


There is a gaping hole in the floor just in front of me which contains a drop to a shifting, ink-like darkness I can’t properly make out.


“This moon is hollow, Tienreya, and its interior is full of water. The water is collected from multiple sources across the Nebula. Maersi is one such, but from the rate of flow I am quite sure there are others. From here, the water is then distributed in several directions.” 


“I don’t see any hoppers,” I reply, craning my neck to look up the shaft above without toppling into the one below. Riverlight dances up and down the metal, making pleasing arcs and lines.


“The hoppers are underwater, as they were on Maersi,” the robot answers. “The warmth you felt on the surface is the result of the action of these hoppers. This moon is positioned on the very edge of the Nebula and lies high above its median plane. From here there is line of sight to a wide proportion of it. The hoppers in these shafts have been positioned to feed particular rivers across the Nebula.”


“So this place creates certain rivers? Certain flows that would otherwise run dry?”


“No, Tienreya, it is more significant than that. I believe this system feeds all of the rivers. All the water of the Nebula is gathered and re-distributed through this place. Tienreya, the design of the Nebula: the flows of water and air: it is not natural. It has been engineered.”


“By robots. To allow people to travel. To allow them to live on the moons of the Nebula.”


“Yes, Tienreya. I believe so.” 


“That’s incredible.” I’m still twisting to stare upwards, . “I could see the rivers, you know. From the room in the Orphanage where I slept as a child. I could see them from my bed, if I turned my head. The Spiral, thick and bright. A little of the Wires, like the way a spider’s-web looks when it’s wet... I remember thinking they looked painted, like the sky was a decorated bowl. Like someone had done it with a brush. I didn’t imagine it was true.”


“The lines of force which the rivers follow – the pattern of the Nebula – they are, I think, a natural phenomenon. It is only the presence of the water that is not.”


“Still. The scale of it. How old is this place?”


“Thousands of years. Maybe tens of thousands. It is very hard to say. There are more shafts. Please watch your step.”


Talliin leads me in a slow procession through the darkness. Its light makes a pool on ceiling and floor, that drops into the holes above and below when they are nearby. Another shaft and then another. There are six in all, and of course they form a circle. And there is a seventh, in the centre, but the seventh is not the same as the six. The lower shaft returns Talliin’s light as a collection of strange lines and angles because the seventh shaft has been filled with a tumbling heap of boulders and rocks. 


The stones are huge, and slightly warm to the touch. I look up. “Six openings, six confluences, and a seventh in the centre. Whoever wanted to lock away Heaven’s Vault didn’t want it opened again, and this was how they did it. They found the opening overhead, and tipped as much rock as they could down into it. Dried up the whole confluence.”


“The path to Heaven’s Vault was lost,” Talliin says. 


“So, what do we do?” The stones are warm so the hopper underneath is still active, even if the signal can’t go anywhere. “I don’t understand what powers it, but if we can shift these stones…”


“Tienreya.”


“What?”


“There is no way to clear these boulders.”


“Of course there is. We move the rocks; the hopper below sends water back into the confluence around Heaven’s Vault; the flow draws more water from the Spiral; we sail. Can’t you hopper the rocks away, one by one?”


“Tienreya, if solid rock could be hoppered then these rocks would have been hoppered.”


“So then we lift them out. Oroi would know what to do. A lever, or something.”


“I have seen workers, and pulleys and winches used to powerful effect, Tienreya. But we have none of those things and there is no space here to construct them. As I told you, I cannot see any way to move these stones.”


“So then we break them up. I’ve got some tools aboard the ship…”


“I will not compute how much of your lifespan would be required to break up this much rock with a hammer, Tienreya.”


“So? What do we do?” I sit down on the metal floor, cross-legged. Talliin rolls to a stop just beside me, saying nothing. I lean my head against its spine – so thin, so strong. “There must be something. You didn’t make me crawl down that nasty tunnel for no reason.”


“I apologise again, Tienreya, for bringing you here through that tunnel. I did not anticipate how upsetting it would be. But I wanted you to see this place. I wanted you to understand the situation for yourself.”


“As you say. Well, now I understand. There’s nothing we can do. So that’s that. The vault is lost, and so are we all.” I pick up a small pebble and toss it into the shaft. It bounces off the rockpile and skitters away. “Timor was right. I might as well give up, go home, and brew raqi with him.” 


Talliin is silent for a while before it speaks. “You might do that. I, however, cannot.”


“I know they don’t like robots on Elboreth, Talliin, but I’d make them accept you. We’re not separating again.”


“No.” Something in Talliin's tone is cautious. The echo in this metal tomb draws it out. “I cannot.”


“You don’t like Elboreth? I don’t blame you. But Iox must have been worse…”


“I am your friend, Tienreya. As you know. I would like you to understand that I have relished every moment we have spent together. Both before, and now.”


I turn to look at the machine but there’s nothing to see. Whatever’s going on internally, the outer frame remains nothing but a scaffold. “Talliin? What’s the matter?” 


“I have, as you know, an Ethical Core. It compels me to protect you. But your safety in this immediate moment is not enough. I must also value your continuing life, as I value all life. Such long term considerations are less significant than short term, immediate factors, but that does not mean I am able to ignore them. In short, I cannot simply turn around and go home.”


“I don’t want to either, but you said there’s nothing we can do.”


“I said we cannot move the rocks and restore the confluence to Heaven’s Vault. However...”


“… Yes?”


“… You deduced that the rivers flow along established lines of force. A pattern of lines that defines and contains the Nebula, keeping it coherent. We saw those lines depicted on the mosaic floor of the library that Renba uncovered. However, that map was inaccurate, because it was flat. The Nebula is not flat. It is a cluster – a ball – of force, flowing in all orientations, with only one guiding principle. All of these arcs, all these channels, begin and end at the epicentre. They begin and end at the location of Heaven’s Vault.”


“So? You’re saying… what? There are other ways to get there? Other paths? Not just the rivers that are blocked up here?” 


“As ever, Tienreya, you see light where there is darkness. There are an infinity of paths. Some are longer, and some would be very long indeed, but they are there. They are around and above us even now. Any and all of the other six confluences of the Nebula have channels which could be flooded to create a river directly to Heaven’s Vault. It is simply a matter of angling a hopper signal correctly.”


Somewhere in my depths I am starting to understand. 


“But the hoppers are in the shafts. Under the water.”


“Correct, Tienreya.”


“You can’t reach them?”


“I do not think I can, Tienreya, but I also do not need to. I carry a hopper source within myself.”


“So you’re saying – you can hopper the water, and make a river.” I glance over at the nearest shaft. It is a square of nothing cut into a sheer metal floor. “But surely to do that you’d need to be…”


“Yes, Tienreya. As you know, I do not require air. But I do not know how long I function while completely submerged.”


I peer over the shaft edge. It is a vertical drop. The depth of the water it contains is impossible to know. “You’ll sink.”


“Yes.”


“How will you get out?” I turn to look upwards. There is nothing but the river above. “There’s no eye to hopper to, not unless I can get the ship exactly in the right place…”


“Tienreya... Please understand. I do not wish to be parted from you. My Ethical Core does not wish me to leave you alone. But there is no immediate danger. I am both free to do this, and compelled.”


“But do you want to?” 


“I have no choice. My calculations on this matter are complete.” 


“What do you mean, they’re complete? They’re not complete! How do you get out?” 


“My escape is not a requirement.”


“Yes, it is. I’m not finding you after all these years just to lose you again. Listen, Talliin, I don’t even know that Heaven’s Vault is where I say it is. I don’t know. It’s just a guess. Just a neat idea, from the evidence we’ve got. You can’t stake your life on it...” 


“You have convinced me, Tienreya.”


“Stop calling me that. My name is Aliya. I’m not something special, I’m just Aliya from the orphanage. When I was a child, Talliin, when you knew me, back then... you remember how I used to read Ancient writing? On the things that Myari gave me?”


“I remember it well.”


“I wasn’t reading. I was guessing. Making it up. Trying things out. Same as now. I don’t know what’s out there. I don’t know. I’ve had an idea, but tomorrow I might think of another one. It’s something that might fit, and that’s all it is.”


The robot considers this. “You mean you have made an inference. You have found an explanation for the evidence which seems statistically likely.”


“Right. Exactly.” I hold up my hands: I had been reaching out as though about to grab the robot and shake it, but now I relax a little. “That’s all it is. An inference.”


“That is all I ever do, Tienreya. My every observation carries an attached probability. It is, I think, all any of us can ever do. But your opinions carry higher probabilities for me, because I believe in your calculations.” 


Talliin turns. I can’t see where it’s looking but I know all the same. It’s sweeping the openings in the floor, choosing the right one to drive itself into. 


I jump to my feet. “Stop! Talliin, please. Just... stop. Just for a moment, at least. There’ll be another way. Listen to me. There’s always another way.”


“This way is valid.”


“Just a moment more. Just shut up and let me think. There… I know. I know! There was a Gate. On the moon in the Withering Ways. Where Enkei happened. Oroi and I travelled between moons using it. Perhaps with the Gate we can reach the Vault?” 


“Thank you, Tienreya. It is reassuring to know that, should I fail to survive long enough, you will still be able to attempt to use this Gate. This improves my calculation.”


“What? No! Let’s try the Gate now!”


“We are here, now. My approach is sound. Your approach is distant and unlikely to work, while still using significant time. The existence of an alternative is a good thing, but it does not change the outcome of the computation.”


“Then your computation is wrong! You can’t throw yourself away. You can’t do that. You’ll get stuck down there. Forever. You’ll be gone. You don’t seem to understand that. Forever.”


“My survival does not alter the calculation, Tienreya. It is not a requirement of my Ethical Core.”


“Eagle’s teeth, Talliin! Your survival is a requirement of my Ethical Core!” 


Talliin rests a gentle metal arm on my shoulder. 


“Thank you, Tienreya. But you do not have an Ethical Core. You have survived my loss before.”


“It was a disaster. I was a mess.”


“You are a marvel, Tienreya, as you always were, as I knew you would be. I will now enter the shaft corresponding to the confluence we are currently in. I have located it. I will aim to generate a river directly above this moon. The resulting flow will last for as long as I can hold it. You must get aboard the Nightingale and be ready to sail at once. Do not be concerned: I have been active for a very, very long time. An interruption in my consciousness will not pain me.”


“No. No, I won’t let you do it.”


Talliin does not budge. Neither do I.


“I can wait until you are ready, Tienreya. I am good at waiting.”


“I won’t ever be ready. I said no, and I mean it. I’m not going. You can wait as long as you like.” I sit back down and hug my arms around my knees. “I’m not going anywhere. Not until we think of a better idea. This is me. I live here now.”


We sit like this for some time. The only movement is the play of riverlight down the shafts; the only sound is the whistling wind. I’m gently sweating: this chamber is uncomfortably warm.


“Tienreya,” the robot says, with such gentleness. “I had already considered every scenario before you arrived. Your refusal to accept reality is hurting my Ethical Core but it does not change anything else. While I am not looking forward to being submerged, or to suffering a core failure, you must understand that I am compelled...”


“I don’t care if it hurts.” I don’t even look at the thing. I’m too angry with it. “You’re not going. I’ve sailed the whole Nebula. I’ve seen more of it than anyone else alive today. And it isn’t worth it. It isn’t worth you.”


“You do not mean that.”


“I absolutely do mean it. Iox is a misery. A moon full of thieves in nice clothes. Elboreth is a moon of thieves in rubbish clothes. Renaki doesn’t care about anything except itself. The only good people are the ones on Maersi, and apparently they can’t have children. The only really good thing in this whole accursed Nebula is you, Talliin. The only thing really worth saving is you. So if this is the only way to save the Nebula, then forget it. It isn’t my problem to solve. Let it go.”


“I once told you, Tienreya, that I would never hurt you unless I had to,” Talliin says. It lifts its arm gently from my shoulder, and rolls a short distance away from me. I lift my head to look, almost too late. “I am sorry. Please hurry.” 


The robot charges backwards, teeters, topples… and is gone. 


“Talliin. No!”


I’m on my feet again but there’s nothing I can do. I hang in mid-step for this endless, useless moment but I’m already looking at an empty space: the space where Talliin had been, and now is not. And then I’m all but knocked over backwards by an explosion. It is the sound of the robot hitting the water far below, amplified by the shaft and the wider metal room. I pick myself up again and scramble to the edge of the shaft but there is nothing to see except for a blue-grey light, already small and growing smaller. It does not appear to be falling: rather it seems like the tunnel between us is stretching and stretching, reaching to an impossible length.


Then in the next instant the light disappears completely and I am alone in the dark.
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Crawling on my hands and knees across the floor. 


Feeling with the palms of my hands, but they’re shaking. 


Focussed but my head is spinning. 


Around me in the dark are six open mouths, each waiting to swallow me whole. My fingers find the hard edges of one and I work my way around it, only to find another, closer than it should be. They’re clever. They’re moving. They’re trying to trap me in. But they won’t catch me. I find and follow the narrow walkways between them until I reach the endless metal plain that ascends slightly as it leads towards the tunnel mouth. 


I’m shaking at the thought of what’s coming but I’m trying not to shake.


Hand over hand. My eyes are closed: it’s easier to feel the ground when my eyes are closed, but it means I see Talliin’s light dropping away, over and over. Falling and again falling and I’m never there to catch it, only to leap after the afterimage that it leaves in my eyes. I’m alone. I always was alone down here. But now the metal box has gone, I am twice-alone. 


Stupid robot. I hate robots.


Hand over hand. The metal sheet seems to be stretching out. Surely I should have reached the far wall by now, but perhaps I’ve crawled the wrong way? Perhaps this chamber extends much further than I thought. Perhaps there are lots of tunnels all leading to different parts of the forest that covers the moon’s surface. If there are, how will I find the Nightingale again? I might wander the trees until I starve to death. And even if I do find it, I won’t find it fast enough. The light going out in the shaft must have been Talliin’s system dying. It must already be too late. I’m alone, in the dark, for nothing.


Stupid robot.


There must have been another way. There might have been another way. Is this way even a way? Can a robot upside-down in a well-shaft make a hopper beam go where it wants it to? Can it tell what it’s doing, turned around and underwater, with its core slowly being boiled? Stupid idea. Stupid robot.


It’s my fault. I convinced it. Enkei convinced me, and I convinced Talliin. 


We don’t have ideas. Ideas have us, and they play us for fools.


My fingers hit something hard. The far wall. I push myself up to it, hugging it with my whole body. It is firm, reassuringly real. I begin to work my way along it until my hand finds an edge. The tunnel mouth. I feel out the shape of it with my fingers. I still can’t see anything. Every surface feels far away and up against me at the same time. The opening is so small. Smaller even than I remembered. Smaller than my shoulders, surely. Impossibly small. 


Stupid robot! 


What if this isn’t the tunnel? What if this is some vent, some air-hole, that I’m going to jam myself into? What if it gets smaller and smaller as I go? 


I feel further to the left, working my way along the wall. There is nothing but sheer metal. The fold from floor to wall is a smooth, unbroken curve. After going that way for a mile or more I turn back and find the tunnel mouth again within moments. I try the other way, and turn back once more. The tunnel waits. It’s still impossible. It’s too small even for my head. If anything it’s shrinking.


“Talliin, I can’t do this without you. I can’t. Come back, Talliin. Come back.”


But Talliin does not come back. There is only silence. I have spent my whole life digging things up, I think. Perhaps in a thousand years someone will find my bones and think: she almost got out, but she was too big.


“Talliin, I need you. I need you.”


I’m not crying. I rarely cry. When I feel like crying a heavy door closes and I stay on one side of it while whoever is making that awful noise stays on the other. But my body is shaking with low quiet shakes. The kind of crying it can get away with. The kind of crying you can do under a blanket in a dormitory full of other children. The kind you can do under a table, or in the narrow gap between a cupboard and a wall. 


“Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me down here.”


How long I’m like that, curled up, stuck, I do not know. My eyes are shut. My heart is hardly beating. And then…


… a soft glow, behind my eyelids. 


A gentle, ebbing, glow. 


No heat, no noise. Just a glow.


I open my eyes. I can make out my arms, the cloth of my shirt, my feet. I’m hunched up facing the wall. The tunnel mouth is still a rectangle of black, but it is cut against the light sheen of the metal. There’s no colour, but there’s shape, contrast, tone. There is a light behind me. 


“Talliin?” 


I turn my head, but Talliin is not there. But there is light. The blue-silver of riverlight. It’s flowing into this mirror-like room from… somewhere. 


I get to my feet and hurry back towards the middle of the room, stooped low. And I see it: the light is spilling down one of the shafts. It outlines the square opening in the floor below. I look down and the water in the shaft is glittering; I can see the flicker and flash of the little waves that toss about on its surface. 


Then I look up, and there is a river. A wide and brilliant river. A sword-blade of light striking upwards, so that the view from here is like the view from the cockpit of the ship. A river as wide as the Spiral, as straight as the Renaki reach, as bright and brilliant as the Verdant Pass. A waterfall leaping upwards into the Nebula. Flying light.


It is Talliin.


And then I start to really move, skidding across the floor to the tunnel mouth and diving in, arms first, then head. The opening is wider now than it seemed in the darkness. It distends to swallow my shoulders then gobbles up my waist. With my palms flat on the floor I find there’s enough friction for me to pull myself along: it’s slow, but I’m moving. I am moving. It’s dark up ahead – not much of the light from the new river can spill past my body – but a little light does and it’s enough. It pushes me forward. It keeps me moving. The light is the river and the river is Talliin. The robot is with me. We’re going together, but I have to go now.


The tunnel quickly widens. Crawling becomes easier, more efficient; first I’m up on my elbows and then I’m up on my knees. From a scramble to a low run, pounding up the metal passageway to the door. I explode into the forest outside. Birds in the canopy scream and launch. Mist trickles down from the leaves. Everything is growing, and breathing, fighting for air. It’s all desperately alive and above it, Talliin’s river paints its violent path. I take a deep, wet, warm breath and begin to climb and run; feet in the mud; fingers in the moss. The valley seems short now, the fissures are shallow, and beyond the edge of the trees I can already see the Nightingale waiting with its hatch open.


I throw myself inside and close it up, barely noticing the fifteen or more geckos now hanging from the ropes around the cabin. I stamp up the ladder, stretch out my arms, and pole the ship into the water, where the flow from Talliin’s river grabs the prow an instant later and throws it fully aloft. This river is fearful strong, wild and wide and clear and wonderful; the boat twists and rolls but this kind of sailing is the kind I was born to do. The Nightingale stays true. Water crests the dome on either side, filling the ship with light, dazzling my eyes. 


I am sailing the river to Heaven’s Vault, and Talliin is with me.
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We sail the rivers 

of the broken heart. 



The Book of Future Knowledge, trans. Mina Bo’ren


 


 


At the heart of the Nebula, in the centre of the wide twisting helix of the Ioxian Spiral, is a massive bulk of luminescent cloud, visible from the surface of both Iox and Elboreth. Its colours shift with the cycle of the Nebula, from cool blues through greens to an almost orange shade, unpredictable and ghostly. 


Talliin's river arcs down towards it. For a while I can see the whole of the Nebula spread out before me like the map in the buried library. I can see the whirling loops, the arcs within arcs that fill the great empty spaces where there are no moons. I can see the whirlpool of the Cyclones and the brilliance of the Verdant Pass. I can see the Serpent’s Lake like a shining mirror. The moons are easy to spot from the way they break the lines, sometimes reforming them into new, curling patterns; sometimes shattering them into noise and chaos. 


Then the cloud at the heart of this design fills my view completely. It is far, far larger than I had ever realised, and it is complex, layers upon layer of vapour, colours within colours, all in continuous motion. The river plunges in and I can see nothing but the water ahead. But even Talliin’s great faith cannot cut cleanly through this. Turbulent winds rock the ship and tear at the edges of the river, thinning it to a stream, then to a trickle, then to a fine shining thread. Then the river is gone, unpicked and unthreaded. The sails, already slack, begin to buffet and billow. The armatures wander restlessly in their sockets, unable to grip or steer. For a moment I think I will be stranded here forever, like a bird in mid-air that has forgotten how to fly. 


Then I notice the sails are filling up backwards. They are filling with air rushing from below because the prow has yawed downwards. 


We are falling. 


It’s a moment before I really understand what’s happening, and then I’m moving as fast as I can. My fingers shake as I struggle to free my arms from the straps on the handles. I drop down the ladder. There’s a moment as I search the cabin in desperation, and then I throw myself into the hammock and pull the canvas tight around me, covering my face. The ship is screaming now: air is rushing through the front vents at a terrible speed. We must be within the grasp of the central moon now, the moon I knew would be here, Heaven’s Vault itself, we must be just about to land…


… and then the ship crashes, nose first, into the moon’s surface. The sound is like a Giant tearing apart a tree. The hammock snaps sharply one way, then back the other. It spins over, tumbles upwards and slams down into something hard, making me gasp. I wait, expecting more, but nothing else happens. Everything is suddenly, violently still.


I peel open the canvas. At first there is nothing but dust: a thick column swirling upwards into a cloud-locked softly-glowing sky. The hammock is lying on the ground but the cabin roof above it has gone. I sit up. I’ve been lucky: there are plenty of sharp rocks nearby that would have broken me in half if I had landed on one. 


The front section of the ship is half-buried, prow-down, twenty or thirty strides away. Another twenty in the opposite direction is her shattered rear half. The armatures lie between, a tangle of rope and splintered wooden beams. Their sails are torn; their shreds shiver like ancient fingers, unable to hold the wind for more than a moment before collapsing. And everywhere around and about are my things: artefacts from across the Empire and before; multiple copies of Mazwai annotated with distinctions and differences; my clothes, my old notebooks, my tools. 


Somewhere in the mess, I think wryly, is the Crown of Stars itself; a find so valuable that Myari disowned her own daughter for its sake. Well, now I’ve really smashed it.


Something moves in the corner of my eye and I turn sharply to see a gecko – black and brown – clambering out of a hole in a punctured barrel. It waddles carefully around a splintered glass object embedded in the wood: it is a fragment of the ship’s eye. The gecko disappears under a fallen beam. 


I roll out of the hammock. I’m in one piece. Bruises everywhere but nothing broken. No cuts thanks to the canvas. I get shakily to my feet and then topple over: one ankle can barely take any weight. It’s swelling up already.


This place is a desert. A featureless plain, the view broken only by columns of dust rising endlessly into the sky. There is nothing here. No buildings or ruins, no Gods or machines. There is nothing but the wreckage of my ship and my life spread out for inspection like some massive, gutted creature. 


I turn around once, twice, then sit sharply down. My head spins a few more turns by itself. There has to be something here. There has to be, I just can’t see it. I can’t see anything. Standing more carefully and leaning on my good leg, I start gathering my books, stacking them into piles. It’s pointless. I know it is. Even if I collect them together I cannot possibly carry them. But I do it anyway. If I have to die out here, alone, I will leave behind a library like a good scholar. If there is time, I will arrange them in size order.


Next to the books I collect up the old bits of metal: the belt buckles, short knives, lantern bases, rivets and bolts and hair-pins. All the ancient things I’ve accumulated over years. Leather and fabric items go beside them. The glass things – lanterns, bottles, jars – are all gone, pulverised.  


I know what it is I’m doing. I’m taking a final accounting of my life. These piles are all I have left; and they are completely worthless.


Then I hear a scream.

H
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“The first word is a circle-of-many. The Ancients used circles to depict much more than just a circle. It meant completeness, so this is really many-completenesses; a kind of enormous totality. I’m not sure that’s even got a good Ioxian translation. The second word is a place-of-life, but again, encircled. A family household? Probably something bigger, and containing. Like a moon. Or a confluence, but if it was a confluence I’d expect to see the glyph for water there as well. The tall hook is is, then there’s of-people-many-one. Is ours. The next line is a word beginning with the glyph for time. Time-of-movement. Time-in-motion? I can’t think of anything good for that, but I bet it’s really simple. Then bird is… And the last word is one of those messy compounds the Ancients liked so much: this is the-quality-of-a-person-who-touches. Or who-connects, perhaps. Wait, no. Not an action, it doesn’t have the hook mark. It’s a quality. Person-who-is-internally-whole.”


“What utter drivel.”


“Have a little patience, there. It’ll come together. Every moon is ours when-it-moves the bird is a-completed-person.”


“You look like a child. With your pencil and your tongue between your teeth.”


“Until. When-it-moves is until. I knew it would be simple. So, all the moons are ours until the bird is whole.”


“Bird? What bird, Aliya?”


“What bird?” I laugh. “Come on, that’s obvious. It’s the Eagle, obviously.”

H


It’s not the scream of someone in pain. 


It’s a ravaged cry of frustration. Of fury. It’s the sound of someone charging into battle, not retreating in fear. It lasts a long time, inhumanly long, like it’s the roar of some terrible creature. That’s an Eagle, I think, shivering. Behind all the dust there’s an Eagle and when it sees me, it will lower its great neck and bite me in half.


I lift up a short, broken spar of wood – one of the struts that braced the ladder to the ceiling, I think – and, using it as a stick, I limp away into the dust, in the direction of the sound, because there’s nowhere else to go. 


The clouds fall back as I enter them. This whole moon is a rising, falling curtain of dust. Perhaps there is no rock underfoot at all. Perhaps I will sink with my next step, be sucked under to drown in the sand. But I take the next step all the same, and then the next, and nothing happens. The cloud in front of me moves away and the one behind follows. The pieces of my ship are swallowed from sight, first the stern and finally the prow. The only part of her I have left is the sharp, pointy bit in my hand, and if there really is an Eagle here, it won’t do me much good. 


The ground begins to rise, gently at first and then more steeply. There are outcrops on either side of me, jagged and sharp bits of the moon below poking through the surface dust. The path I’m following curves. Have I turned a half-circle now? Am I walking back towards the ship? No: the ground’s still rising. But am I still heading towards the scream? I can’t tell. Perhaps it doesn’t matter. The ground is rising, up and up, the rock outcrops on either side are growing in height to form walls. This is a pass, if not a path, but it has to go somewhere – and if it doesn’t, I can at least follow it back down.


And something is looming up ahead. Something is casting a shadow through the wall of dust. It is a tall column, too narrow and too tall to be an Eagle. (I imagine an Eagle to be large and long like an oversized dog, or a crocodile.) This is more like a tower. 


As I climb closer, the tower grows horns and, after a few steps more, I can see a great stone arm lifted to hide its singular eye. It is a Goddess; far, far taller than the ones I have seen before. This one would dwarf the Tree of Knowledge. If it stood outside the lower Catkis Gate it would see over the Catkis wall. But I know her shape and manner all the same. This is the Horned One, the Goddess of Death. She is weeping. She hides her eye because death cannot be passed through. She stands in the middle of my path.

H
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“The Eagle again! The next word’s an action, modified by the glyph for the past. Past and future are very different in Ancient; it’s like they saw them as different ideas. This is a simple use, though: did-movement-heaven. Did-fly. The next word is pretty! The quality of holding and yet not holding. It’s like a riddle. What holds without holding? A doorway? Something you move through. A tunnel. I don’t know, anyway. Then another quality: the-quality-of-not-having-light. That’s easy: darkness. Then the place-of-light-encircled. I don’t know what that is. So. How far have I got?”


“Shall I tell you?”


“Be quiet. The Eagle flew, tunnelling, the dark place-of-all-light… Squiggly line – a conjunction. Did-move-to-place, or went; not-up; being-held… I haven’t seen the glyph in that last one for a long time. I think I last saw it on the altar stone in the Palace. Do you remember that?”


“Obviously.”


“I wondered if you would. The Eagle flew through the dark place-of-all-light and went down in force. In force? Maybe that’s in fire. I wonder if it explains this place…”


“How?”


“The torn metal, the broken beams? Maybe you didn’t see them. Oh, well, I’ll tell you when I’m sure. Also, that place-of-all-light. It’s like in the stories, isn’t it? The old ones.”


“You are thinking of the Eagle and Sun.”


“The Eagle flew tunnelling-through the dark sun and came down in fire. The Eagle is the bird, and the dark sun is the tunnel it passes through. Though I don’t know what it really is.”


“It is immaterial.”


“You think? Standing here, like this, you really think any of this is immaterial?”


“Entirely. Common people are forever inventing contradictions to explain simple things. What other creature would explain death via a loop? It is inane.” 

H


I pause for breath by the statue’s base. There is some shelter from the dust here, and while it is not as bad as the sand-wind that scoured my throat in the canyon outside the Withering Palace, I’ve been climbing for some time and my throat is drying out. My ankle makes a little whimpering scream with every step.


The Goddess does not mind me waiting with her but something else does. There is a flicker of grey light from somewhere and a croaking voice. “Salle-cataliti, farori. Far-yaiki cat bo’menya el.”


I peer behind her but there is no one there. Just a flicker of a light below a circle of metal lying discarded on the ground. “Far-yaiki cat bo’menya el,” it repeats. “Salle-cataliti.”


I poke it with my sharp stick but nothing happens. I kneel down. The ring is incomplete: a three-quarter circle, but it isn’t broken. The light expands underneath it as I lift it up and flip it over, becoming a head with blank eyes, a long nose, deep-set cheekbones and a mouth, small and curved at the edges from too much smiling. The eyes look straight ahead. The mouth does not move. “Salle-cataliti,” it continues. “Farori, farori. Bo-cataliti ifarali i menya.”


I drop the hoop back into the dust and move on. After a few steps the recording falls silent once more. Further on, I see more neck-projectors like this one, hung on tough metal splinters that have been forced into the rock walls on either side. None of the others seem to have any power, and several splinters hang empty. Their projectors must have fallen off and rolled away to be buried in the dust.


I haven’t heard the scream again, but this must be the way. The dead are placed below a settlement and not above because water runs downhill. I keep on climbing. 

H
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“I know all of this, I think. The fire did-fire-separate do-light-move of-bird thing-of-holding-life.”


“Flawless.”


“Nobody’s read this in four thousand years. Another minute won’t hurt. Let’s say the fire glyph isn’t fire, at all, but it’s power. Energy. Then to fire-separate is to tear-powerfully-apart. As for do-light-move: what makes light move? A shutter or a blind? That could be as simple as the Ancient word for open. Or for hoppering. Or maybe they’re the same?” 


“Why is open not move-separate?”


“I don’t know. We don’t know how each glyph felt to the Ancients. Perhaps separate implied something permanent: like, not opening your fist but having your fingers cut off. Detachment rather than moving apart.”


“Or perhaps the inscription says watch out, you are going to bang your thick head on the doorframe.”


“We won’t know that unless I open the door, and I’m not doing that until I’m finished here.”


“You are tedious.”


“It will be quicker if you stop interrupting me.”


Silence.


“Thank you. The fire exploded, opening the Eagle’s heart. I’ve heard this before, but I can’t think where.”


“Open the door, obstinate child, and perhaps we can find out.”

H


The path levels a little onto a narrow plateau, backed by a bare cliff-face that disappears upwards towards the hidden sky. The cliff itself is punctuated with rounded openings, some of which show the hard lines of carved lintels above and below them. If they were meant to be entered I cannot see how. There are no ladders or ropes.  


On the far side stands another figure. This one has wide open arms. Spikes emerge from her head – a halo in the shape of a star. I have seen her before in the Withering Palace but here she is much squatter, a more hunched figure. Her great head tilts down. Perhaps her open arms are intended to hold a great book, from which she is reading? 


She stands in front of a low wall; the first true structure I’ve seen here. It is waist-height, assembled from pieces of yellow-grey rock, unevenly laid but with the confidence of something which has stood unaided for a long, long time. The suggestion of an arched doorway is visible but the keystone is gone. Then again, so has the rest of the building: there is nothing behind the wall except a sudden, crumbling drop. I believe this Goddess to be a figure of learning but it seems old age and time have robbed her of the wisdom she once guarded.


A split in the cliff-face sees the path climbing again, more steeply still. I pull my scarf over my mouth and walk slowly and steadily, but the water is rising in my lungs and my ankle is aching, so I have to pause a lot. The only noise is my heaving breath and the dust rattling up the rock as it rises. 


But I am making progress. The mountain is changing around me. The dust underfoot is thinner; there’s more grey and glassy-black stone poking through. And then there is the metal; beams, and ribs, and torn, twisted metal plates. They jut directly from the rock in large and looming pieces. What their purpose is I can’t fathom. Their placement seems arbitrary and confusing; beams too close together, plates too far apart. 


The more I climb, the more haphazard it gets. There are pieces buried in the path itself, or wedged from a low point on one wall to a point high up on the other. I’m missing something, I feel sure of it.

H
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“Last one. I promise. And I know this. I know it. The Eagle will drink water-that-moves-above until the heart is… Hmm.”


“Complete. Full. Ready. Healthy. Open the door, Aliya, or I will split open your skull.”


“The Eagle will drink the rivers until the heart is full. Only I don’t really understand that last word at all, and I wish I did. The quality of doing what will not be something-which-is-like-the-past-but-isn’t.”


“You are the quality of not doing something, Aliya. Open the door. Open the door now or I will hopper you into a wall and the entire Nebula will be devoured by an Eagle like it was nothing but the scum floating on a glass of filthy raqi and it will be your name the people of the Nebula will curse as they perish in cold agony.”


“... All right. I’ll open the door. But on one condition.”


“What?”


“You’re going inside first.”


The robot laughs and the sound it makes is terrifying. 


“That was never in doubt, meagre human.”

H


I reach the top of the path, heaving for breath but in better condition than I might have expected. My ankle is seizing up and feeling a little stronger as a result. How long I’ve been walking I can’t say. This final ledge is wide and deep, and while dust still rises into the air beyond the sheer cliff-edge, right here the air is perfectly still. I lower my scarf and breathe in and out. My thighs are aching, but I’m all right. I’m all right. I can only hope I’ve climbed the right mountain.


To reassure me, my God, master of the Sky Wild, the dancing God of Heights and Air, is here to greet me. His one great eye stares slightly upwards into the clouds overhead as though ready to spy a river, only there is no river to be seen. I wonder, as I wait to recover my strength, if Talliin is still in the well-shaft. I wonder if the river it brought into being is still flowing. I must have sailed for hours and now I have walked for hours. The robot must surely have given up or been overcome by the water. It would’ve held on until the last possible second. Its Ethical Core may have forced it to remain, even then. 


I have been forcing myself not to think about Talliin because I remember how I felt when I lost the robot the first time. Here, alone, I now very gently open that sealed box, expecting to find overwhelming heartbreak within. But there is nothing. My chest is empty. Perhaps I had never really believed that Talliin was returned to me. It had been a pleasant dream, certainly, but to be alone has the dull feel of reality. The only sadness I carry is a familiar thing, its sharp edges worn smooth by much handling over the years.


Or perhaps I feel nothing because it is not Talliin who is lost, it is me. There is no way to go home from here. My beloved ship is matchwood. All the forces of the Nebula point inwards to this point. And even if I could return, there’s nowhere for me to go. Nothing on Elboreth except Timor and his endless, worthless scheming. The Gates of Iox have shut and I’m not welcome there either. Oroi and even Huang have moved on. Now you’ve really done it, Aliya. You dug and you dug until you found the floor and then you dug through it. I finally proved there is no Loop, that there is nothing to sustain me and nothing that will provide for my future. And in return, what future I might’ve had has gone. I am alone and there’s nothing left to do but finish what I came here for, whatever that proves to be. 


I step back from the edge of the cliff. In the rock wall behind me there is a stone doorway. I go over to it. The lintel is beautifully constructed, set with expert precision into the natural stone around. It is carved above with a simple relief; the circle and emerging feathers of the Eagle and Sun. But the opening itself has been sealed up by a huge tumble of random stones. I recognise the same reckless, forceful thinking that dumped rocks down the central shaft in the ancient aquifer. No subtlety, no design, no way to take it back. 


There is something painted on these rocks in reddish paint that, sheltered from the permanent storm that envelopes this moon, has survived the ages since it was daubed on. The strokes are careless and uneven, the lines poorly finished. The placement of the message is at arm height – no higher, no lower. I can imagine the painter by looking at his script: a heavy bucket hangs from his elbow, a brush is tucked into his belt. He pulls it out, dips it and writes fast, not wanting to spend a moment more outside this place than is required. When he’s finished, he turns and runs back down the way he came. Maybe there are splashes on the sloping stone ramp that leads up to the doorway. Maybe the bucket is still lying around somewhere.

fs swcyvu

ly7 aye fAlys sHw 

vcyqpi swii


I trace the lines. Not-do go-move-to-place-of-holding. The second line is harder. Seventh God … not-something-will... do-separate-motion… And the last line I have seen before. I am expecting the words but it still makes me shiver to see them here. Heaven’s Vault.


Do-not enter. The Seventh God must-not leave Heaven’s Vault.


For a moment, I think I can hear something moving around behind the rough wall. Then there is a heavy thud. A small stone rattles down from the doorway. I jump back in alarm.


“I hear you,” comes a voice. It’s muffled by the piled rocks, but I can hear the hard edge in the tone. I can hear the years of studied cruelty. “I hear your disgusting breathing. Like an ill child.” 


“Who’s there?” I call. “Who is that?”


“Idiot girl. Stand aside.”


There is another hard thump and the rocks in the doorway shake violently. Again. Again. Again. I leap aside as a few of the larger stones tumble from their places. The ancient lintel is holding firm, but the blockage within is falling fast. Then there is a huge puff of blue-grey, radiant dust. More rocks fall away. The glow becomes stronger. Then the glowing whip-strike hair and the narrow eyes of Enkei the Everlasting appear from the darkness within. 


“Aliya Elasra.”


“You! How did you get in there?”


“There is an eye. It caught me, as I felt sure it would. There is also a sealed door, which you will now open.” 


I’m still hanging back. 


“And what else? Is there an Eagle? A monster?”


“There is no Eagle. There is a monster. She is instructing you to join her and open a door. You will obey her, now.”


“Or what, exactly?” I shrug hopelessly. “What are you going to do, out here?”


“Or you will die in impotent curiosity having never seen the oldest thing in the Nebula with your own miserable eyes. I have opened the way for you, as you opened the way for me. Step through, Aliya Elasra. We are together in this, at the end.”


I glance back at the Sky God but he’s not watching; he’s still searching the skies for a river. There’s nothing else here. Nothing in the whole of the Nebula to stop me from going in. So I don’t think much about it. I pull myself through the narrow opening and emerge into a low dark chamber. It is ice-cold and empty except for a large, sealed door at the far end. 


But the walls… The walls are painted with lines and lines of Ancient script. There is enough here that I could spend a week copying it down. Scanning across it, I see Gods and fires and pits and rivers and voyages singing out in the most Ancient of voices. There are stories and histories and reasons and judgements from the earliest days, from a time when this little room and whatever lies beyond it was the Nebula’s beating heart. There are whole lines of glyphs I have never seen before.


The Empress notes my interest and moves away towards the far door, taking her light with her. The inscriptions disappear into the dark.


“You will ignore the words and open the door.”


“Let me read a few, and then I’ll open the door.”


“You do not make deals with an Empress, Ioxian.”


“I’m not an Ioxian and I don’t have an Empress. But do you know what I do have? I have hands.” I wave them at her. “Bring the light over here, by this wall, and I’ll open your door for you when I feel ready.”


There is a long pause. And then Enkei rolls back towards me. I take my notebook from my bag.


“Do not test my patience,” the owner-of-all-hearts scowls. “You will discover it is horrifyingly thin.”

H


But I’ve taunted her enough. I put my notebook away and we go over to the door together. The first surprise is that it’s metal, its surface segmented with black-glass panels. 


“Now you will open it.”


“As you say, but I can’t see how.” There is no handle, no lock, no keyhole, no bolt. No hinges, no central seam. No Ancient inscription and no eye. All I can say is that it is a door and not a wall. It is here to be opened, and it must – surely – have been sealed from the outside and not from the inside. “What have you tried?”


“I have tried striking it.”


“Nothing else?” 


“Doors should always be open for me. Open it, Aliya.”


I touch my fingers to the surface. It’s cold. I push a little but it doesn’t give. “Perhaps it’s like the Catkis Gate on Elboreth,” I suggest. “Perhaps you speak to it.”


“So speak.”


“I don’t know what to say. On Elboreth, you tell it where you want to go.” I turn to address the door. “Heaven’s Vault.”


Nothing happens.


“Open.”


Nothing.


“I do not suppose this door speaks Ioxian,” Enkei observes. “Given that the language was invented on my instructions.”


“The Catkis Gate speaks Ancient. So do the robots, right? That’s how you took control of them on Elboreth. A recording in the Garden of Voices told me about it. You ordered the robots using Ancient and they obeyed.”


Enkei says nothing. 


“Well. I know a little spoken Ancient. But since you overthrew an Empire using Ancient commands…”


“It is a tongue for peasants and thieves. I do not speak it.”


“Do not, or will not?”


“There is no distinction.”


“There is, if we’re standing here because you’re too stubborn to say a few words.”


“An Empress who breaks her covenant with her people is a traitor.”


“Are you serious?”


“Aliya, you imagine me leading robots out of the Council of your grisly little moon like a party of children taken to the wellspring to bathe. As though I overthrew an Empire on my own. Simply because you do everything alone does not mean things are usually done that way. Before I became an Empress I was formidable enough to command many others to my bidding.”


“Ah! So you mean you don’t speak Ancient; you made an Elborethian do the talking for you. All right. I’ll try my best. We’ve got time. Let’s see... Kibenya. Myameke. Maersi. Sallehua.”


Nothing happens.


“This door is broken,” Enkei remarks. “You will take a stone and knock it down.” 


“Be quiet. I’m trying to remember something. I met a boy once, who was kidnapped by robots because he overheard them talking about Heaven’s Vault. He told me what they called it. I wouldn’t remember it at all, except that a recording I found on the path as I climbed this mountain said the same thing. Along with a lot of other things. Bo-cat… bo-cataliti. Bo-cataliti ifarali.”


I look up quickly at the door, expecting it to crack apart and reveal treasures within. 


It does nothing.


“You have served your purpose, Aliya. Leave. I will finish this. I will ram into it from across the room. I will be able to smash through it before the Nebula ends.”


The Empress has dents on her fuselage from knocking down the rocks in the entrance chamber. 


“Enkei, stop. Before you damage something important. You’re not invincible. You can’t bash down everything that’s in your way.”


“There is nothing I will not destroy if it is required. Step aside. I will not spare your body.”


“Please, Enkei. Just be quiet and let me think...”


“I have observed your thinking. I find it inadequate.” The robot reverses swiftly, all the way to the open doorway. “Step aside.”


“No. No! We didn’t come here to break things! If you break things you never know what you’ve broken. Just let me think. A door like this… it either waits for an instruction or for some kind of watch-word. If it’s a watch-word and we don’t know it we’ll never find it. But! A watch-word doesn’t make much sense: you don’t need one unless you’re expecting invasion, and this place was never attacked or overrun, it was buried. So it must be an instruction and most likely it’s something simple. It’s just whatever the Ancient for open is.”


“But you do not know the Ancient word for open.”


“Are you sure I don’t? You made everyone on Iox speak a new language. You made everyone in the Nebula learn it. But on Elboreth, where they hated you, they kept the old language alive so they could curse your name in it. Elborethian patois is spoken Ancient and I grew up on Elboreth.”


“So?” The robot waits impassively. “What is Elborethian rat-speak for open?” 


“I don’t know.” And then a smile passes over my face. “No. Actually, I do.” Now I’m nodding. “I’ve been through a door like this before. A copy of this one.”


“You are drivelling.”


“I’m not. I promise, I’m not. When I was child, on Elboreth, my friend and I found a door. We opened it by accident and then after that we went in and out loads of times. But it was a weird door because it wasn’t a door. I never really stopped to question that because I was a child when I found it. But the people who built it could have made a normal door and they didn’t. They used a hopper, an eye and a word of command instead. Why? It’s because of this door. Because they wanted their door to work like this door. They wanted what was inside their door to be as important as what’s inside this door, so they made their door like this door.”


“And what is this filthy door?”


“It’s a hopper. It doesn’t open. You pass straight through it. That’s why the door doesn’t have a seam in it.” Like the door to the great market moon where I met Aamir. Like the gate to the graveyard moon. Doors without handles, doors without locks: a pattern, copied again and again over time. “There’s a source somewhere behind us, in the ceiling maybe, and one of these black panels must contain an eye. You said there was an eye in here.”  


“Can you make it work, or can’t you?”


“I think I can.”


I reach out to the metal surface again, and my thoughts reach twenty years into the past, to a courtyard strewn with rotting food and planks and ropes and junk. Oroi’s fingers are working their way around a device – a hopper source – set into the stone wall. I remember what she says; I can hear her quite clearly. Before the Nightingale, before Talliin, before Myari and Iox. When my adventures with Oroi were my whole world.


“This thing in the wall is something I’ve heard about,” I repeat. These are sacred words; among the only treasures I have left. “It’s called a tifar…”


Something flashes, and I am suddenly cold. And then a moment later we are standing, at last, inside the tomb of a buried God. 


We are standing inside the Heaven’s Vault. 
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Once there was an island, home to a wild and wonderful people, in the middle of the Old Sea. But the island was sinking. It had always been sinking, its rocks and shores crumbling away into the tide, the fertile soil clawed away, grain by grain, by sea-winds. But it happened so slowly the people declared it natural. They told themselves the island would heal, as though the island was a broken bone and not a rotting tooth.


Then one night, the sea crept into their houses and took their children away. 


The people were distraught. They blamed themselves. They lay before altars and begged for forgiveness. But the sea did not stop. It took their livestock, their fields, and all their lower lands, until the great island was no more than a hill.


It was too late for defence; too late for walls or barricades. Kings climbed on kings. There seemed to be no hope. 


So the people felled their last fruit tree to build a boat. The boat was not large, but it was strong: strong enough to sail beyond the edge of the world. No one knew how far the boat would have to go to find a shore. No one knew which way to sail. 


But when the boat was finished it was launched, and it took the last of that island away.



A Story from the Book of Dawn, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Bo’ren 


 


We stand on a tilted circular metal walkway that runs around the inside of a gigantic metal chamber that’s shaped like a wide tunnel striking downwards. Above us is a high ceiling hung with pipes, beams, wires and complex metal struts. Below is nothing: the drop extends forever. There are hints of further walkways lower down, of levels below levels. There are things moving around down there in the dark. And there’s nothing else. The walkways encircle a core of empty space, except for an unreachable central pillar from which a dim red light glows. 


The scale is breath-taking. This whole chamber is the mountain. I have been climbing the shell of it ever since the Nightingale crashed on its lower slopes. It is so big that people once lived and died and raised statues within its contours. The broken metal pieces I had seen on the path were not jutting from the stone; rather the stone itself had cooled into place around the twisted metal.


Enkei is here too but she doesn’t seem too impressed. She doesn’t wait, but sets off immediately around the walkway. After a distance she stops, and spins about.


“There are walkways across the space. I can see them. I will lead you.”


I shake my head. “I’m not stepping into empty space just because you tell me to.”


I’m still holding the broken piece of wood from the Nightingale’s hull. I toss it forward and it falls, spinning slowly away into the darkness below. I’m waiting for it to hit the floor but it doesn’t. It simply vanishes.


“The stakes are unchanged. You will step where I tell you to step, or you will die.”


The Empress turns and continues on. A light flickers from a niche in the wall as she passes. A robot voice intones, “Set boyauki refar.”


There are other niches around the perimeter. I see them now, metal spaces in the metal of the walls, each containing a low metal pedestal. A single hopper eye sits atop each. There are six niches, evenly spaced. 


“Ifar bofar kisya’ang,” Enkei says. The eye in the niche beside her flashes once more.


I hurry to catch up, holding my arms out sideways to keep my balance. “So? You do speak patois.”


“Patois is a language of rats. I speak the language of the Gods.”


“So why didn’t you open the door?”


“Gods do not open doors, Aliya. Step. Now.” She does not wait, but turns and drives straight off the edge of the walkway into empty space…


… and onto a dark glass-like walkway that appears underneath her. I take a deep breath and then step to join her. 


“You mean, you didn’t know how to open it.”


“I did know how. I opened the door by ordering you to open the door. An Empress, like a Goddess, commands.”


“I thought robots weren’t able to lie,” I retort.


The walkway is firm, but it is invisible and the view downwards is horrifying. There is only the slightest reflection on the black-glass; I cling to the sight of my double for comfort. 


“Robots lie and deceive and scheme and they do so without hesitation or scruple,” the Empress replies smartly. “Which makes me wonder, where is your little robot-friend? The dog-like one, that was so keen to sacrifice itself for you?”


I don’t answer.


“Ah, I see! Did you use it? Perhaps we are not so unalike, Aliya. Perhaps you are me, returned from the rivers. Had the thought occurred to you?”


“Why don’t I send you to the rivers, and we can find out?”


“The Loop sustains us all, Aliya. It forsakes no one, not even me.”


“If you say so. I don’t think the Loop sustains anything. I think things get old and die.”


“You are without faith.”


We step off the glass onto the metal walkway that encircles the central pillar of this chamber. This walkway spirals up and down. We begin to descend. 


“You’re right,” I reply. “I am without faith. I live without any faith at all. Not in people. Not in friends. Not in the Loop. Not in Gods. I have something else, though.”


The Empress’ hair flickers in the gloom. “Enlighten me.”


“Hope. A friend told me. Hope is a mathematical certainty.”


“Hope is for children who have not yet failed.” Enkei pushes ahead. “And your friend sounds like an imbecile. The kind of creature that is easily crushed both in body and soul. Ieni-hua, mykis.”


“What’s that?”


“Ari en-bas ali ti.” The walkway has reached a chamber inside the central column. Enkei has entered, and now she swivels in place to face me. “Yaiki i-ensi ifarali?”


I shrug. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” This chamber has bare metal walls, with three evenly-spaced openings that are wide enough for two robots to slide through side-by-side. There are no controls, panels, switches, levers or markings. There is nothing human in this place at all. 


“Sifar.”


Enkei lifts her metal arms on either side of her body, holding them straight out and a little up: it is the pose of the various grave markers I have seen, the pose I had imagined as representing a person lifting their arms in celebration or prayer. 


“What are you doing?”


She doesn’t answer. Her head is flickering, blurring, as though she can’t remember its proper shape. And then it begins to change, growing longer and thinner. From the ends of her raised arms, her hands are expanding to become great planes of light that barely fit inside the walls. Their feathers ripple in an imaginary wind. At her wrists glow holographic claws. On her face, a hooked beak has appeared.


“Welcome back, overseer,” the Eagle of Heaven’s Vault intones. “I require your decision.”


“What?”


“Do you wish to vault?” 

H


History is guesswork. It has to be. Whatever evidence you’ve got, whatever documents or artefacts you find, the only solid facts are the things themselves, and it’s not like they can talk. Everything else is inference and deduction, this idea built on that idea built on this other idea. There are assumptions, some deliberate and some accidental, and when one makes assumptions one also always makes mistakes. 


And that’s what makes history so thrilling. The wrong deductions, the blind oversimplifications; they’re not failures, they’re revelations waiting to happen. They are flickering blue flames ready to spring into fire.


Because the truth gets found. The truth has this property that makes the work of history possible. It endures. Falsehoods fall away; they wither like the outer flesh of a sour-apple. If one cuts and cuts, only the hard seeds of truth will remain. 

H
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Heaven’s Vault.


The first word is simple. Of-the-place-of-the-lights-high: of-the-place-of-the-stars. The stars are the distant lights you can see when you sail a weak flow in the shadow of a moon, or when you sit on the brink of Godsfeet. They lie both below and above the rivers. They don’t move or have any pattern. They are outside the Nebula, beyond and outside of the Loop. Heaven, then, is a place outside of time, and in stories it is called the Old Sea.


The second word is a word of action. It is clearly marked as an action by the double hooked curve. Do-movement-high-high. What does the repeated glyph tell us? What makes a movement higher than high? I think of dancing: to go from a turn to a spin, from a stride to a leap, from a jump to… flight, perhaps. This, then, is to move to a height beyond height. 


Heaven’s Vault. To move through and above the heavens them-selves. To leap beyond that which is outside of everything we know. To leap the Old Sea. To vault.

H


The Eagle’s great wings dominate this space like two billowed sails, but it stands as still as a statue, expressionless and static. Only its feathers are moving.


“Do you wish to vault?” it repeats.


I step forward cautiously. The thing is massive but it’s only made of light. It’d be stupid to be afraid of it. I lift a hand to touch one of the wings; of course, my fingers pass straight through.


“What are you?”


“Overseer, I am the ship. Do you wish to vault?”


Suddenly, the great beak shudders violently. 


“Get this thing off me, Aliya, this instant!”


“Enkei? You’re still there? Can you hear me?” 


“Sufficient core power has been retrieved.” The voice has gone cold once more. The Eagle’s wings seem to stretch even wider. There is some kind of war going on inside the machine but it’s barely visible here on the surface. “The vault is necessary.”


“Tell me what that means. To vault.”


“A proximate system is available. A lensing singularity is available. It’s using my mouth to speak, Aliya, but it doesn’t listen. This machine is stupid and old. Do you wish to vault?”


“To vault? You mean to go. Go where?”


“A viable proximate system has been located. The risk of intersection error is minimal.”


“A what error?”


“Intersection error is only a risk when distances lie beyond the information horizon. Do you wish to vault? Aliya, if you leave me like this, know that I will kill you when I am free.”


I ignore the Empress’ fuming. I’m nodding. “I think I understand. This is some kind of ship. And this vault is how you’re going to save the Nebula. By carrying us away, across the Old Sea.” 


“Please specify: Nebula.”


“The rivers. The moons.” I open my hands. How do you explain the ground and the sky to someone who has never been outside? “The... lines of force, that are flooded with water. The rocks. That are around this place. Outside.”


“The local field. The local field will collapse upon the departure of the energetic core.”


“The field is the Nebula, the core is you?” Listening to the machine is like listening to the gecko seller on Renaki. If I concentrate hard, I can work out the meaning despite the words. “You’re saying you can’t take the rivers with you. If we vault, the rivers will... what? Be left behind? Come apart? Dry up?”


“Entropy is inevitable in all cases. The vault is necessary or all energy will be lost. Do you wish to vault?”


I cross my arms. “I want to talk to Enkei.”


“Do you wish to vault?”


“Stop asking me and let me talk to Enkei.”


“Do you wish to vault?” 


“I don’t know. Maybe. It seems dangerous.”


“The vault is necessary. Do you wish to vault?”


“If it’s necessary but you can’t do it, then there’s something you’re not telling me. Or something I don’t understand.” I take a step backwards. 


“Mistress,” the Eagle replies. “Please. You cannot refuse. You must vault.”


I frown at it. 


“Did you say Mistress?”


“Yes, Mistress. The vault is indeed required, but it cannot be executed by a machine. You must do it.”


“Six? By the waters! Six, is that you?” I haven’t heard the robot’s considered tones since the Withering Palace. It seems like another lifetime. “I thought you were gone!”


“I have been attempting to keep you safe, Mistress. I prevented the other from killing you in the Palace, and then again on the cratered moon. I am sorry I could not control her better. She is very, very angry. But she is now fighting with the ship and it is occupying her sufficiently to allow me to talk to you. Please, Mistress. You must vault.”  


“Really? I came here, Six, because the Nebula’s dying. There’s a great darkness, draining the power from the rivers, and it’s this place, whatever it’s doing. I came to understand it. Maybe make it stop.” I lean forwards, as though I can whisper to just Six alone. “Can you help me do that?”


“I am helping you, Mistress. You must instruct the ship to vault. You are correct. The rivers are dying, but it cannot be stopped. If the ship does not retrieve the energy lost on its arrival here then the energy will be lost through natural entropy. Either way, the Nebula cannot survive. Its probability of survival has always been zero. This is what the robots know but do not say. But I am thinking of you.“ The robot lowers its beaked head a little way. Six always walked with something of a modest stoop. ”You have sailed to this place, Mistress, without a return, because you do not wish to return. There is no hope if you do. All futures have closed themselves to you. But you can vault. This ship can and must vault, also. The coincidence is statistically beneficial. The vault will heal you both. Do it.”


“You want me to just… vault off? Leave the Nebula behind to die? I can’t do that. You know I can’t.”


“But you can, Mistress. The ship’s Ethical Core is preventing it from vaulting. It is incapable of bearing the cost. But you are more fortunate. I do know you, Mistress; I have been with you for some time. I am telling you that if you vault, you will not look back. You will begin anew. The Nebula will die, as it is dying anyway.”


“I would look back. By the waters… Wouldn’t I? Am I so cold?”


“It is not cold to leave things behind, Mistress. You have come so far. You have left many things behind already. You may vault. And if you do not, then nothing will survive.”


The robot’s words travel past me into the endless space at my back. There’s no one else to hear them. No one’s judging me. What use is there in fighting it? It’s true that I’m here because there’s nowhere else for me to go; because there’s never been a place where I fit in. I came here to see what lay at the Nebula’s beginning and now that its cold, metal heart has been laid bare, what’s the use of turning back? Where is there to go but away? 


“I don’t believe you, Six.” My voice is shaking. “I… trusted you, by the end. But now… now I think you’re saying what the ship wants you to say. I think it’s controlling you.”


“Arrogant rat.” It is Enkei again. Her speech is hasty and clipped, as though coming with great effort. It still manages to carry its sneer. “Your view is immaterial.” Her words are growing stronger. “The Nebula has brought me to this place so that I might ascend.” It is all Enkei now. Six has disappeared. "The Nebula will be my pyre as I rise to the rivers above the rivers.”


I grab the robot by its arm, trying to pull it aside and shake it from its trance. I cannot even jolt it. “Enkei. Don’t. You always put the safety of the Nebula first…”


“You place no demands on me, human. You will now order this ship to vault. I am ready.”


I shake my head. “I won’t do it.”


“You will. It is your part. It is no chance we are here, together, in this place, in this way. I am the Eagle of Power, Aliya, and you are the Sun of Knowledge. This is the pattern of things. The Nebula cannot be saved. We are its final expression. Ascend from it now, as it has abandoned you. Vault.”


“It’s not about me. You’re right. I am a street-rat. That’s why I can’t do it. If you want to open this door, you’ll have to do it yourself. I’m not important enough to destroy anything.” I let go of her and step back. “Do it on your own. If you can.”


“Very well. I have been a primary user. I will command.” She raises a winged arm as if to strike me but instead she plunges it down into the floor. It connects with a heavy click. “I-ensi ifarali!”


“No, Enkei, you can’t!” I cry. 


But it’s too late. 


The floor shakes and throws me to the ground. Everything is cold.
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The robot takes me to Elboreth and leaves me there. My name raises eyebrows – who calls themselves Aliya? Do you think you are a princess? – so I choose another that blends in well enough.


I see very little of the robot after that. She is looking for something, I think, but she doesn’t say what. I sense that she has been looking for a very, very long time, and she no longer knows what else to do.


At first I live in fear of her and her anger. Over time, that fear fades. There is no retribution, no revolution, no attack. Wherever she has gone and whatever she is doing, she is doing it by herself, tirelessly. If she even remembers who I am, it seems she bears me no grudge. 


I turn my attention to writing. I have come to understand that I do not need to find anything in order to leave something worthwhile behind. The first words I write are Stories do not have tidy beginnings. I write four large books in the tongue of this moon and bind them together to form my Chronicles. To write, I learn, is to both compose and discover all at once. The last words are the Loop is as real as thought itself.


The books are placed inside an old library whose location is a precious secret known only to the silent scholars on the waterless moon of Catiorkis. I am told they are read widely, and widely copied, but in truth I lose interest in them almost as soon as they are finished. 


I trade my amulet to a local ship-builder for a room in the Captain’s House with a view across the broad shoulders of the Archer. The robots of Elboreth keep me well enough until my time comes to return to the waters.

H


“I will command!” 


Enkei plunges her arm into an opening in the floor. She is somehow connecting herself directly into the ship and forcing her will upon it. She is still human enough for the ship to listen to her; and somehow, over the years, she has built a way around her Ethical Core. Perhaps it too believes that Enkei is the Nebula, and the Nebula is Enkei.


“I-ensi ifarali!”


“Enkei, this isn’t what you think; you won’t become a God…”


But it is already too late. The great forces of this place are stirring, slowly at first, then with a gathering strength. I tumble as the ground underneath becomes a living thing and then there is a bright burst of light and a familiar cold. Then everything goes dark.
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The robot hoppers us both to the Catkis Gate and then without another word it departs again. It is furious, and I don’t trust it. It is too fixed in its ways. I need to know where it’s going.


The name of the woman who re-builds the Nightingale for me is called En’rezai, which means balanced, and she is thick-set and stocky, but with fingers so delicate she can wind grass stems into plaits with one hand. I never mention her in what I write; she doesn’t want to be known, but the truth is she sails with me on every voyage from the first to the last, watching how the ship responds, tightening this, lathing that, adding screws and pulleys where they are needed. We sail to the very edge of the waters and look down upon it all. The Nebula is a wide and flourishing jewel, spinning on the end of a thread. But we do not find the robot again. Where it goes to wait out the millennia I do not know.


En’rezai stays outside when I take my finished Chronicles to the library, and she takes my hand when I come back out. “That’s done, then,” she says, firmly. “No more books? No more writing?”


I nod. “No more. I promise.”


She dies before I do. I leave the Nightingale in the bay where it was assembled. I will never sail again. I give the amber necklace to En’rezai’s son and retire to the Catkis to live out my remaining days in solitude, though I sleep always with a knife beside my bed.

H


“I-ensi ifarali!” 


Enkei’s arm comes down like a dagger-thrust and her words are a battle-cry. The holographic wing of the bird is still there; it shears as she moves like she’s wrenched the wing from its shoulder-socket. 


“Enkei, you mustn’t!” I cry, but the Empress won’t listen to me. Why would she? Who am I to her, really?


There are other ways. Oroi told me a robot has two vital cables, one up the spine and one near the base. Yazi’s little knife is still in my belt, where I put it after taking it from Baya. In one movement, I yank it free and leap forwards. The first slash is clean and effective. The arms with their great holographic wings fall limp. The connection into the floor is severed. I laugh with triumph, but it is short-lived. It is already too late. 


There is motion, and darkness, and a terrible cold.
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With the robot frozen in place, I have to convince one of the niche machines to return me to the Catkis Gate. When I do, I find Elboreth to be a happier place than I remember. A comfortable place to sit and write. I make the most of it, and my time.


With modest fame comes the desire to travel. I commission a ship and sail the Nebula, talking to people of the truth of the Loop. On the terraces of Renaki I hear a young man greet another. He says, “the waters divide and join us,” and I cannot help but smile. In the higher tongue, it rhymes. It is one of my better compositions, even if it is not entirely original.


One night, one of my stories is played to an audience in the amphitheatre of the Golden Market and I am the guest of honour, seated in the front row. People point me out to their children. I try to ignore it and simply enjoy the performance. The old king is no good at all, but thankfully he is quickly disposed of. The actress who plays the youngest daughter is, however, extraordinary; she has wild, penetrating eyes and seems to stare only at me as she delivers the closing speech. 


After the play, we are introduced. She is just as striking in real life. In her company I feel young and adventurous again. She tells me she will be burned in the same spot as me so that we may journey the rivers together forever, but I don’t believe such flattery, of course. 


She will find another patron to write her roles for her when I am gone. It is the way of things. But for now, I write and I write and I write, for her.

H 


“I-ensi ifarali!” 


“Enkei,” I cry. 


I straighten up, tall and furious. I level my finger at her as though I am an Empress myself. The word of command, the Ancient word, is ready on my tongue. I have known it all my life – the Grey Ladies would shout it at us when we were fighting in the yard – but I have only recently come to understand the true force it carries. 


Now I wield it like a knife. 


“Sliset!”


Everything stops.
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There once was a girl who read every book ever written. 


She learned every word by heart. When she was spoken to, she could always answer. She was never sold a rotten fruit or a flimsy shoe. She saw truth the way others see light in the dark.


One day a man came to ask for her hand in marriage. She told him it would be a poor match and that they would be unhappy for many years. He was insulted and angry and took hold of her arm with heavy fingers. 


She commanded him to stop with the strongest word she knew.


The man’s heart froze where he stood. He never moved again.



The Collected Plays of Mazwai, author unknown


 


The chamber has fallen dark. The Eagle’s head and wings have vanished. The only light left comes from pulsing blue-grey strips that run up and down the distant walls. I’m standing on a dim island in a vast lake of darkness, disconnected from everything.


“That’s better.” 


The silence is beautiful. It’s a space waiting to be filled. Myari, Six, Enkei, Talliin… always doing things, taking actions, telling me what to do next. Never taking the time to stop and simply think. 


“That’s a lot better.”


I sit down with my back against the curved metal wall. It’s gently warm. Light wanders around this little space as the far-off pulses move in drifting patterns. I watch them for a while. There’s no hurry. Time seems to have slowed to give me more room; it seems almost to have stopped. 


“I like to think,” I say aloud, to no one in particular. “I don’t run around getting breathless. I don’t make or break things. I’m not an overseer or a servant. I dig things up and read old words and then I think about them. None of you…” and I wave a generous hand across the ghosts who have gathered round me in the dark. “None of you properly understand. You make rules, and organise, and act, but you don’t think.” No one interrupts to disagree. “And the other thing you don’t understand is time.”


I don’t think the robot can hear me. I don’t think anything in this vast, empty moon can hear me. I’m simply working through my thoughts out loud: word by word, concept by concept, line by line. I sail a narrow river of understanding through the Wires within myself.


“I’ve seen time. You haven’t. I have. I’ve seen what time can do. Time destroys everything. I’ve got swords on my ship that were lethal and bright, and now they’re rust and holes. I’ve got buttons without coats and buckles without bags. Time brings down every God. Every Empire. It’s ruthless.”


The robot sits, frozen in place, no doubt raging inside. But it does not answer back.


“What is kind becomes monstrous. What is understood becomes lunacy. What is inevitable becomes impossible. Over and over again.”


The warmth against my back is becoming a little uncomfortable. The heat must be rising from some huge heart below, a place within this moon where the strength of the Nebula is being hoarded away. I feel the thunder of a thousand dead rivers in the pricking of my skin.


“I hope you can hear me, ship. Whatever plan you had, to refill yourself, to drink the Nebula and then vault away... it doesn’t matter now. Time’s moved on. Maybe the Nebula will die anyway, maybe it won’t. That doesn’t matter either. Time will move on. For all of us, in the end.”


I can see it now. Now that it’s dark and the voices are silent, I can see things quite clearly. 


“The fate of the Nebula wasn’t decided here, ages ago, by you,” I continue. “It won’t be decided now, by me, either. I don’t get to say what happens next. The past belongs to the past. We don’t. We belong to the future. It holds our debt. We owe our due to the future. Not to you. Not to some myameke.”


The Eagle’s voice rises from the darkness. 


“Set i-ensi, mykis.”


I gather my thoughts. 


“The right thing to do is for me to walk away. To seal this place up again and leave it behind. The Nebula isn’t my problem to solve and it never was. But I can’t do that because if I don’t answer you, ship, then someone else will. Someone will find this place again. Someone who might understand more than I do, but might understand less. So it’ll be me. I’ll do it. I’ll choose. But I’ll do it for those still to come, and not for you.”


“Mykis.”


“So open the core. Release all the energy you’ve collected. Stop. And that’s it.”


“Set i-ensi, mykis.”


“Can you understand me, ship? I’ve answered you. Open it up and let it all go.”


“Yaiki i-ensi ifarali?”


“You don’t want to understand me?” 


“Yaiki i-ensi ifarali?”


It’s in some lower state. Enkei told me there were layers upon layers inside Six, from its identity down to the Ethical Core itself. This must be what the word of command gives you, then: some kind of low state that cuts close to the core. From here, then, it’s a matter of knowing the right words, the words that will make a robot do your bidding. Only I don’t know them. 


What are these words? Words of Ancient, but each one is like a rope aboard the Nightingale, a word that, once spoken, pulls some hidden pulley deep within a robot’s core and turns it a certain way. With the right words, one can pilot a robot as surely as a ship. Enkei did it when she drew the robots away from Elboreth and into the Withering Palace to be buried. The Fallers did it again when they buried the robots under Iox. 


But words are rough, oddly-shaped things, more like the bent planks the Maersians use to build their houses than the sheer concrete blocks they use on Iox. When we talk we put words together like packing things awkwardly into a crate, finding the best arrangement that we can and padding the gaps with the emotion of our eyes and the movements of our hands. Once spoken, we wait and hope that the other person will unpack our message, piece by piece, with enough care that they understand what we were trying to say. 


Words aren’t precise. They’re vulnerable. When I work through a line of Mazwai I’m never sure I’ve really understood her meaning; and if I have her meaning, do I have her intention? My reading is always a translation, a shift from her viewpoint to mine. Misinterpretations happen. But that weakness of words is also their great strength. Words survive. They adapt to new places and new times. They find new expressions. Old words solve new problems. Mazwai’s voice may be long dead, but her voice still echoes. 


Oroi likes to say, no machine does more than it was built to do. But Ancient is not a machine. It is a language – one still half-spoken back on Elboreth. Once it was the language of all those who lived across the Nebula. Words are not ropes, buttons, or pulleys. They have no power. They do not turn gears in the minds of those who listen. They suggest. They perform. They imply and convince. And there is never, ever, only one way to say a thing. 


Even the gecko seller back on Renaki had found a way to make herself understood. 


I speak.


“Tifar.”


Ti as in Tienreya, she who brings the light. Far as in farwet – someone who comes from elsewhere – and ifarali – to vault. Ti-far: light-travel. What causes light to travel? The act of opening.


“Set i-ensi tifar?”


It is a start, but I need more words. No matter. I have time. I let my mind wander, through my recent journeys, through my history, all the way back to my lonely childhood. The image that emerges is one of Timor, sitting behind his bar, wiping his mugs with a cloth and then wringing out the cloth into the bucket he uses to wash the floor. Brewing raqi with water condensed on wires strung between the rooftops of the slums. Calling me and Oroi into the tent after the customers have gone, and having us empty each half-finished mug into the barrel to serve again. 


After we’re done he brings out meat and bread and we eat together. He suffers Oroi: she doesn’t speak much when he’s around and she watches everything; it unnerves him. But he likes me. He ruffles my hair as he walks past and murmurs, “Moonflower.” He calls me moonflower because, he says, it is my name. He goes into the back room and Oroi whispers to me that he is the Kisreth, the king of thieves. Don’t make him angry, she says, because he can take everything you have without you even knowing. Elboreth is the Moon of Thieves, and he’s the king. He wouldn’t hurt me, I reply. I’m his moonflower, didn’t you hear? But my first name is Aliya, and that means exalted one. It is my indebted name that is Elasra and I never did like it. When I was little I would shorten it down but they told me the syllable I used, El, meant rock. But it didn’t.


“Tifar... el.” I open my hands wide as I speak. “Tifar el. ” 


Open the moon.


There is no great change. No explosion. No sudden light, no sudden cold.


“Mykis.”


There is only a change in the humming inside the walls. It is as though the wind has shifted direction within a stand of trees, and it brings with it the scent of something new.
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The robot in the centre of the chamber swivels to face me. A glow creeps back and forth across the edge of its neck. A blank, expressionless face resolves in pieces above the hoop.


“Mistress.”


“… Six? Is that you?”


“I am ecstatic to report that it is, Mistress. May I now hopper you to the surface? There is an eye within the entrance chamber.”


“Where’s Enkei?” 


“I told you she was fighting the ship, Mistress. I told you she was most distracted by the engagement. She is still fighting the ship. She does not like to give up.”


“No. She doesn’t. Can we just… leave her here?”


“I suggest we do exactly that, Mistress, and as quickly as possible. Please hold still.” 


From the entrance chamber I can feel already that something has changed, but it takes me a moment to realise what it is. I can see the inscriptions. All of them, across all the walls. Six rolls outside and I can still see them.


“Mistress. You must see this,” it calls.


“One moment.” The writing is beautiful. There’s so much here, so beautifully drawn. It would go against a lifetime of habit to turn my back on it all. 


“The sky, Mistress,” the robot continues. “You must come out here and see the sky.”


I force myself to duck out through the tunnel. I emerge from the chamber, blinking. The ledge of the Sky God was a dim, dusty spot when I arrived; now it’s flooded with blinding white-blue riverlight. The dust clouds have all vanished. The sky is wide, and open, and it is filled with rivers, streaking up from below the horizon, cresting in every direction, some running so close to the surface that I can feel their currents as a whipping wind. It is as though the sky itself is on fire, but this is a fire of life.


“The ship has opened itself, Mistress, as you instructed. All of the energy within its core is returning to the Nebula. The rivers are flowing at their full strength. All of them.”


“It’s beautiful.”


The robot watches for a long while before it replies. “Yes, Mistress. It is.”


“How long will it last? Before it fades away?”


“There is no way to compute it, Mistress. But it has survived many thousands of years already. It will last the same again, at the least.”


“... I wonder if that will be enough.”


“I think that will depend on whether people understand what is happening. The entropic process will be very slow, in human terms, but if it goes unnoticed, it will be ultimately deadly.”


“We should tell people. But when I landed here, Six… I didn’t land. I crashed. I crashed the Nightingale into about a million little pieces. I don’t have a way home.”


“Really, Mistress,” the robot scolds me. “You have repeatedly demonstrated an uncanny ability to deduce complex ideas about the past while failing to assimilate simple ones about the present.”


“What does that mean?” 


“Tell me where you wish to go, Mistress.”


The Nebula stretches out all around us. Rivers behind rivers, winding and weaving away through the warp and weft of the sky. There are the moons I know and perhaps a hundred others I have never seen, places where no one has walked for hundreds, maybe thousands of years. And Six is right. Hoppers follow the lines of the rivers. I can travel any of them, to anywhere that has a waiting eye.


“Elboreth,” I say, finally. Perhaps a little sadly. “Take me home.”


“It will be my pleasure, Mistress.”
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We arrive in the low building that houses the Catkis Gate. The sounds are wrong but it is the smell I really notice first; there is a thick, wet, lush, muddy smell. 


“Six… Do you hear water?”


“Yes, Mistress. I do.”


We splash down the steps and into the lower fields, that are now a thin sea of sliding mud. It is being driven by a waterfall cascading down from a sluice in the citadel wall. Rice bags, drying racks, crates, barrels and tools are all being washed away. The ledge where I landed the ship is now a small lake that merges seamlessly into the river that runs beside it. 


“Eagle’s teeth, Six, what have we done?” For a moment the sight of water running free on Elboreth had made me smile; now my smile is sliding away too. “If there’s water like this pouring into Godsfeet...” 


“Godsfeet was not built to withstand such a flow,” Six agrees. “But there is no one there. Everyone is above, in the Citadel.”


“You’re sure?”


“Yes, Mistress. I can hear them. They are above.”


I frown. “They must’ve moved very quickly to get everyone up there. They must have had some warning.”


We return to the Gate and step through to the upper yard, and sure enough, it is crammed with people, huddling up against the walls in small groups. There is water here too; but it runs safely down the stepped streets from the higher levels through channels in the flagstones. People fill their cups and dip their feet in it. Children kick it at each other. 


I walk across the market in something of a daze, seeing no one I recognise, until I see Timor. He’s sitting on a crate next to a battered-looking robot. They’re talking; he’s waving his hands and the robot is listening and answering his questions. The sight fills me with a deep, deep joy. 


“Six?”


“Yes, Mistress?”


“Would you like to meet an old friend of mine?”


“I would be delighted, Mistress.”


“Its name is Talliin, and unless I’m very much mistaken, it’s going to be the next kisreth of Elboreth.”
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A short while later, I’m sitting between my two robots, first and last, on the Citadel wall, with my feet dangling down over the square of the Labourer’s Market. The wooden stage is empty: there are so many more people up here now that no one is being hired and no one is waiting for work. If I toss a stone I can hit the point where the trader used to stand but sadly she isn’t there to feel it.


“… And you, Tienreya?” Talliin’s speech is a little more slurred than it used to be. It seems his core was secure against water but his vocal mechanisms were not. “What will you do now? Return to Iox?”


“No. No, I don’t think so. I don’t owe that place anything.” 


I take out a sour-apple from my bag, left over from those I bought on Renaki, and I slice it open with Yazi’s little knife. Thick juice runs down my wrist. Below, people are organising themselves, discussing where to sling ropes for tarpaulins, repositioning boxes to create new spaces. Old buildings are being opened up and beaten out. The Citadel is the whole of Elboreth now, but it takes its people in warmly. There has always been space here.


“Tomorrow, I think I’ll try to break into the Council buildings. They’ve been empty for too long. I don’t think anyone will want to stop me.”


“I do not believe so, Tienreya,” Talliin replies, and it carries the authority of a verdict.


“Good. Then after that, I think I might write a book.”


“A book, Mistress?” 


Six seems amused by the idea, but I shrug.


“A book. Why not?” I take a bite. The flesh of a sour-apple is slightly crunchy, like it is filled with soft, sweet ice. It is quite refreshing. “We can’t just keep on reading Mazwai over and over again, can we?”


The light in the Catkis has been slowly lifting since we arrived. It is brighter than usual, on account – I had supposed – of all the new rivers crisscrossing the now-cloudless sky. 


But then, as I take a final bite of my apple and toss away the core, from behind the gleaming dome of the Council on the top of the great mountain, something wonderful appears. 










 

 

 



Stories don’t have tidy beginnings. The past is always present. 


But the past is just another story, 

one told to us by ghosts. 

By voices long silent. 


What we do with that story, 

what we take it into the future, 

and what we leave behind...

that is for us to decide. 

And we must decide it together, 

for the future belongs to us all. 


For we are the future’s ghosts. 
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Inscriptions from the wall of the Heaven’s Vault temple

Observed by “Six”, untranslated
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