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I sail to the temple where the gods have gathered...


To gaze at their faces in deep pools.


In my boat, the souls of the years sail with me.



 

The Book of the Dead (approx. 1,000 BCE) 
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Stories do not have tidy beginnings. The past is always present.  


But understanding is a fire and it must begin with a spark. A moment of seeing through the surface of things. The new must be removed if what lies below is to be seen. 


Thus something must always be lost, for what was lost to return to the light.



Introduction to the Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi

 


I’m under the rivers of Elboreth when I receive Myari’s summons. A group of robots are working in the fields below the Catkis Gate, harassing the labourers to lug sacks of rice and beans up onto a transport ship. 


I’m doing nothing much myself; perched on an outcrop of rock, I’m eating a sour-apple and flicking through my notebook, hoping for some kind of inspiration. I’m trying to translate the writing on the clasp of my necklace. It’s the oldest thing I’ve got – even older than the ship – and I’ve worn it for fifteen years. 
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I’m getting nowhere, again, when one of the robots peels away from the group and rolls towards me. Its spine extends up from its boxy base. The half-ring projector shimmers. A narrow face appears.


“ALIYA ELASRA!” it bellows. “ATTEND ME IMMEDIATELY!” 


I drop the sour-apple in surprise. The robot just sits there, unhelpful and unimpressed, as I scramble down from my rock to pick it up. It’s dusty now.


“Professor?” I fluster. “That’s you?”


“Who else would it be, Aliya?” the robot yells back without expression. “This is important! Do not keep me waiting!”


I tie up my notebook and stuff it into my shoulder bag. I haven’t stopped to think and already I’m obeying. “What’s the problem, Professor? What’s so urgent? If this is about Huang...” 


The robot’s voice switches to a more gentle drone. “The sender did not provide that information.” 


I pause for breath. “Did the sender provide any further information?” 


“Yes. Would you like me to summarise?”


I touch my forehead. “Please. Yes.” 


“She said to bring your ship, but she anticipated you would do this anyway. She stressed immediacy. She expected you would require convincing of this detail.” 


“Can you tell her I’m on my way?”


“Yes. Would you like me to convey anything else?”


“No.” To send a real message is an unnerving process. A robot squares up close to you and somehow you’re read. And while something gets communicated at the other end, you never quite know what it will be. It’s not great if you need to watch your tongue. “Thank you.”


“I will convey your intent, Aliya Elasra of Iox.”


The robot’s base retreats and its face tucks itself away. It resumes its duties and a moment later I can’t tell which robot it was.


The Nightingale herself is grounded behind a small stand of trees where it won’t attract too much notice from the local children. I dawdle as I climb to the spot. I’m not exactly in a hurry to leave, despite Myari’s urgency. I enjoy the smells of Elboreth; I enjoy the songs the farmers sing; I enjoy the bustle that echoes down from the Citadel above. This moon isn’t my home any more – I have no place to sleep, and no good friends to bunk up with – but it had been home before, and that had been for a long time. There’s still a comfort in being a stranger in a familiar place. And the thought that right now, a robot is rolling towards Myari’s office to shriek back at her is only a small payback for being summoned like a servant. 


A worker steps aside for me, bowing his head. “Mykis.” The metal bangle on his wrist bangs against the side of the water drum he’s carrying. Sweat encircles his brow. The sinews of his upper arms are sticking out, criss-crossing his river-tanned skin like ivy on stone. 


“Don’t…” I’m a little breathless from the slope. “... Don’t call me that.” 


But he’s already gone. 


I reach the ship. The outer hatch is unlocked using a refraction from the amber jewel in my necklace, but it can be tricky to get enough light to reach the eye within the cabin, especially when the light overhead has dimmed, as it periodically does. I don’t try very hard, but eventually I get it. Whatever ancient mechanism holds the ship fast relaxes. The hatch ropes spool open and I clamber aboard, patting the bulkhead as I enter.


“Thanks, ship.” 


The ancient joists don’t answer. I winch the hatch shut by hand.
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To land on Elboreth, one stows the sheets and plunges through the water to the dirt below. To return to the water one scrapes forward across the ground using the rear paddles (heavy, clunky things operated by hand-cranks that leave me as sweaty as the water-bearer had been) – until an up-river catches you and lifts the ship back into the waters.


The port above Iox is different. From a plain on the moon’s surface, five pillars of ceramic-clad stone rise up to the river above. These pillars taper to be wide but thin, and together they make a pentagonal space in the water where the flow is becalmed. A ship, entering at one of the open corners, can drift to a rough halt within. Magnetic grapples from the pillars then stick to plates on the hull and draw the ship down to the landing bay on the moon below, where a gang of people are waiting with a rolling platform to take the boat and stow it in a hangar. A single robot oversees the whole process. 


These towers are called the Gates of Iox, but throughout the Nebula they are referred to as her “Jaws,” because they’re a great mouth that opens wide to eat the food that other moons toss in. The structures are ancient and impossibly large; they dwarf the other buildings down here. I don’t think anyone could build them now, and they wouldn’t know how to repair them if they fell over. Nowhere else in the Nebula have I seen anything even slightly like them in scope or size or ambition. 


But without them Iox would be inaccessible. The viable surface of the moon is a single wide, inward crater that provides no edges for a drop-launch, and there are no up-rivers here. I don’t know how or why the Jaws were built but the question doesn’t trouble most Ioxians – the Gates, like the Ioxians themselves, are here, so they must have always been here. Nothing else, they explain, makes any sense. That’s as much thinking as they do about it.


I step out through the hatch while the dockers are still roping the platform to the hangar winch, and I drop down to the bay floor. One of the dockers that I know, Ozyek, waves a hand. “Shall I clean her? She looks like she has been dragged through a trough.” 


“You leave her alone,” I call back. “If you touch her, I will know!” 


He’s a strong man, older than me, and he glows with an inner light that I wasn’t born with. He laughs a big laugh and it echoes around the chamber. None of the other workers so much as turn their heads. 


“One day, Aliya, you will allow me aboard this fine ship of yours, to better understand its secrets. I am quite sure it sails more swiftly than any of the others...” 


“It does,” I reply. “But if you learn how it works, then the boats of Iox would be able to catch me.” 


He grins and nods. We often play this way, although I doubt anyone else from the University does.


“No one has caught you yet, Aliya Elasra.”


He makes a slight gesture with his fingers towards the presence of the headscarf that marks me out as childless. I roll my eyes in reply. 


“We can have this chat another time, Ozyek. I’m late.”


“You are. I know! The Lady herself came to stand just where you’re standing now, and demanded that I make your ship appear overhead.”


“And did you?”


“Not fast enough. She went back inside, twice as hot as she came.”


“... Do you know what’s going on?”


“No, I don’t.” Ozyek shakes his head. “But I know it’s only you she’s waiting for, and only she who is waiting. Master Huang was here asking after you as well, but no more urgently than usual. He had no idea you were due.”


“... Did you tell him?” 


Ozyek leaves me hanging for a moment before he replies. “I did not, Aliya Elasra. I am not kept informed of the comings and goings of the scholars...” He beams with conspiratorial pride. “But he was carrying a book. He said he had something to show you that you would like.”


“I’ll see if I can find him after I’ve seen the Lady, perhaps.” 


“You are too kind,” Ozyek answers, quite seriously. “Good faith to you, Aliya of the Nightingale.”


“Good faith, Ozyek of the Jaws.” 


The other workers have hooked the ropes to the pulleys now; Ozyek returns to his gang to turn the capstan. The Nightingale is drawn away into a hangar where, I know, Ozyek will soap the glass of the dome and scrape away the river-algae, because no matter what I threaten him with, he always does it anyway.
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Myari is pacing her room as I enter the lower courtyard. She passes in and out of view of the windows, pausing sometimes on the balcony to stare out. She’s looking for me. For a while I skulk in the shadows of a lower colonnade and watch her turn in circles. I’m trying to work out what I’ve done wrong this time. 


Professor Myari is the leader of the University, the preeminent Educator of the Loop Temple, and – ever since she pulled me from the orphanage on Elboreth aged fifteen – the only mother I have ever known. In all three roles she is my confidant and superior. I am so firmly in her shadow that I have to sail to see the light. So when she summons me I run to her side as fast as possible and at the same time, I find myself looking for any way to escape. 


I have always considered myself to be brave. As a child, I was the one who persuaded Oroi to scale the orphanage walls and race through the Catkis streets at night; I was the one who explored the lower chambers under the Council building and uncovered the Nightingale; I was the one who laid my arms on the armatures and fell, alone, into the waters over Elboreth. But somehow Myari pares away my courage like she’s using a fruit knife to reveal the flesh beneath. She’s always been able to do this. She claims it’s a part of our connection. And we are linked, though I don’t understand how or why. 


She comes to the balcony again and spots me. I think she considers lifting a hand, decides against it, folds her arms into her sleeves, and returns inside to wait. A few moments later a robot rolls up to where I’m hiding. All robots look the same to me, but this one is maybe a little cleaner than the one I spoke to on Elboreth.


“Mistress Aliya Elasra?” 


“Myari sent you, I suppose?” 


“Yes, Mistress.”


“Another message?”


“No, Mistress, except that she was most insistent you accompany me.”


The robot turns and begins to return across the plaza, utterly confident that I’ll follow. I do. In fact, I hurry to keep up.


“Did she say why she wanted to see me?” 


“No. The Professor only said it was most urgent.”


“But I’ve done something wrong?”  


“If you have, Mistress, she did not trouble herself to inform me what it was.” 


“That’s not a ‘no.’” 


“Indeed it is not, Mistress.” The robot shifts aside to take the ramp that runs up one side of the wide staircase. “In my opinion, she is very upset, but not primarily with you.” 


“Really?”


“Indeed. She was upset before she considered calling on you.” 


“You’ve been with her all morning?” 


“... This way, please, Mistress.”


We reach the second level, a raised walkway that runs around the edge of the central space below. From here you can look down at the idling scholars in close discussion with each other and contemplate the plaza’s great tree, if you wanted to do that. The Tree of Knowledge is said to be the only thing on Iox which grows and grows, while all around loops and begins anew as the Nebula follows its great cycle. I described this mystery to Oroi once, and she replied with her usual methodical cool that to build a truth one requires a truth, but to build a lie, you need a central contradiction. Oroi has broken enough stuff in her life not to believe in the Loop.


Myari’s office lies at the far end of the walkway. Other passageways branch off to other rooms, other corridors and other plazas, but not to any more trees. Iox is a cold maze of stone stairs and doors, greyly lit by the lazy river overhead. No one runs here. No one raises their voice. The children have a lower level all to themselves.


I follow a step behind the robot even though I know the way. I feel like a student following a teacher to an exam. When reach Myari, she is at her balcony, with her back to me. 


“Aliya, my dear. Come in.” 


“I got your message,” I reply, entering quickly. The Professor’s room is cold and impersonal, with only a few decorations and personal effects. Her table is always stacked with papers; her pen hangs in its stand draining ink back into a clay well; the low table by the bookcase usually holds a samovar. A brass sextant I found in the Silk Pass sits on a small, isolated shelf; I think it reminds her of me. The robot positions itself in a corner and falls silent. “I came as fast as I could.” 


“You don’t need to flatter me, Aliya.” She turns and glides over, her long robe hiding her footsteps. Myari has a dancer’s grace, though I can’t imagine her ever making any kind of spectacle of herself. “It is always good to see you.” She leans in and kisses my cheek. “You were scavenging wrecks in the Wires again?” 


“I was on Elboreth.” 


“Oh.” Myari looks a little disappointed. “What do you find there that you cannot find here?”


“There’s more people on Elboreth,” I answer, not adding, and they don’t all look at me.


“There are more people here than I think you realise,” Myari replies. “But I did not summon you to scold you. Aliya. I…” She smiles weakly. “I find that I need your help.” 


“My help?” I try to remember a time when Myari has asked for anyone’s help, let alone mine, and come up with nothing. “Of course. If I can.”


“Here.” She takes one hand from her sleeve. She’s holding a small metal object. “Tell me what you make of this.”


I take it respectfully, and trace my fingertip around the outline of the metal. A single-wing design, with a smoothly arched lower edge and splayed finger-like feathers jagged above. At the shoulder point is a jewel of some purple glass I don’t recognise. It’s about the same size as the gem in my necklace, the one Myari gave me so many years ago, but the shade and setting are quite different. “It’s old. Early Empire. The design is the Eagle and Sun. It was worn as a brooch, but the pin’s been lost. You could buy a rug with it, or maybe a cat.” 


I offer it back.


“Thank you, Aliya.” She sounds impatient. “I didn’t call you halfway across the Nebula to barter with you. Turn it over.”


I do so. On the reverse, delicately cut into the metal, is a line of looping symbols. Ancient. 
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For a moment I’m lost, imagining the tip of the sculptor’s knife picking at the metal while it’s still soft, before it’s fully cooled. A delicate hand and a fluent eye. Now, hundreds of years later, they’re still here, even though both the maker’s hand and the meaning are long gone.


Myari’s voice lifts me from my thoughts. “Well?”


“The first word is a bit like the word for Goddess. I know that one. But it isn’t the same. The second is similar, too, but more complicated. You see the tall glyph, the one that’s repeated three times? I think that glyph represents a body. Two legs, with a loop for a head. Let’s say it does. Then the second word starts with a body and ends with a God-body. Or perhaps it’s the other way round. Whatever. It’s a connection, between those above and those below.”


“Anything else?”


“Maybe… The whole phrase looks like a rhyme. Repeated ideas with an internal rhythm. Emphasis. So the result might be an overstatement or a self-reference. The highest height. Uniquely special. Something like that.”


“The Loop Eternal.”


“Exactly. But it’s not that. There are no Gods in your Loop, after all.” 


“There are no Gods anywhere, Aliya, as you well know,” Myari answers firmly.


“Not anymore, no,” I riposte. “Anyway, if I had to guess, I would guess holy priest. The priest connecting the body and the Godly-body; the holy encompassing the concept of Godliness. Strange thing to write on an Empire piece, but there it is.”


I hold the brooch out once more but Myari closes my fingers tightly around it. Then her bony hand withdraws, disappearing into her sleeve.


“I was sent this by one of the researchers here. A man named Janniqi Renba. Did you know him?”


“No. Don’t think so.” 


“You have met him multiple times, Aliya. I am quite sure of it.”


I shrug. “If you say so.”


“You have, but you do not remember. A shame. He is a good man. He is my friend.”


“If this was a gift from a friend, Professor, then surely…”


“It is not some love token from an admirer, Aliya. Please be sensible and put such childish ideas away. Renba is an Ioxian, through and through. He is a clear thinker. A devotee of the constancy of the Loop.”


I stick the brooch into my bag. 


“I can’t imagine why I don’t remember him, then.” 


“Don’t be flippant. He has disappeared, Aliya. I believe it to be a serious matter. A few weeks ago he told me he was sailing to Maersi, a farming moon beyond the Spiral. Have you ever been there?”


“I’ve been close.” Aboard my ship, tossed into a crate somewhere, I’ve got a one-eyed wooden statuette from the Verdant Pass, the river that runs past Maersi. I haven’t looked at it in years. I should find that statue, I think. I should get her out, dust her down and show her a bit of respect.


“Maersi is renowned for rice and for pigs,” Myari continues. “There is nothing else of interest about it. Renba did not tell me why he was going there or when he would come back. He has not come back.” 


“So he’s probably still there. Have you tried calling him?” 


“Not everyone is forced to travel with a robot to guard them against their own foolishness, my dear. But robots do visit Maersi to collect tithe and they have not seen him. He has disappeared, and apart from this brooch – there is no trace.” 


“... And you want me to find him? Me?”  


“Finding lost things, Aliya. Isn’t that what you do?” 


Her temperature is rising stiffly. So is mine. I resent her using me like a tool, but she believes I don’t take her seriously and so she belittles me in turn. Both of us want the other’s respect so deeply we always seem to lose it as quickly as possible.


“I’m a researcher, Professor, not a hunting dog.”


“Don’t call me Professor. My name is Lexi. Call me that, at least, if you won’t call me… what I would rather you would call me.” She turns away to the window. For a moment I think she might cry, but no; the courses of Myari’s face have been dry for years. “He’s my friend, Aliya. I honestly don’t know if you really understand what that means. Please. I want him to come home safe.”


“But why me?”


“Who else is there? Please. I am the leader of this University. I hold the knowledge of all the Nebula and its light in my heart and mind. I cannot go sailing the rivers looking for lost professors, even when they are my friends. But you can.”


“I won’t find him.”


“I certainly will not. You may.”


“Oh, very well.” We both knew I was going to agree before I came in. “I’ll see what I can dig up.” 


“Aliya!” 


“I’m sorry. I mean… I’ll do what I can.”


“Thank you.” She relaxes visibly. “And take the robot with you. You’ll need it.”


“What robot?”


“The one behind you, obviously. Robot, you are now assigned to Aliya Elasra as your secondary user. Please confirm.” 


The robot rolls forward. Robots never seem to take any time to react. They must be constantly tense, always poised. 


“Thank you, Professor. I welcome you, Aliya Elasra.”


“Really? Do I have to?”


The Professor does not turn around. “Yes.”


I glare at the thing with resentment. “Why?”


“Just do what I tell you, Aliya, and stop asking questions with meaningless answers.” 


I wait a moment more, wondering if she’s going to look at me again, but she doesn’t. She gazes out of her window, across the plaza and the branching mysteries of the Tree that grows and grows without producing its own acorn. Once upon a time I would have gone over to her and apologised, or tried to interest her in some recent finding. These days, I don’t try. Her anger has become her anchor: however much leeway she gives herself, she always circles back to it. 


“I’ll let you know what I find.” Still nothing. “Come on, then, robot.” 


“Yes, Mistress. And may I say how delighted I am to be accompanying you?” I stride onto the walkway, but the robot keeps pace without effort. “You have, I take it, sailed with robots before?”


“Yes. Which reminds me, I’m giving you a name. I give all my robots names. I’m going to call you Six.”


“Very good, Mistress.”


“Aren’t you going to ask why your name is Six?” 


“No, Mistress. It is my understanding that names are insignificant identifiers with no more intrinsic meaning than any other noun. Such as ‘soup pot’.”


“That’s a bad example. A soup pot is a pot for holding soup.”


“But soup could equally be called oil, and a pot could be called a hat, and then a soup pot would be an oil hat and you would still heat your soup in it.”


The thing is babbling. I ignore it.
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The Book of Flows and Motion,  The Chronicles of Mazwai, untranslated


 


 


In the plaza below, I take out the brooch again. I hadn’t wanted Myari to see how much it interested me. I don’t want her to know she’s given me yet another delightful gift. But the truth is, it’s a wonderful piece. The etched script is clearer than most I’ve seen and I love the playful repetition in the characters. 
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I’d suggested holy priest, but my opinion’s shifted already. In the second word, the small hook mark breaks the word for God in an unlikely way, suggesting that the true phrase divides itself up quite differently. Not a God’s-person, but more like a person-of-some-Godhood. Not a priest but a person-divine. I can’t think of an Ioxian word for that, but the idea’s compelling. Priests are those who claim to speak for the Gods, but only someone truly powerful can claim to be a God themselves. 


Who in the Early Empire had enjoyed such power? 


Holy Emperor.


I trace my fingers over the markings once more, with some confidence. Even so, I have a feeling there’s more here that I haven’t yet seen. My understanding of Ancient is like looking at a huge painting by the light of a tiny fragment of riverglass: from a distance there are patterns and a sense of a shape, but whenever I move forward to look in detail the wider picture is lost in darkness.  


What even was a God to the people who carved these symbols? The whole concept of a deity seems to be wrapped up in that single, hooked glyph, e , that in turn resembles the stick-figure I think of as a person. Was a God less than a person, then? Or was it some core component, perhaps the part that returns to the rivers when you die, and comes back when it is time?


“Mistress? What are you doing?”


I cover the brooch with my fingers.


“Nothing.” 


“You were not talking to me?” 


I have been mouthing words, God-person, person-of-God, trying out meanings, trying to hear in my own voice some echo of truth. 


“No.”  


“We are going to your ship?”


“How do you know I have a ship?”


“Professor Myari asked you to sail to Maersi to find her friend. Without a ship, that would not be possible. On a standard transport, you would not be sailing. In short, you have a ship.”


“You like puzzles, don’t you, robot?” 


“I am merely understanding what I hear. What else do you do?”


“I make things up as I go,” I reply, tossing the brooch of the holy Emperor back into my bag like it was a pretty pebble and then drawing the string. “Follow me.”

H


Huang is lying in wait by the entrance to the dock. He waves first, then runs over to me, then calls my name in case I don’t notice him running. When Huang runs it is like all four of his limbs are holding a competition to see which one can be the last to arrive. They flail about like ribbons in a wind. I go over to meet him only to make it stop before he falls over. 


“I didn’t know you were back,” he begins, breathlessly, obviously lying. “I was just reading and I looked up to rest my eyes, and there you were.” 


I attempt to smile nicely – Myari is always telling me to at least smile at the boy – but I can’t do it convincingly. “I’m not staying,” I say. “I have to sail.” 


“Oh.” If he tries to hide his disappointment he does it badly. “I found an interesting story in Mazwai today, I wanted to share it with you. A woman loses her daughter in the forest but finds a doll, and takes it home...”


“Another time, maybe.” 


“As you say.” He turns, no longer blocking my path. He’s now firmly escorting me to the port. The robot rolls along behind and its holographic features are definitely smirking.  “Where are you going, then? Renaki?” 


“Why Renaki?” I ask.


“No reason. Is that where you’re going?”


“No. Maersi.”


“Oh.” Huang frowns, then pushes his spectacles back up his nose. “There aren’t any books on Maersi, it’s too wet. Paper doesn’t survive on the wetter moons. That’s why the wetter places are more backward.” 


“I’m not looking for books.” And, I think, you’re not coming. “I’m looking for someone. Do you know Janniqi Renba?”


“Oh. I see.” Huang looks suddenly quiet, which is enough to make me stop. 


“Why did you say it like that?”


“Oh, you know. Renba has something of a …. Well. He’s a decent man, I think, deep down.”


“But?”


Huang shrugs and adds nothing more. 


“Huang? Professor Myari told me that … well, he’s gone missing. She’s sending me to go and find him, if I can.”


“Myari wants him?”


“That’s right.”


Huang nods, satisfied by some chain of reasoning I can’t see. He looks at me and his smile breaks out again. “Myari and Renba are lovers. Everyone knows it. He’s devout to the Loop and so’s she; and she’s old, but she’s not that old. They’re always organising meetings, and going down to the lower levels together. That kind of thing. They say their hands met on a chisel as they broke ground on a robot.” 


I scowl. “Only now he’s run away, and so she’s sending me to get him back for her. One dog to get another.” The first thing Myari had said to me was “I need your help,” and foolishly and quite without realising it, of course, I’d believed her. 


“He’s that kind of man. That’s what they say,” Huang continues. “No household, lots of places to sleep. But I’m sure you’ll find him. He’s easy to spot. He’s always got a robot or two in tow. Carrying his bags.” 


“Myari said he didn’t have a robot.”


“That would be strange. He’s a roboticist. Can you be a roboticist without a robot? It’d be like being a librarian without a library.” 


“You’re not in your library, Huang, so what are you now?”


Huang chuckles, and it’s such a simple, happy sound that I almost forgive him for ambushing me. “I’m just a book lover talking to another book lover. Oh, here. There was something else I wanted to show you, and this you’ll definitely want to see.”


Without waiting for permission, he flips open the book he’s holding. It’s a Mazwai, as most of the books on Iox are. The Chronicles of Mazwai is the only book that survived the Fall, but even then, it didn’t survive in one piece, but rather in a thousand conflicting pieces. The librarians, Huang included, are forever attempting to stitch them back together into a single whole, as though repairing a shattered tiling from its fragments. The library houses copy after copy, each with differing elisions, redactions, and revisions, and different mixtures of Ancient and modern translation. 


He scrolls down with his finger to a line. “Here.”
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“I’ve cross-referenced our various translations. They all disagree, of course,” he says. “Someone buries the rebels. Or banishes them. Or murders them.” 


“Emperor,” I reply, a little smugly. “But there’s no way to know the rest. You’re guessing.”


Huang is the only person in the Nebula who is as good at reading Ancient as me. He is quite possibly better. He is also infuriating – an intuitive thinker, inclined to wild guesses and fanciful speculation. His conclusions lack order or justification. He treats coincidence as evidence and ideas as argument. In short, Huang is a true believer. 


“You’re right. The first word is Emperor. Person who gains the state of a God as applied to the people.”


“Yes.” I stare at him. “Exactly.” 


“And I wasn’t completely guessing about the last word. It’s some kind of person who is not a person. A rebel, a robot, a slave… something like that.”


“And the middle word? Go on. What’s your logic there?”


“Well,” and then Huang grins, and slams the book shut before he can lose too much face. “The Emperor would do something terrible to robot rebel slaves, don’t you think?” 


“We’ll come back to it,” I promise. We’ve reached the entrance to the dock, and I’m intending to leave Huang here before he asks to look at the books aboard my ship. Huang has never sailed with me and he never will: he would turn green (probably purple) before we had the sails fully unfurled. 


“There are thousands of lines like this in Mazwai,” Huang muses. “Thousands, Aliya. We’re on the edge of a full understanding. A few more breakthroughs and we’ll be able to read it all. Everything that led up to the Fall. Everything that’s going to come.” 


On Iox, they believe that when a person dies, their essence returns to the rivers and flows there until the time comes to be reborn. On Iox, they believe everyone has lived a thousand lives, but also that each of those lives has been the same. For just as the rivers run on an endless loop around the braided pathways of the Nebula, so do we. On Iox, every end must be connected into every beginning; every change must contain the seeds of its own reversal. This is holy.


Thus on Iox, nothing bad will ever happen, because nothing can happen. Which is why things like the disappearance of Janniqi Renba are not supposed to be possible. 


“Huang… What happened before isn’t going to come again. There’s no reason it should. There’s not going to be another Fall.”


I’m expecting him to flinch but he only smiles, in a kindly way, and puts his hand on my arm as though he’s my elder and not a boy who’s followed me to the door. 


“We’ll come back to that too, Aliya,” he says. “One day you’ll see the sense of it. The Loop sustains us all. Good faith to you.”


“Good faith, Huang.” 


I push open the door and step out into the booming, echoing spaciousness below the Jaws. The robot rolls after me, and then the door mercifully closes.


“He seems most keen on your opinion, Mistress,” the robot observes. 


“I don’t think that’s all he’s keen on.” 


“He is of a similar age to you?” 


“And somehow, I’m a lot older. Growing up on Elboreth will do that.”


I wave a hand to one of the dockers to start winching out my ship. Ozyek is nowhere to be seen: he must have finished his shift, or else he’s inside the Nightingale right now drawing hasty diagrams of the winch-work.


“I understand. You feel he is incompletely formed.”


“That’s a great way of putting it.”


“That will be why he is keen on having your opinion, Mistress,” the robot concludes. 


The Nightingale rolls into place in the centre of the dock. Overhead, the river runs so huge and close that you can feel the falling spray. It is so bright that you cannot look up without shading your eyes. Here it is the work of a moment to refract enough light through my necklace to greet the eye inside. The hatch falls open with delight. “Come on, Six. And stop answering back.” 


“I am not answering back, Mistress, I am merely pointing out the most plausible interpretation of the evidence I encounter…”


We go aboard, the hatch shuts behind us, and the grapples of the great Jaws lift us up into the water. 
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The robot’s impassive eyes follow me as I traverse the length of the cabin. I feel the gaze but of course the eyes aren’t really there: the thing’s entire head is nothing but a fabrication of curved light that flickers with the same slow ebb and sudden flare as the riverlight coming in through the portholes. At least the ship itself is real; my hands hold the rope overhead and its fibres are as rough and scarred and woven as my palms. 


That might be why I love the Nightingale so much. It ages but it endures. The robots don’t age: they observe, compute, and roll around on their treads like lemons tipped from a crate. People, meanwhile, don’t endure. We start to fade from the moment we are born, until we have left nothing but our footprints behind.


“Mistress?” the robot says.


“... Don’t talk unless I talk to you first.” 


“But Mistress, the ship is untethered…” 


“I know.” 


Hand over hand, I make my way into the front compartment, stepping over the wooden sill that prevents the robot from following. It rolls as far as it can anyway, still watching. This is my sixth robot, but I still don’t know where in the cantilevered metal chassis the eyes – the real ones – actually are. They’re in there somewhere. I wonder how many there are.


“The ship is drifting, Mistress. There are rocks and other hazards...”


“Do you want to sail it?” I cut in.


“... I do not believe I know how.” 


“Then let me handle it.” 


The robot is correct, of course. The river is pulling at the frame of the boat even though the sails are furled away. Eventually we’ll gutter or crash into a rock. If we’re really unlucky we’ll flip over entirely and I’ll be walking around on the ceiling while I yank at the sheets to right us again. That happened to me once and it took a week to put all the books back on the shelves.


But for the moment we’re in a lull. There’s time enough to find what I’m looking for.


“Here she is.” 


“Mistress?” 


From the bottom of an old box, under a rolled-up rug, from within a clutter of belt buckles, brooch-pins, hair spikes, and short knives I haven’t yet dated, I lift a small wooden sculpture. A Goddess. This one has an octagonal halo. Her body is fulsome and round. She has a single eye in her face and no feet. 


I clamber back out, careful to step around the collection of swords and the folios of ancient paper. 


“Here. Look. Carved on the back. Have you seen Ancient before, robot?”

qgd aye


The machine pauses. Perhaps it is looking the object over. Scanning it somehow. 


“I have heard mention of Ancient, but no, before today, I have never seen it. I have never left the surface of Iox until this moment.” 


“There’s not much Ancient left on Iox, except in the books. But the further out you go, the more you see.”


“... And you can read it, Mistress?” 


“Yes. No. Well… a little. There’s always more. This one, I think, is telling me the name of the Goddess. That first word indicates water, perhaps, or life. The two flowing lines represent a river. The second you find on all pre-Empire deities. God, or Goddess, or something that means the same.” 


“So you cannot read it.” 


I had been holding the statue out; now I take it back. 


“I just read it to you.”


“You did not. You have not deduced anything significant from the glyphs themselves, Mistress, only from the object in your hand. Your argument is based on context and not intrinsic meaning. It could equally well say ‘made by a carpenter,’ or ‘do not eat.’”


“I’ve seen that second word carved in stone.” 


“It is my understanding, Mistress, that people do not eat stone either.” The robot processes a moment longer. “Where did you uncover this piece?”


“Maybe I won’t tell you.”


“It was near Maersi, I think, but not on Maersi?”


“How did you know that?”


“Please, Mistress. Tell me where you found it, as precisely as you can.”


“I dredged it. Six or seven years ago. From the waters of the Verdant Pass. I think it was carved on Maersi. I’ve never been there, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there was an active water cult. I hear it’s a floating village.” 


“It is not. Robots carry tithe to Iox from Maersi and robots cannot swim. Nonetheless, I concur with your analysis, Mistress.”


“You do, do you?” I turn away from the machine and set the little statue down on my desk, facing her away so she can watch through the porthole as we take her home. 


“The sculpture was on Maersi for some considerable time. The unique curvature of the rivers in any given location creates an individual radiation signature which objects acquire over time. Had this sculpture washed up in that region from elsewhere the substructural ionisation would not match Maersi’s signature. But it does.”


In a metal cup on my desk I have a few flowers picked on my last trip home. I lay a couple by the Goddess’ feet, then touch my forehead in the centre. 


“And you can just see that, can you?” I ask.


“Indeed, Mistress.”


I’ve finished making my little shrine so I move over to the ladder. The robot rolls back to let me pass.  


“None of my other robots could see anything like that.”


“That seems unlikely. Perhaps they simply did not tell you.”


“What?” I look over sharply but the robot’s expression tells me nothing. It’s unchanged. Its head is angled almost towards me, but is slightly off. It neither blinks nor smiles. Whatever computations have led it to that strange remark, they’ve happened somewhere low down inside the robot’s base unit, or within the articulated spine which holds up the head’s projector hoop. “That’s not possible. Robots don’t lie.” 


“Indeed. They cannot, Mistress.” 


My hands are on the ladder but I’m not going up.


“So what are you suggesting?”


“I am not suggesting anything, Mistress. I am providing an explanation for the available facts that carries a higher probability than the explanation you offered. Robots do not have differing capabilities, therefore my predecessors must have detected and deduced the origins of the artefacts you uncovered. If they did not tell you this, they must have thought it incorrect to say.” The machine pauses. “Perhaps they did not like sailing either.”


“We haven’t started sailing yet. We’re still drifting.” 


“If you could promptly rectify that, Mistress, I would appreciate it. The risk of collision is causing suffering within my Ethical Core.” 


“I don’t want you to suffer,” I reply, and I realise with some surprise that I’m not being sarcastic. Perhaps I’m softening to these machines. Perhaps I’m lonely, the way that Oroi and Myari always say I am. Or perhaps there’s something different about this one. Had Myari been hinting that there was? Certainly none of the others have ever called me Mistress. 


While I puzzle over this, I climb the ladder into the cockpit of the Nightingale. The ship is roughly bird-shaped: a slender body with two wide canvas-sailed wings on either side. The cockpit is a dome of tough glass set into the ‘shoulders’, in between the ship’s booms. The ropes that furl the mainsails run along these booms before entering the ship through narrow metal eyes; inside they are twisted around an iron cleat at the front that holds them fast while the ship is docked. It takes a single quick movement to release the tension and then I’m holding the force of the river in just one hand, before I hook the ropes into the wooden armatures left and right that are used to actually sail the ship. Each armature has a handle and a shallow, bowl-like socket. I lay my elbows into the sockets and grasp the handles. 


This is, I think, how the pilot is supposed to sail: standing on whatever rung of the cabin-ladder suits their height, looking ahead through the glass of the dome, and operating the two wooden armatures on either side with the strength of their upper arms and shoulders. We call it sailing but it’s more like donning a winged wooden suit and flying. The movements of my arms are translated through pulleys to the booms; the twists of my wrists on the handles tighten and relax the sails to catch the currents and avoid eddies. And the water itself responds, rushing by and tugging at the canvas and chuckling. I feel its liveliness in the small of my back. 


Myari keeps hoping to persuade me to exchange the Nightingale for a more common transport; the kind piloted by a robot. She’s concerned I’m going to break my neck one day. “Why not tie yourself onto a table and jump off a rooftop, Aliya?” I’ve invited her to sail with me but she’s much too holy for it. For her, as for most Ioxians, the rivers are these sacred hallways through which the living aren’t supposed to walk. They believe the robots sail without disturbing the dead from their watery circuits because the robots have no life in them. Every time I come back she asks me the same thing: did you lose anything of yourself out there? 


There’s a gentle whirr from below as the robot folds itself away. They only raise their flickering heads when there is someone to talk to; otherwise they prefer to be sealed boxes on wheels. The arms – which extend sideways from the base of the spine and end in two useless holographic hands – can still be deployed from this folded state, sticking upwards and wiggling around like the antennae of an insect.


“Six? Move to the back of the cabin, please. I don’t like you standing below me while I can’t see you.” 


“As you wish, Mistress.” 


Wheels purr, then halt. I think it’s parked itself under the hammock. I try to put its uncanny presence out of my mind and concentrate on the flow around me. The rivers here above Iox are wide and empty: there’s no danger of rocks, really, and one can drift quite safely in the current until the first branch, where the faster waters of Silk Pass begin. From there, the route to Maersi heads awaywards, breaking into narrower streams that wind and climb between massive rock spires, like threads wound around upraised fingers. Fragments of rock litter the water here and if you hit one you know about it: the shock passes up the wings via the armatures and into your spine. A gentle clip can help you pay attention; a heavy collision can leave you gasping like you’ve been knocked in the teeth. I’ve had plenty of both, of course. The glass dome sits only a little distance above the waterline so as the rivers buck and bend you can only see a little way ahead. Sometimes you submerge entirely and there is nothing but dazzling ice and ghost-glare until the boat rights itself once more. Sometimes you have to sail by instinct, or simply by luck. But, as one translation of Mazwai puts it, to sail is divine.


I drop the sails with a practised flick of the wrist and the Nightingale takes flight.
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There is a saying as old as the Nebula itself: the waters join us and divide us.


To be divided is to be separated, but also to be positioned – so many here, so many there. Each of us says of ourselves, “I am of this place” – meaning, I was born below this river. 


The rivers are truly miraculous: they are paths and yet they are also boundaries! Thus there is no difference between joining and dividing. Each is an aspect of the other. 


To sail this boundary, then, is divine.



The Book of Flows and Motion, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi


 


 


“What made you think of a soup pot?” I ask, as I pick my way through the grasping mud. Maersi is so rich, it seems, that water simply oozes out of the ground. Six rolls along behind, splattering a trench as it goes. 


“Mistress?”


The Nightingale is settled on a rocky shelf behind us near an easy drop back into the rivers. There is space for three or four ships, but Six assures me none are due. There should be no Ioxians here and no robots. If Renba is here, then, he’s stranded. Which hopefully will make him easy to find, because although this moon is undeveloped it is huge, painted by a giant with a giant’s paintbrush. The path from the landing bay snakes up towards a ring of mountains, which hold the moon’s riches as though in a bowl, and it’s a longer climb to the pass than from the landing bay in Elboreth to the top of the Citadel. 


“When we were arguing in the port on Iox about names.” I clamber over loose stones and boulders, while the robot loops around but doesn’t seem to ever fall behind. “You gave the example... of a soup pot. I wondered... why you chose it.”


“Ah, I follow. It was because Professor Myari had a soup pot in her room.”


“What? Oh. No... That was a samovar.” I’m short of breath: my lungs are beginning to empty and not refill. I wonder as I climb if Myari knew what this place was like before she sent me here.  “It’s for… heating tea.” 


“That is my mistake then, I am sure.”


I’m trying to imagine Myari climbing through this mud – but even in my mind’s eye she’s untouchable; gliding up the slope, feet invisible, gaze fixed straight ahead. Moving on the world rather than through it. Moving like a robot. 


“But you… still haven’t answered my question. Why pick … a soup pot?”


“I felt the example had the right balance between the specific and the generic, Mistress. It was specific enough to be easily remembered, but generic enough that it did not appear irrelevant.”


“So you had a reason. You… always have a reason… for what you say.”


“Of course.”


I pause for a moment. My cheeks are hot. “And do you always… know what that… reason… is?”


“No. But it can usually be deduced.”


I should be waiting for my breath to come back, but instead I’m wasting it arguing with a machine. “So robots… are entirely… rational?”


“All sentience is rational, Mistress. This is true by construction.”


“People are emotional, Six. Not rational. They do things… because of how they feel, not because they make sense.” Like coming here to please Myari, I’m thinking. Like answering when she calls. 


“Emotions are also rational, Mistress. Their root causes and effects can be deduced, inferred and predicted.” 


“You sound… quite certain.”


“If I sound correct, Mistress, then there is a reason for that.”


The path is close now to the sheerest of rock faces, which rises from the ground like an up-river of stone. It’s only on the last bend that the face reveals itself to be sliced open by a narrow fissure. The pass is almost too tight for the robot. The mud within pools ankle-deep… but we are soon through and on the other side of the mountains. There had been a breeze; now the air’s still. This has the feel of a sacred place. This is the plain of Maersi.


I stop, crouching low and leaning on my knees, drawing in slow, rubbish lungfuls, trying to fill the empty hole in my chest that the climb has left me with. Six comes to a halt beside me and waits.


“The ascent was hard for you, Mistress?”


“I’m fine. It’s… it’s nothing,” I lie.


The dizziness passes without me collapsing and I begin to notice the air. It’s wet through. It smells of mud, of putrefaction, of animals and manure, but all the same it feels rich and zesty, like a long drink of water after a meal of salted meat. The air on Elboreth is thin by comparison; the air on Iox is bone dry and stale. 


“Can you taste the air, Six? It’s incredible.”


“I do not breathe, but I am pleased for you all the same.” The robot rolls a short way ahead, perhaps scouting. “There is a small but not insignificant area of forest here, Mistress, below the lower terraces. The higher levels have been cleared and cultivated, and the various water courses diverted to better serve farming needs. The houses are clustered at the peak, presumably to avoid flooding. The population is around four hundred.”


“You can tell all that from down there?”


“I should add that there are error terms involved, and this is a statistical report, not a definitive one. But I expect that you do not care.”


I’ve straightened up. I’m starting to realise the robot will never shut up so long as it thinks it is supposed to be in charge. So I shoulder past it. 


“You’re right. I don’t.” There’s a narrow, boarded path that runs along the bank of a wide, open pool. In the distance I see a slope rising up to the first of the terraces. “This way.”


“Indeed it is, Mistress.”


The machine drops back and follows. Its tracks chew splinters from the boards as it moves.


We’re still climbing, but less steeply now. Maersi reveals itself in layers, first scrub, then rice paddies, then drying mats, baskets, frames. There’s rice everywhere, both growing in the earth and piled up in heaps and stacks, enough rice just lying about to feed a family on Elboreth for a month, and no one seems to be guarding it. And there are thieves here: stubby-legged pigs that nose around freely, happily eating whatever they want. 


“Iox takes its tithe from this place,” I remark. “But they give the pigs the first pick.” 


“Evidently so,” the robot agrees. 


There’s a stand of trees ahead, behind which something tall and stony looms. As we approach it I can’t help but smile, and I turn on the robot with some triumph. 


“Look at her. Recognise it?”


She stands tall; six or seven times my height. She has a single eye and her halo is octagonal. She’s got no legs or feet: her torso disappears like a tree-trunk into the ground. And except for her size, and a few details around the mouth, she is identical to the little wooden statue still sitting on my desk aboard the Nightingale. 


“A Goddess of the fields,” I declare. “Standing guard and blessing the harvest.”


“I am surprised Iox allows her to remain,” Six remarks. “I was under the impression the old beliefs were considered incompatible with the more modern view.”


“I doubt anyone from Iox ever comes here. Except Renba, anyway. And I don’t suppose the robots who collect the rice have reported it.”


“A curious theory,” Six replies. “I will have to report it myself and find out.”


“No, you won’t do that. Iox doesn’t need to know what Gods they have here. If it helps them grow their crops, they can keep it.”


“I do not have a duty to these people, or to Iox, Mistress,” the robot answers. “I merely have a duty to propagate truth.”  


“Whose truth?”


“Truth is shared. It is not owned by anyone. That is the defining nature of truth.”


The robot is leading the way again, heading towards a wooden bridge across an irrigation channel that leads to another upward slope. I turn aside, stepping off the boards and back into the mud.


“I’m going to look at the Goddess.”


“Why?”


“I haven’t seen a statue like this… ever, I think. You should see what they have on Elboreth.” 


“And Master Renba?”


“If he’s here, he’s fine. If he’s not, we won’t find him, will we?”


The statue gets less beautiful the closer I go. From afar it seems fashioned from deliberate lines and smooth, flowing curves: from nearby it’s pock-marked with holes and overgrown with a thick, sludgy kind of yellow moss I don’t want to touch. The details – her folded hands, gently tilted down; her lidless eye – are too high up to see. I scout around her base in the hope of finding an inscription, but as best I can tell the stone is unmarked. 


Six has found a route to join me, but it doesn’t roll up onto the wooden podium that encircles the base of the statue. “Do you admire it, Mistress?”


I nod, sketching in my notebook as I answer. “It’s amazing. A single block of stone, carved from a much, much larger piece. It’s too large to have been hauled into position, so it must have been cut out of the mountain itself. The rock was quarried back so that the statue would stand alone.”


“An intriguing theory, Mistress, but wrong.”


“Oh, really?” When was the last time a robot said anyone was wrong?


“Indeed,” Six continues, unabated. “The stone of the statue is not of the same composition as the stone of the mountains. Remarkable as it seems, this statue was carved elsewhere and brought here.”


“You’re sure?”


“There can be no error. The two stones are to my eyes… entirely different colours, so to speak.”


I’m still frowning at the machine. “Incredible.”


I turn back to the statue. Well, then. To whoever made this statue, this Goddess was something so profound, so significant, that they removed a piece of rock from a riverbank somewhere and set it down here. To bless their fields, perhaps? Did it seem, to the makers of this sculpture, a more impossible task to farm without such a guardian than it was to create this edifice? 


“How old is it, Six? It’s obviously pre-Empire, but how much older?”


“Approximately two thousand five hundred years old, Mistress.”


“You’re joking.”


“I do not joke, Mistress. Nor do I exaggerate, embellish, or dissemble. I propagate...”


“Truth, I know. It’s two thousand five hundred years old?”


“... There are error terms.”


“How big are these error terms?”


“Not so big that they would diminish your emotional reaction, Mistress.” 


I pause to put the information into context. Fifty lifetimes, a hundred generations. It’s both unimaginably long, and strangely short. I can imagine my mother, and her mother, and so on, standing in a line, each with a hand on their daughter’s shoulders: the line wouldn’t stretch across the field we’re in.


“You know,” I say, after a pause, “I think the reason Iox hasn’t taken down this statue is that it can’t think how to do it.”


“That is a convincing theory, Mistress. In that case, I will not report it. There is no advantage to humiliating one’s primary user.”


I step down from the podium to re-join my companion. 


“I’m glad you think so. Let’s see about the village.”
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We return to the boardwalk. The fields get busier the higher up we go: there are farmers, working in pairs to tend the plants, or spading the endless pools of rice into endless sacks to store in the endless line of warehouses that encircles the village. But no one’s approached us or even lifted a hand in greeting. 


“I don’t think they like Iox much around here.”


“It would be strange if they did, I think,” Six observes. “Technically, Maersi is a voluntary member of the Protectorate and has been since the Founding. It provides tithe to Iox in return for military protection and technology. But…”


“I don’t see much technology here that isn’t for growing rice,” I put in. “And military protection... from whom?”


“Those that would steal the rice.”


“Those… other than Iox, you mean.”


“The Ioxian argument is that military protection is unnecessary until the moment it is lacking.”


“And what do you think, Six?”


“It is a statement which cannot be proven. Therefore I am inclined to doubt it.”


The path up to the top of the village is laid with more boards, but these are older and far more weathered. The robots from Iox rarely come this far, then; they collect the tithe from the lower fields and leave the villagers alone. 


“You’re very honest for a robot,” I remark.


“I wish to propagate truth.”


“And you talk a lot for a robot.” 


“Evidently, I talk the normal amount for a robot, Mistress.”


“Have you even met any other robots?”


“I do not need to encounter other robots to know what a robot is like, Mistress. I am a robot.”


We’ve finally crested the rise to the highest point of the plain. If the mountains are the splash from a pebble dropped into water, then this is the centre of that splash where the water bounces up again. The ground is finally firm, not mud but stocky grass. Shrubs with bright flowers abound on either side of the path and there are houses, huddled in clusters and raised above the ground on stilt poles. Most don’t have doors, only curtains draped across their doorways. 


“There aren’t any robots here,” I remark. “People don’t keep them. There are ladders and steps to the houses.”


“Indeed, Mistress. I will stay on the path should you feel you need to go inside one.”


“No, but I mean… Huang said that Renba was a roboticist. Why does a roboticist come to a place like this?”


“Perhaps they have located some robots in the ground.”


“Where were you dug up, Six? Do you remember?”


“I do not. But Professor Myari tells me I was extracted from the walls below Iox, as I understand is common.”


“It is.” 


Robots aren’t made, at least, not any more. Oroi assures me they once were: they have screws in their fuselages, and their hydraulic lines are fastened by finger-sized clips – but for as long as anyone can recall robots have only been found: chipped inch by inch with great care from the stone-filled corridors that run beneath the University. Sometimes a year or so goes by without any more being discovered; and then the roboticists find a rich seam that keeps them occupied for months. After the machines are freed, they’re isolated for training and therapy; most have little or no understanding of themselves upon reactivation and have to relearn both speech and articulation, a bit like a person might after a long period of injury. But though their motor skills return, their memories, I’m assured, do not.


“I’ve only had one robot before that wasn’t dug up from the catacombs,” I continue. “My first one. And that one was from…” Then I stop mid-sentence, to point. “Wait. Six, look! Someone who wants to talk to us!”


The path we’re on meets two others beside a well. There are empty flagons and cups arranged on the well wall. Water in such abundance that it can be freely shared; where on Elboreth water is collected from the fog using fine wires and offered around in scoops by barrel bearers. This lowly moon swells with abundance; no wonder the Goddess is grinning.


On a stool by the well sits a broad-shouldered lady, her hands folded in her lap. Her attention is fully on me. There’s no question of it. The news of our arrival has travelled faster than we have.


“Good faith,” I begin, touching my forehead.


“Good faith, Ioxian. What brings you?”


I consider that. If Renba was here, they would expect me to be here to see him. If Renba had been here recently, they would expect me to be looking for him. So either Renba was never here, or he left a long time ago – or else this woman does not want to offer me a thing. 


“This is a beautiful moon, elder.” I take a step forward. “I’ve not been here before.”


“It is wet enough for us, certainly. For Iox, as well.”


“I’m not from Iox,” I reply quickly. “I’m from Elboreth.”


“I did not know Elborethians had their own robots.”


“It’s not my robot.” 


“I did not know Elborethians sailed the rivers.” 


“I do. And I’m here looking for someone else who sailed here. An Ioxian. His name is…”


The woman interrupts me, without emotion. “We have not seen him. You may leave.”


I try a smile. “Forgive me, but… you seem very sure.”


“This is a small moon. There are no Ioxians here.” She makes a small but generous gesture with her hand. “Not even you.”


Fine, then, I think. I came, I tried. Wherever Renba might be, the Nebula is large, and if he doesn’t want to be found, then he can be lost. 


“His name is Janniqi Renba,” I tell her, stepping back. “If he returns, tell him to go home.” I stop. “You do know who he is? He was here?”


The woman smiles, without any hint of friendliness. 


“If there had been an Ioxian on our beautiful moon, and we had mislaid him, what do you suppose Iox would do to us?”


“Please. I’m not from Iox. I’m just looking for my friend.” 


She laughs at me. Perhaps for the first moment she sees me as a person and not some kind of walking uniform. “He has escaped you, perhaps? Is he your husband? They say the Nebula is wide, but never wide enough to satisfy the wandering eye.”


“Please. I know he came here. He told me he was coming here. If he’s gone again, then tell me where he went and I’ll be on my way.” I look around at the bushes heaving with deep-scented flowers, at the trees whose leaves whisper endlessly. It seems effortlessly beautiful here after the severe angles of Iox and the dirty alleyways of Elboreth. “I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary,” I finish, without much heart. 


The woman finally relents. She gestures with a hand to another of the stools.


“Please. Sit down. I will pour you some water and we will drink, and I will tell you what little I can of your Janniqi Renba.”


“Thank you.” I take a seat beside the well, and accept the clay cup from the woman with both hands. The water inside is freezing cold and has a sharp, metallic taste, but it’s delicious. I force myself to sip it carefully, trying to imagine it is a fiery raqi from Timor’s place in Godsfeet that will burn my throat if I gulp it down. 


“You sailed a long way to get here?”


“Not so far. I was on Iox. I work at the university.”


“But you are not Ioxian. No Ioxian would drink from my cup.”


I laugh. “Iox is too proud to share what it can take.”


The lady nods deeply at that. “Yes.”


“I’m from Elboreth. I work on Iox, sometimes. Or I sail. I prefer to sail.”


“And where do you sail? Never before to here, I think.”


“I prefer… empty places. Old places.” 


The woman cocks her head, then sips. If she is going to tell me about Renba, it seems my story is the exchange.


“I’m what they call a historian. It means I try to learn about what has gone before. You said the Nebula is wide, and it is, but the Nebula is also empty. And no one really knows why. For every moon that has a village like this one, there are ten which don’t. Most are empty rock – without wellsprings, without water. Some have no air to breathe. But some are just these ancient, empty places. Crumbling walls and empty plazas and dry wells. I find places like that and learn from them. Places where people were, but aren’t anymore.”


“And where they will be again?”


I can’t tell if the woman believes it, or if she is testing me. 


“So they say on Iox. But the places I’ve been seem finished to me. Their water is gone. They’ll never grow again. Not unless the Nebula suddenly floods anew.”


The woman smiles and shakes her head. She holds out her clay cup and turns it, quite suddenly, upside down. It’s empty. Then she turns it upright again and fills it from the jug by her feet.


“If I turn the cup upside-down now, what will happen?”


“The grass will drink,” I reply, quoting an Elborethian saying, “and the children will have dry tears.” 


The woman sips from her cup. “There is nothing lost which cannot be found. Nothing old which cannot be made young again. The Loop sustains all. You are young. Still looking always forwards. You will see.” 


I finish my cup, enjoying the last drops, and I set it down carefully on the grass. 


“Please. Tell me about Renba.”


“Your friend was here, for a time. He did not say why. He did not talk to us much. He had a robot, much like yours.” She waves a hand at Six, who does not respond. “Then one day Renba was gone and he has not since returned.”


“How long ago was this?” 


“Perhaps a month.” 


“And how long was he here?”


“Perhaps a week. No more. He climbed the peaks here, and here.” The woman points through the trees, this way and that, towards various of the mountains that encircle the village. Their summits seem impossibly high; their slopes unassailable. 


“What was he looking for? Did he find anything?” Were there robots encased in the summits of Maersi’s peaks? If Renba had discovered that…


But the woman only shrugs. 


“Perhaps he found nothing. Perhaps he found something, and stole it from us. Whichever way it was, there is no Renba here.” She rises. Our interview is over. “May the waters guide you safely home.” 


The woman walks away, disappearing between the tall trees. I get to my feet. 


“I am curious, Mistress,” Six remarks, as I meet it on the path. “Why did she help you, when she was quite determined not to?”


“Honestly? I’m not sure. Perhaps because she dislikes Ioxians, and Renba was Ioxian and I’m not. He’s disappeared, so if she says nothing, she’s siding with him.”


“Ah. You believe she is petty, then.”


I glance around the tall houses: proudly built, thinly decorated, and as utterly communal as the rough shacks of Godsfeet. There are no mansions, no separate spaces, no special reserve for the community leader – the woman I spoke to, perhaps. And yet, the water flows with a great abundance; Maersi lies on a strong river; it grows more rice than this confluence of the Nebula requires.


“There’s nothing petty about the way Iox treats this place,” I answer. “Maersi holds all the wealth and Iox holds all the power.”


“Ah, I comprehend,” the robot cuts in. We’re walking again, back towards the lower fields, returning empty-handed to the Nightingale. “Such a relationship requires violence to be sustained. The Maersian woman saw an opportunity for violence against Renba, and so took it.”


“... That’s not how I’d put it.”


“How you phrase a fact does not change the substance of it, Mistress.” The boards here are narrow enough that we have to go in single file. The robot leads. “It only alters whether others comprehend it correctly.”


I think about that for a while longer, as we weave a path between straw mats piled high with drying rice and huddled groups of pigs, snuffling and rooting in the thicker bushes. 


“You’re right, in a way,” I reply, finally. “Except for when you’re talking about people. They don’t do things for clear reasons. When you’re talking about why someone does something, it’s like trying to describe … like trying to describe what that pig over there is doing.”


There’s a pig, nose deep in a basket.


“I believe the pig is snuffling, Mistress.”


“That’s true. But that’s not enough, is it? Not to really describe what the pig is doing. The pig is hungry, it’s searching, but it’s also doing things out of habit. Perhaps it’s bored.”


“I have no interest in understanding what the pigs are doing, Mistress.”


“Now you’re just being stubborn.”


“I am not capable of stubbornness, Mistress.”


“That depends if you’re capable of changing your mind,” I retort. 


The robot is silent for a moment. Then it seems to be more than silent: it is frozen, as though lost in thought, removed from this world entirely. After a full minute, it moves again.


“I believe I comprehend.” We begin to walk again. “The Maersian woman changed her opinion of you based on something she inferred from something that you said. Your expression of your purpose here caused that change, and in turn, altered what she did.”


“You mean I spoke to her.”


“But you spoke to her with skill. Myari did the same thing to you, earlier, on Iox. You did not wish to find Renba, and yet now you are doing it.”


“That’s different. Myari’s my supervisor.” And more, I think. “She can throw me off Iox any time she wants to.”


“Does she wish to do that?”


I shrug. “I don’t think so, but she could.”


“You are balancing probabilities,” the robot concluded. “Thank you, Mistress. This has been most instructive.” 


We’re down to the lowest level by this point, walking along past the wide reservoir. Out of the corner of my eye I see something move with a sharp, sudden movement: a frog. I can’t help it: I gasp with delight. I’ve seen pictures of frogs in the anatomy rooms on Iox, and a few bits encased in glass, but I’ve never seen one in the wild. Elboreth has salamanders and a few scorpions the size of your thumb, but no frogs. 


So my attention is distracted and that’s why I don’t see the woman in the shawl who grabs me by the elbow and pulls me off balance. I tumble sideways into a little warehouse. The sudden darkness means I can’t see, but I hear the door slam and I hear a hook meet an eye. 


“Mistress?” Six calls from outside. “Mistress, where are you?” 


The woman in the shawl touches a finger to my lips. She’s a head shorter than me and somewhat younger. She stands on tiptoes to whisper into my ear: “Wait until it’s gone away looking, please.” 


She leans back, and I see her eyes. They’re wide and scared. At a guess, she’s been crying. So I nod, and we wait like that, in the dusty dark of the rice store, until Six’s wheels move away.


“It won’t be gone for long,” I whisper. “It’s not stupid. It’ll work out where I am.” 


“He told me,” the woman replies. “He told me you would come.”


“Me?” 


“He said he would come back, but that if he did not, he said that you would come to look for him.” She smiles a quick, desperate, hopeful smile. “He left a message for you, with the Goddess.”


I take a guess. “Janniqi left me a message?”


“With the Goddess.” She takes my hand, and looks earnestly at me. “Please, Myari. Will you find him?”


Myari. So Renba had wanted Myari to follow him, and she’d sent me instead. One dog to find another, just as I’d thought.


“I’ll try,” I promise. It’s an easy promise because it’s binding someone else. “But I don’t know what he was doing. He was here? on Maersi?”


“For a time, yes. We were…” The bright sparks of her eyes disappear as her gaze moves downwards. “He was kind to me.” 


“But he knew that… I would come?” 


“He knew. He told me he had found something. The others were worried that he was going to take something from us, from the well or the Goddess, but he said no. He had found something, not in the ground, but in the sky.”


“What kind of thing?”


She releases my hand and takes a step back, looking at me with concern. “He said you would know.”


“He didn’t tell me,” I reply. “He just told me was coming here, but he didn’t say why.” Even as I say it, I can’t help thinking how unlikely that sounds. If Renba has a ship, he must have been granted it by Iox. In other words, Myari gave it to him, and must have had a reason to do so.


“The Goddess may know,” the girl replies. Whatever hope she’d had for our conversation seems to have dried up. Now she looks tired. “I know he cannot love me. He is from Iox and I am not. But I still hope that he is safe.” 


If she were older, I would drag Renba back and leave him here. But she must be half his age, at least. 


“Don’t worry for him,” I tell her. “I think he knew exactly what he was doing.”


The girl nods. I turn and open the hook on the warehouse door, letting a little light in. Turning back, I see her properly: she is beautiful and young, her body full of strength. I see a girl of power and potential, crying for an Ioxian who came and went as he pleased, like the frog in the pond outside.


“What’s your name?” 


“Yianna.”


“My name is Aliya.” Quickly, I add; “Aliya Myari.” The girl nods her head. “Step out of this warehouse now, Yianna. You don’t need to hide from anyone.” 


“We are not supposed to talk to Ioxians,” she says. “It is considered very dangerous.” 


“You broke that rule before,” I reply. “But don’t worry. I’m not an Ioxian. I’m from Elboreth.”


We step outside together. I’ve taken her arm, and she’s holding mine in return.


“But he said you were from Iox, Myari?”


“Of course. But I was born on Elboreth.”


The girl just nods. “Perhaps I can go to Iox one day as well,” she says. “It sounds very beautiful.”


The frog has gone but in the water I see circling, orange flashes. Fish. The tall trees of the wooded area are swaying in a gentle wind that falls from the green-grey river overhead. In the distance, birds are calling to each other in throaty tones. A pig ambles past on its way somewhere.


“Iox isn’t beautiful at all. I promise you. Off you go, now.”


“Good faith to you, Myari.”


“Good faith.”


The girl – and she is just a girl, I realise, however many years she has – scrambles directly up the grassy slope behind us onto the higher terrace, sneaking back to her place in the field. I look around and a moment later a small metal box emerges from behind a nearby bush. The top splits three ways and the middle piece extends vertically upwards. A round orb of light appears on top of it, as carefully balanced as a flower on a stalk. 


“Mistress.”


“There you are. Did you hear…?”


“Every word, Mistress.” The robot pauses. “You lied.”


“She had a message for Myari. I said what was needed for her to deliver her message.” 


Six’s expression does not move, but from the pause I can imagine the robot nodding in reply. “The girl said she believed there was something for you with the Goddess. Do you believe she meant the statue?”


“I think so. Something I missed first time.”


“Perhaps Master Renba buried something at the statue’s base, Mistress.”


“Another brooch, maybe? It’s possible. We’d better go back and see.”

 H


We return to the wooden platform at the base of the Goddess. She beams at us with her knowing half-smile. “You could have said something,” I grumble. She doesn’t answer, but her hand is tipped forward in generosity all the same. No doubt she intended me to meet Yianna first.


It takes me two complete circuits before I spot it. Something carved into the wood near the statue’s base.

A


It is a square, inside a square, inside a square: the symbol that flies on the banners of Iox. It is the last remaining fragment of Ancient script that Iox publicly allows. 


I kneel down, lifting away what proves to be a loose wooden board, and begin to dig in the soft, wet earth below.


The crystal is only lightly buried. It is a deep purple in colour, but wiped down and held up to the glow from the rivers overhead it seems to throb with some internal, almost liquid radiance. And it feels curiously light in my hand; not that I expected it to be heavy. The whole fragment is no larger than my fist.


“What is it, Six?”


“I believe it is iolite, Mistress. The mineral is not present naturally on Maersi, so Master Renba must have brought it with him.”


I turn it this way and that, watching the riverlight warp through the crystal.


“Where is it from? Can you tell?” 


“I will consider the matter, Mistress.” 


We start walking, back towards the pass. Heading for the ship. 


“It’s the same mineral, presumably? I mean, as the jewel in the brooch he sent to the Professor?” 


“I am confident that it is, yes, Mistress.” 


“Does that mean Myari knew where the brooch was from? And knows where this crystal is from?” 


“I do not know, Mistress.” 


“Oh, you don’t need to answer. I’m just thinking aloud.”


“Apologies, Mistress. I cannot tell which of us you are talking to without further information in your speech.”


The pass is easier to find in this direction, and the descent beyond is easier than the climb. The mud is slippery but there's enough tufts of grass to use them as stepping stones. The machine churns along regardless.


“Most robots I know just assume they aren’t being spoken to,” I remark. “You have to ask them things twice.”


“That seems most curious to me, Mistress. My computational core is capable of following multiple strands of conversation simultaneously without effort and recalling them at will. You should never need to ask me something twice.” 


“I find robots seem half-asleep most of the time. And I had this one who wasn’t just asleep, but day-dreaming.” I pause for a moment, and turn the crystal lengthwise to look down its length with one eye shut, as though it was a telescope. “I got rid of that one,” I add.


“Exactly how did you get rid of it, Mistress?”


“If we ever go to Elboreth, Six, I’ll show you Oroi’s shop. You’ll get the idea.”


“... Mistress, that sounds appalling.” 


I can’t help but grin. 


“You’re probably right.” I drop the crystal back into my bag. The ship is in sight now. We reach it in silence and I open the hatch with my necklace. 


“I believe I have identified the source of the iolite, Mistress,” Six informs me as it rolls into the ship. “The isotopic patterns appear to match a small confluence of rivers near Elboreth, on the edge of the region known as the Wires.”


“I know the Wires.” I pull the hatch shut and loop the rope that holds it fast. “And this crystal was, what? Mined there?”


“The isotopic pattern is largely without superposition, meaning that the crystal has lain in a unmoving position there for almost all of its existence.”


“Since the beginning of the Nebula, then?”


“Since when I cannot begin to speculate, Mistress.”


I sling my bag over the hook on the bookcase. “Tell that to the Loopists,” I smiled. “I’ll sail, Six, if you can guide me?”


“Certainly, Mistress.”


The robot rolls itself over to the porthole on the far side from the desk and uses its stubby armatures to shift a few old boxes and a stack of books out of the way. Its flickering, imaginary hands splay out across the surfaces it touches. I’m standing here, I think, taking advice from a stone with a painted smile. Perhaps I believe in Gods after all.


I unlace my boots and put them on a crate, upside down, so that the mud on the soles can dry.


“Six?” 


“Yes, Mistress?” 


“How long have you been active?” 


“I do not know, Mistress. My memories are haphazard and do not appear to be chronological. I recall being awoken, I recall my sessions with Master Renba, I recall being assigned to Professor Myari…”


“Your sessions with Master Renba?”


“Indeed, Mistress. After I was uncovered I was assisted by Master Renba. My earliest memories are of him.” 


“Would you recognise him if you saw him again?” 


“Yes, Mistress. My memories of those sessions are indistinct, but his face is quite clear. Would you not recognise Master Renba from your time at the university?”


“I might. I’ve probably met him. But that wasn’t why I was asking.” 


“Then why were you asking, Mistress?”


“I was wondering why Myari didn’t tell me that you knew Renba. That must be why she told you to accompany me. It seems like an obvious thing to mention.” 


“Perhaps the matter slipped her mind?” 


“Maybe… it was the only matter we were talking about, though.” Or at least, I thought it had been. Perhaps Myari had begun thinking about something else. What had happened, just before she had assigned Six to me? Perhaps we’d simply been fighting again.


“I have the route, Mistress. If you are ready?”


I grab a high rung on the ladder and haul myself up into the dome. I find the wooden grips on the armatures without looking and they seem to relax at my touch. With every flight the handles smooth themselves a little more to fit my grip. Someone owned the Nightingale before me – someone built her; laid her ropes into their courses and slung the hammock from its pins – but she is all mine now, and I am hers. I spread her wings, and get ready to swoop into the water.


“I’m ready.” 
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Every river joins to every river. Every flow is joined to every flow. Every soul is joined to every soul. This must be true, for otherwise the Nebula would have both beginning and end, source and destination, and it has neither. 


Thus if you were to unhook your sails and drift, you would see everything, though you might sail a hundred years to do it.



The Book of Flows and Motion, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. by Mina Bo’ren


 


No one knows how far the rivers go. No one’s ever mapped them – not even the robots. Or, if they have, then they aren’t telling.


As far as anyone on Iox would have it, the rivers form a circle of smaller circles like the steps of the whirling dance of an Elborethian dervish, and they visit each of the moons of the Protectorate once and once only in strict order of importance. Maersi is number four or five. Elboreth is number thirty, and comes last.


But the truth, of course, is never that well-organised. The rivers don’t flow in a tidy circle, however much the Loopists of the University might want them to. They fracture, wind, twist, fork and break. They leap over one another. They double back. They’re messier than the veins in your hand; more like roots than branches; more like spit than tears; more like running dogs than sleeping children. They loop, not once but all the time, in big loops and small loops. Most moons hang within these loops like pigeons snared about the neck.


From above, if you could somehow abandon the water and float upwards into empty space, the Nebula would look like a fine woven cloth that has been torn to shreds by a monster. Perhaps the old Gods can see it like that – a perfect design broken over haphazard ground, like a robot’s head when it gets too close to a rough stone wall. But we sailors only get glimpses of it. Sometimes, when the river you’re on lurches up, you can see across an entire confluence for a long, hanging instant; enough time to remember the next bend before you plunge down and you’re right back in it, and the water is dragging hard on the sails, and your arms are wrenched all but from their sockets and it’s all you can do to stay upright as the turn you saw coming takes you by the belly and swings you hard around.


In all this noise and confusion the moons that form the Ioxian Protectorate are simply the useful ones with plenty of water; or else they are the ones with lots of people, like Elboreth, that are easier to throttle than to keep at bay. 


Left out are plenty of empty rocks and barren strands, and always more rivers: smaller rivers, sleepy streams and steep rocky falls. Routes that no one sails, because how far might they go? A tiny stream might wind for days before re-joining a major river. It might come out anywhere. Mazwai – who was perhaps the last great sailor of the Nebula – writes sometimes of pits: 

cvfk


… rivers that flow but never come back, that loop back into themselves in an endless, inescapable swirl. Such a thing must be impossible or it would drain all the water from the rest of the Nebula… but when you’re coming up on a turning and you don’t know what lies ahead, how certain are you that you know which dangers are real and which are imaginary?


I’ve sailed down rivers so feeble I had to flap my arms to make the corners. I’ve sailed down rivers so fast that the Nightingale rolled herself belly-up, leaving me steering backwards while the blood rushed to my head. I’ve clipped rocks and smashed headlong into them, and patched holes in the front of the boat with boards and cloth while far from home. But I’ve always been able to keep going and thus come back.


“Mistress?” The robot’s voice rises from the lower cabin, without urgency. “There is a narrow opening to the left ahead. You will find it hard to discern due to the rising cloudbank, but I wish to assure you that it is there. You must take it.” 


“I don’t see it.”


“Yes, Mistress. But you will see it. It is hard to discern. Please, be ready.”


“You’re sure? If you’re wrong, we can’t change our minds.”


“I am aware of that, Mistress, and I am sure.”


“You can’t expect me just to trust you,” I yell back. I can still see nothing but the river arcing slowly around an endless bluff of cloud. “You’re only a robot.”


“My Ethical Core ensures your safety. Please, Mistress. The turn is now.” 


I grasp the wings, and close my eyes as I haul in and push out. The boat turns smoothly about her nose, and then the point of turning slides down the length of the ship as we sail through it. For a moment the current of the main river seems too strong; it wants to drag us by the keel; but then we breach the spray at the river’s edge and sure enough – there is another flow hidden below. It’s a mere trickle; narrow and slow, almost broken. But we are in it.


“The current here is significantly weaker than on the main river, Mistress.” 


“I hope we’ve got enough momentum to keep going…”


We don’t. The Nightingale is heavy and the sharp turn has thrown most of our speed away. The boat begins to slide to a halt, as surely as if it were running over grass.


“… Six?”


“This is the flow that leads to the moon where the crystal originated. To answer your question, I can be sure due to the concentrations of ionisation within the particulate matter in the water…”


“Enough, Six. Either the moon is here or it isn’t, and that’ll tell me whether I can trust you. Assuming we’re not stuck here for good.”


I let go of the armatures and climb down the ladder to peer out of the side portholes. I’ve never seen a river so lame: it’s as though the water is appearing and disappearing in fragments, rather than flowing. Droplet after droplet sparkles and is gone, taking its precious momentum with it.


“It would appear the potential of this flow is so weak that the river loses coherence, Mistress.”


“How does that help us?”


“It does not help us, Mistress.” 


The ship is barely moving at all now. 


“Maybe if we stop completely, we can paddle backwards?” 


The robot lowers its articulated neck, very slightly. I’m beginning to see that it does this when it disagrees with something but doesn’t want to say so. I’ve never known a robot to have an opinion that it doesn’t just assert. 


“Do you have a better idea?” I ask.


“Paddle forwards,” the robot answers. “There is still some potential to be captured rather than fought, and also you will be going where you actually want to go.”


“That’s easy for you to say,” I reply, heading to the rear of the cabin where the paddle winches are. “You’re not the one who has to do the work.” But I’m going to do it, because it’s right, of course.


There’s an iron hand crank that lives on a hook below the rear porthole, that slots into a bearing fitted between the floor and the wall. The mechanism is on a ratchet and clicks a steady rhythm as I haul it round. It’s aggressively geared: every click marks a complete rotation of the paddles outside the ship, so the movement has to be done slowly, more like mixing water into clay than diluting barrels of raqi to make them go further. Outside, the paddles move like the wings on a bird, Oroi tells me; lying flat while moving forwards to better skim the surface, then turning all-but-vertical to chop down before pulling back. Normally the push forward is an easy movement and the pull back is a wrench. But here, in this strange ghost of a river, the crank turns and turns. The clicks tick past. There’s no effort at all. 


“Are we moving?” 


“Very slowly, Mistress. The drag on the prow of the boat is considerable. But we are moving.” 


I stand up and the boat drifts to a shuddering halt once more. 


“Can you turn this thing for me somehow? I want to try something.” 


The robot does not move. Without riverlight through the portholes, there is only the soft darkness from the gently glowing lanterns, and the robot’s face without expression.


“I cannot grasp the handle, Mistress, as should be obvious.” 


“Can you do it some other way?” 


“What other way might there be?”


“I don’t know. Stick the crank through your neck then drive in circles. I want to try something.”


“Your suggestion belies an absurd optimism, Mistress,” Six replies. But it rolls over to the winch anyway and seems to stare at it for a while. Finally it says, “Please remove the crank.”


I remove the crank. The robot positions one of its hollow wrist sockets vertically above the end of the bearing. The holographic hand shrinks to a bright dot on the metal, then the arm and bearing lock together with a magnetic slap. The fit is exact.


“It would appear, Mistress, that either my arm was designed for this mechanism, or this mechanism was designed for a robot arm.” 


“It’s the second one,” I reply without thinking too hard. “Robots are older than ships. And can you make it turn? Like that?” 


The robot replies with a gentle purr: the cuff at its wrist is spinning slowly and rolling the bearing in turn. The click-click-click of the paddles resumes at a steady speed.


“Five robots and none of them figured that out.” I glance out of the window. We’re creeping forward again. “Keep going, Six. The paddles… they’ve given me an idea.” I climb back up into the dome. The sails are currently hanging limp; there’s not enough flow to make them to do much more than gust. The armatures on either side are rolling loosely in their channels. But each armature can be lifted up through a gap in the top of its channel and swung freely forwards and a little way back, moving the sail arm outside the opposite way: a little forwards, or all the way back against the side of the boat. This is normally used for docking the sails, when resting in a gutter or when the current itself is so fast there is a danger of snapping the booms. There is a curved wooden arch at shoulder height to bear some of the weight while doing this.


I lift one of the armatures onto its wooden arch and slide it backwards. Outside the dome the sail shifts forwards, struggling a little against the water. Then I push the armature hard. The sail tugs backwards, and the ship lurches forwards and a little over to one side. 


“Mistress? You are turning?” 


“Give me… a moment.” 


I lift the second sail-arm from its groove and up onto its arch. Then I settle my grips on the handles either side and take a deep breath. Sailing is always a physical activity: one’s own body pitched, through pulleys and claws, against the forces outside. This is going to be worse. Even with the wooden arches taking the weight of the armatures and providing some leverage, the wooden booms are heavy and I have to stretch my arms out wide to work both at once.


I try a sweep and the boat jumps forwards. Pull back, heave forward, and the boat jumps again, but this time I wait before pulling the sail-arms back once more. The boat glides on its own, skidding under its own momentum.


“Mistress!” Six exclaims from below. “That is excellent!”


“Thank you… Six…”


Another push, and we dart forward once more. 


“Very good, Mistress! If you are content to propel us, I will steer!” 


I’m gaining in energy. It’s the thrill of it. The wooden arches behind the armatures that I’m pulling back onto have been there for as long as I’ve piloted the Nightingale. I thought they were for resting my elbows on and I always found them uncomfortable, designed for someone taller than me, probably for a man. But that’s not what they’re for. They’re for this and for exactly this; for wading through streams where the current is too thin to fill the sails. To assist with the gentle, regular, swooping motion required to propel the ship when there is no flow. 


Whoever built the Nightingale, however many hundreds or thousands of years ago: they sailed on rivers just like these. They knew their difficulties. I’m sailing in their wake. I’m following their light. It is like I have found an ancient pair of shoes, and put them on, and they’re teaching me how to dance. 


The least I can do is pull my weight. 


“Mistress? Is there a way to adjust the tension on the sails?”


“That’s... a very good idea!” 


The handles on the armatures twist to tighten and release the canvas. It’s useful when catching cross-currents, to balance the flow against the sail for maximum effect. Now it’s useful in a different way: loosening the sheets when drawing the sails back allows them to move more easily through the water; tightening on the forward pull allows them to shove hard through the water. And the overall motion is easier than keeping them tight; my wrists naturally turn as I draw forwards and back!


We begin to fly down this empty river, in long, steady wing-beats; in near silence but for the endless, gentle shattering of ice against the surface of the glass dome. On either side the towering cloudbanks loom and roll in near-darkness, like guardians or monsters. Sometimes I see hints of rocks within them, flashes of light. If one could leave the river entirely, and swim through the clouds themselves, what more might one find? Are there other boats out there that can do it? 


“Presumably Master Renba must have used a similar method to reach this moon,” Six remarks. 


The machine is right, of course, and the thought brings me down. I’m not the first person to sail this river in a thousand years. And Renba must have had a ship like mine – or one even more capable. Perhaps Renba was aboard a robot transport and those ships have always used rivers like these. 


I wonder if he really expected Myari to follow him. It seems to me he can’t have known her very well if he did; or else, I don’t know her at all. 


A call from the robot interrupts my thoughts.


“There is something up ahead, Mistress.” 


“I see it… it’s just a rock.” 


“A sizeable rock, Mistress.” 


I breathe hard, pulling back.


“... A moon?” 


“When does a rock become a moon, Mistress?” 


“Don’t... be sarcastic.” 


“My request was for clarification, Mistress.”


“The moon… whatever it is… Is that where we’re going?” 


“I believe so. No.”


“No?”


“It is not where you are going, Mistress. It is not large enough to sustain an atmosphere.” 


I’m sweating hard now, and after one last, long pull on the sail-arms, I return them to their sockets, and twist the sails loose. The sheets rattle and shiver in the rings. I tumble back down the ladder to the cabin. The lanterns are gloomy.


“You can tell that from here?” 


“It is a mathematical consequence, Mistress. To have air a moon must either have a wellspring, or the ability to collect and hold air from the rivers themselves. This moon – this rock – has neither.” 


“But somehow – and for some reason – Renba went down there, got a fist-sized purple crystal, and brought it back?” 


“It is hard to explain the sequence of events any other way, Mistress. The crystal we located was only very recently removed from this site. If it was not removed by Renba himself…”


“... then it was removed by a robot who went down to the surface for him.” 


“Indeed, Mistress. That is not the only valid hypothesis, but it is far and away the most compelling.” 


“And how do we get you down there?”


“That, at least, is extremely easy, Mistress. Your ship is fitted with an eye, there, above the cabin doorway, with a line of sight to the dome above. I have a hopper source within my fuselage.” The robot has already disengaged itself from the paddle-winch. As it speaks, it rolls itself this way and that, making tiny turns and adjustments, as though testing for a point of weakness in the floor. “I anticipate I will be able to find a point from which...”


Then, a moment later, the cabin plunges into darkness. Six is gone.
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There are only the gentle sounds of the boat. The ropes moving. The eyelets knocking against the hull. 


I’m wondering how long the journey back to the main river will be. I am in a blank space on the chart. I might need to pull the sails for days. Perhaps I should be scared but I’m not; I feel totally calm.


Growing up on Elboreth there was never any space to be alone. On Iox, there’s plenty of loneliness, but one is always being watched. The Nightingale is my refuge from both, but on the rivers the ship is always in motion, always one wrong turn away from a collision. 


Out here, beside this tiny, sparkling moon, all is still. There is no one to observe me; no one to doubt me; no one to ask me for a favour. I could stay here and the Nebula would flicker and shine like a spinning jewel. Everything would wait until I was ready to return. I could pass a hundred years here in peaceful silence.


Then my stomach begins to rumble. I follow the ropes to the fore-cabin for a sour-apple.

 H


I’ve not yet bitten into the fruit when the robot returns. “Apologies for the delay, Mistress. It took me a while to ascertain what to do once on the surface.”


I put the apple down. “I thought you were very quick.” 


“I have taken considerable time, Mistress. Perhaps you slept?” 


“Maybe. I was thinking. It doesn’t matter. What did you find?”


“The moon is rich in deposits of the crystal we found.”


“Iolite?”


“Yes, Mistress. There are some indications that this site was quarried at some point in the past.”


“Quarried? Without air?”


“Presumably by robots, Mistress. Fitted with some kind of mechanical appendages, perhaps. There are surface ramps and slopes cut into the stone to suggest this.” 


“There are no robots down there now?”


“No, Mistress. The surface is quite deserted.”


“I wondered if that was what Renba was doing here.”


“Master Renba is not down there either.”


“That doesn’t surprise me.”


“Indeed, Mistress. However, there was an indication that he had been there.”


“Another carved symbol? The square-in-a-square of Iox?” 


“No, Mistress. Somewhat more significant. I can recover it, if you would like?”


“Recover what? By the waters, Six. It’s not a body, is it?”


“No, Mistress. Please wait. I wished to update you on my progress, but I will return again shortly.”


“Wait, tell me…” 


The robot vanishes once more. A moment later, two metal boxes appear in the middle of the floor. One is Six, and the other is the kind with a lid and hinges.


“What’s that? Is it Renba’s?”


“There are no markings, but I believe so, yes. It appears to be a design from Iox.”


“It’s an engineer’s tool chest. He’s…” I’m hanging back. “Six, he’s not inside that thing, is he?”


“The chest is not long enough to contain an adult male, Mistress.”


“Yes, Six, I know. But... he’s not inside it, is he?”


“... No, Mistress.” 


“Have you opened it?”


“No, Mistress. It has a latch, not a magnetic lock.”


“So you’re not sure.” I kneel down in front of the chest and take a deep breath. “Let’s see what was so important, Renba, that you had to hide it on an airless moon on a broken river in a backwater confluence.”


I flip the catch on the box. Six whirrs a little closer, either curious or ready to roll over any scorpions that might jump out. The lid is well-oiled. It lifts easily. Inside is a roll of heavy purple cloth. I don’t know what I’d expected, but not this. I touch it gently. The fibres are rough and thick. I frown.


“It’s a blanket.”


Six says nothing. 


“Renba hid a blanket.”


“Perhaps there is something inside the blanket, Mistress?” 


“By the rivers, Six, if there’s a head wrapped up in this blanket and you know and you’re not telling me…”


“I do not believe there is any organic matter wrapped up in the blanket, Mistress.”


“But there is something wrapped up in the blanket?” 


“I believe so, yes, Mistress.”


“… But you’re not going to tell me what.” 


“I cannot determine with any accuracy what it is, Mistress. I prefer not to speculate.”


I turn my head to glare at the thing. “Would you please, kindly, speculate?”


“I am not obliged to follow your orders, Mistress, as you are not my primary user.” 


“But you’re meant to protect me. And not knowing what’s inside this blanket is hurting me. So protect me.” 


“I am bound by my core to protect you from credible threats.” 


The robot adds nothing more.


“Fine. I’ll just stick my hands in, then, and see what I find, shall I?” 


“Please do, Mistress. I confess, I am keen to collapse the probability matrix and see what the box contains.”


“You mean, you’re curious?”


“If I had meant that, Mistress, I would have said it.” 


“I hate robots.” I turn back to the box. “I’ve only ever liked one robot, and you’re not it. You’re not even close.”


I lift the heavy, rolled cloth out of the box, and begin, very gently, to unwrap its folds. 
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“I’ve seen this word. The long one. I’ve seen it before.”


“Where, Mistress?”


“I have no idea, and I’m sailing in circles trying to remember.”


The heavy purple robe from the chest is laid out across the cabin floor. I’ve pushed my desk out of the way to spread the arms. The ornate sash is a separate piece and it’s too wide and long to be a belt, so I’ve laid it out diagonally from right shoulder to left hip. On Iox, the Loopists sometimes wear sashes in such a fashion, but how old that custom might be, I don’t know. 


There is no Ancient on the robe beyond a few characters stitched in gold thread on the sash; eighteen glyphs in all.


“Are you certain you have the letters the correct way up, Mistress?”


The body of the robe is made from plain purple panels, their seams invisibly worked. The whole thing would have been hot and heavy to wear; a robe of state or circumstance, rather than a casual item. It’s large enough to have swamped most women but Myari could have worn it impressively. 


“I’ve been doing this a long time.” I squat down, and begin to copy the glyphs one by one into my notebook. 


“I was merely wishing to exclude outlying possibilities, Mistress.”


“You don’t get to. We’re guessing. We have to guess. It’s not like whoever stitched this is going to come down from the rivers and tell us what they meant.” 
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“The last word resembles the carving on the brooch,” the robot observes. “And I believe the brooch’s clasp would have sufficient strength to hold the weight of this robe, Mistress.”


I nod. “The last word’s closer to the word on the statuette. Goddess. Still, I expect the brooch and this robe are connected, since Renba found both. And thought both were important.”


I reach into my bag and take out the brooch, and set it in place in the space just above the sash, above the heart.


“The long word in the middle is the important one here,” I continue. “I’ve seen it before. I definitely have. It starts with a person and it ends with Goddess. A person, travelling through something or doing something, and reaching a Goddess.” I run my finger along the line. Meaning seems to float just beneath its surface. “You know, when I was a child, I thought I could read Ancient just by looking at it? I thought whatever came into my head must be correct. I didn’t think I had to think about it at all to get it right.”


“In my experience, humans are quite prone to this fallacy.” 


“And yet, we do put things together. We have our own probability matrix too, I suppose. Except we only see the results, and not the calculations.”


“And what results have you jumped to without calculation, Mistress?”


“The first word. It starts with the person glyph, again, but it isn’t a person. It think it’s a collection of people. A group. Family, populace, household... And the last word, that’s what these people are going to do. Perhaps that modifier at the start of that word, the two little hooks, denotes action. So, something they offer to do for the Goddess. And in the middle… the middle word describes what the people become by doing this. This-group blessed-ones as-we-sing-or-something. That sort of thing.”


“Your logic is… not logical, Mistress.”


“It isn’t logic. It’s intuition. Based on years and years of experience.”


“Of illogical experience.”


“Definitely.” I shift my position to sit cross-legged. My knees are feeling stiff after the climb on Maersi and my mind is tiring of groping for meaning. “The quality of the cloth matters, too. Feel it. I mean, you can’t, but anyway: this isn’t clothing. It’s a heavy ceremonial robe that’s not seen a lot of use. That suggests the inscription is specific to some occasion. It’s for bringing a group together to do something special. To simply pray, perhaps. To become… I still don’t know what the middle word is. Followers, worshippers. Pilgrims, maybe.” 


“And how does this connect to the brooch, Mistress?”


“It connects because… because the brooch isn’t a brooch denoting the Emperor’s favour.” I’m talking quickly now, eyes closed. The robot is an impassive audience but it doesn’t matter. With every word spoken aloud things are becoming clearer in my mind’s eye. “It’s not worn to show fealty to the Emperor. This is the brooch of the Emperor himself. Of the Emperor-who-is-a-God. He wears the robe to show that he’s a follower, a man like other men, and he clasps it with the brooch to show that he is, in fact, a God. The others gather round and listen, and he leads them. This, Six… this is the robe of state of the Emperor himself. That’s why it’s so fine. It’s unique. One of a kind. This belonged to the Emperor who ruled Iox before the Fall.” I open my eyes once more. “The inscription on the sash says gather to me, O my people, and pray at my feet.”


“And you believe Renba found this robe on an airless crystal quarry moon?”


“No. I think Renba hid it on this moon. I don’t know where he found it. But these are finds. I have to take them back to Iox. I have to show them to the Curators. Huang’s going to want to see them. Don’t you see, Six?”


“... I can indeed see, Mistress, but I do not think I comprehend…”


“No one on Iox believes in the past. They say everything that has happened is going to happen again. But here’s some proof! The Emperor himself wore this robe, made proclamations, did whatever it is that Emperors do… but now even though the Emperor is long gone, the clothes of the Empire aren’t. The past is still happening. The robe is still here. It still exists. If it could remember being worn… then it would remember everything.”


“If you take these finds back to Iox, Mistress,” the robot replies calmly, without drama, “then is it not possible that someone on Iox will put them on and the Empire will begin anew?”


“By the rivers…” I run my fingers over the heavy cloth. Old, certainly. How old? Old enough to have survived a Loop? Was such a thing even possible? “Do you think Myari sent Renba out to get these things, for her? Because if anyone would put this thing on, it’s the Professor…”


“Perhaps she can tell us, Mistress. I have informed her of the find.” 


I snap my attention sharply round. “You’ve done what?”


“I have informed Professor Myari of our findings so far. As you said, they are unique finds which must be taken to Iox. She is my primary user.”


“But when? When did you inform her?”


“I am capable of non-verbal communication via transmission signal, as you are aware. I did it as you were talking.” 


“Six…” There’s no use getting angry with it, but here I am anyway, trying to stare it into a puddle. “Six, these are my finds. You don’t tell anyone about them until I’m ready to share them, do you hear me?”


“They are Master Renba’s finds, Mistress. Or else, they belong to the Curators at the University.”


“The Curators don’t know what they’re looking at.”


“They do now. I have reported your hypotheses as well.”


I’m speechless.


“If it helps, they have not yet indicated that they have received the message.”


“I’m not taking them back to Iox. Not yet.”


“Mistress, I anticipate the Curators will be most anxious to see the finds for themselves. And Master Huang…”


“Master Huang can go eat a snake’s egg. These are my finds. No one gets to see them until I’m finished.” I take a breath, slowing myself. “Besides. We’re not looking for artefacts out here, are we? We’re looking for Renba. We can’t go back because we haven’t found him.”


The robot pauses for a moment.


“I believe we can agree on that, Mistress.”


“And he’s not in the box. We’ve checked. So? Where is he?”


“I do not know, Mistress. But the robe has an interesting history, judging by its ionisation patterns…”


“If this is an apology, Six, it’s a very clumsy one.” 


“I can refrain from sharing my findings if you do not wish to hear them?”


I get to my feet. “Tell me where it’s from.”


“It is from Iox, Mistress, as you have postulated. But between leaving Iox and arriving on this moon, the robe has spent some time in an intermediate location. The ionisation patterns of these three locations are superimposed. Were there two or more unknowns within that superposition, it would be impossible to factor them, but thankfully Iox is a known pattern. And so, now, is our current location. Incidentally, that is why I was unable to resolve the patterns within the brooch before.”


“So the brooch and the robe were together?”


“Yes, Mistress. Again, as you had supposed.” 


“That’s not my point. Renba sent the brooch to Myari but he left the robe for her to come and get. I’m trying to think why he didn’t send them both back to her. He must have had time: he had time enough to leave the crystal on Maersi for Myari to follow. For us, I mean.”


“Presumably he felt that returning to Iox would curtail his activities?”


“If he landed, you mean. He might not have been able to get back to whatever ship he was using, if Myari didn’t want him to sail. Good thought. Perhaps that means she sent him out to find something – and he found it for her – but then he found something else, something he wanted for himself?”


“It is possible, Mistress. But what does Master Renba want for himself?”


I think about that. “Robots?”


“There are robots on Iox.”


“There are, but maybe robots on other moons are different.”


“Are there robots on other moons, Mistress? I do not believe there are.” 


I shrug, and bring the subject back around. “So where’s the brooch from, Six? Maybe if we retrace his path we can pick up his trail?” 


“I have the rough location, Mistress...” 


“And?”


“... it is not a very good location, Mistress. It is extremely unsafe. I cannot recommend we travel there. And most likely, it explains what has happened to Master Renba.”


“Wherever it is, Six, he sailed there, found these things, and sailed back again, so it can’t be that dangerous…”


“It can and is, Mistress, and while Master Renba may have survived it once, that does not mean that he survived it a second time. Or that we would survive it at all.”


“Stop being melodramatic, Six, and tell me.”


The robot gives every appearance of reluctance, but it does not stop itself from speaking. “It appears, judging from the rather chaotic ionisation patterns, Mistress, that the robe and the brooch were removed from Iox sometime within the last five hundred years and were taken to a moon in the epicentre of the confluence known as the Cyclones.”


“What?”


“The Cyclones, Mistress. If you have not heard of it, you have probably seen it: it is a confluence visible from both Iox and Elboreth in the form of a swirling vortex…”


“Of course I’ve heard of it! On Elboreth they tell children it’s the open jaws of an Eagle that’s sucking the Nebula dry. Are you trying to tell me Renba sailed into the Cyclones?”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“And then sailed out again?”


“And presumably sailed out again, Mistress, unless the vortex itself threw him out. I cannot discount the latter possibility.” 


“... Was that a joke, Six?”


“Unlikely, Mistress.” 


“But the Cyclones isn’t a river. It’s a… hole. You can’t sail into the Cyclones. It’s like going for a walk and throwing yourself off a cliff.” 


“Mistress, it occurs to me that your assertion cannot be founded on first-hand evidence.”


“You think I’m lying?”


“I think neither you nor anyone you know has ever sailed anywhere near the Cyclones.”


“Of course they haven’t. I like to keep my ship in one piece. Not smashed to bits and strewn across the sky.”


“... As I implied, Mistress, it is not my preferred destination, and it is entirely likely that it puts the question of Master Renba’s fate to rest.”


“But you’re sure?”


“Please believe me, Mistress. My Ethical Core would rigorously disallow me from dissembling on this issue.” The robot looks genuinely in pain as it speaks. Its long back has arched down and its arms are spread wide. “Please understand there are strenuous, compulsive forces at work within me at this time.”


“Forces? Your Ethical Core…”


“... and the direct instructions of my primary user, yes. I must keep you safe and I must also find Renba.”


I lift the brooch and turn it over in my hand. The metal is cold, worn smooth by touch; I can imagine the Emperor and his predecessors stroking their fingers across its surface; testing the sharp edges of the wingtips for luck; peering into the jewel at the shoulder. But that’s all I can see. There are no rivers, no map, reflected in the glass.


“What happens when those two things directly oppose?”


“No two circumstances ever directly oppose, Mistress. There is always a sufficient error term to achieve a balancing position.”


I drop the brooch into my bag.


“So what you’re saying is, if Myari ordered you to stick a knife in me, you’d find a way to do it safely?”


“I would have to, Mistress. But this is not the same.”


“No? How come?”


“Because Master Renba sailed into the Cyclones and Master Renba came back. And Mistress, if I may hazard a supposition…”


“Please.”


“... Master Renba was not as good a sailor as you. He… Stop what you’re doing this instant, Aliya!”


I jump so high I almost hit my head before I realise it’s not Six speaking. I stand up a little straighter even though I know I can’t be seen. “Professor?”


“(This recording is very recent, Mistress, and somewhat brief. I will continue.) Aliya! Stop what you’re doing this instant! I told you to find Renba, not to indulge your passion for heresy! You are to return to Iox immediately!”


“Professor, we know where Renba is… Or we think we do, anyway.”


“We?”


“The robot and me. It’s helping me to follow Renba’s path. He was collecting these... pieces. He was on some sort of trail. But I don’t know why.”


“Renba wasted his time and neglected his duties here on Iox. If you haven’t found him then he’s as good as lost. Come home.”


“That’s probably true, Professor. Six thinks…”


“Six?”


“The robot. I’ve called it Six.”


You can always tell when you’ve said something surprising when talking by transmission because suddenly there’s this long pause. My answer is being taken back to Myari on Iox, and additional responses are being gathered. Eventually Six speaks.


“By the waters, Aliya. I hope you’ve counted wrong.”


“Professor, Six thinks Renba sailed into the Cyclones.”


Another long pause. 


“And you intend to follow him? You thought the best way to find one lost Ioxian was to lose another?”


I’m not an Ioxian.


“Professor, he left a trail. For you. Renba was a roboticist. He must have known that robots could see the patterns inside the artefacts he left. That trail leads into the Cyclones.”


“There’s nothing in the Cyclones except a lot of rocks that will break your precious ship in two. Come back to Iox.”


My hands are on the rungs of the ladder. I wasn’t decided before; now I am. “I will,” I tell her. “That’s a promise.”


There is no pause.


“Aliya? Aliya, are you disobeying me?”


“No, I’m not. Six, can you end it? She’s ranting.”


“I heard that, Aliya! (Apologies, Mistress, the pattern she sent anticipated that reaction.)”


“Now, Six. I’ve heard enough.”


“... I concur, Mistress. I have reviewed the additional content. It contains little additional material. She disagrees with your decision and wishes most decisively for you to return.” 


“Thank you, Six. I got that. But we are going to the Cyclones. If Renba found this – the Emperor’s robe – down there, then who knows what else there might be? The end of the Empire wasn’t recorded. No one had any time to write anything down, they were too busy being murdered. There are only stories about the Fall… but if this is a chance to find some real evidence, we have to take it. Myari would agree, if she was thinking clearly. She believes everything is a loop. She believes the Fall will happen again, someday. She wants to know about it as much as me. More, even.”


“And she is concerned for Master Renba himself.”


“So she says.” Though, I reflect, she didn’t seem too concerned about that now, did she?   


The robot appears to make a decision. “I will operate the rear paddles until we return to a more vigorous river, Mistress.”


“You’re happy to disobey your primary user?”


Six pauses for a moment. The question, relayed back to its core. A calculation, then a response.


“Her order to return to Iox was directed to you. I am not compelled to enforce others to obey my primary user. Meanwhile, my Ethical Core is concerned for Master Renba. Therefore we may proceed.”


“Do you think we’ll find him?”


“I do not know. I hope so, Mistress.”


The word catches my attention. “Hope, Six? Can a robot hope?” 


“My core considers probabilities when analysing event chains, Mistress. But even the most unlikely outcomes must, at some time, occur. Hope, therefore, is a mathematical certainty.”


With that it turns and rolls across the cabin. I can’t help but shake my head in disbelief. I’ve known a lot of robots, but never one like this. Argumentative. Philosophical. Stubborn.


But I don’t waste the opportunity it’s given me. It’s the first time the machine has looked away since I opened Renba’s box. As quickly as I can, I stash the copper-bladed knife and the ancient page of text that had been rolled up inside the robe somewhere they won’t be seen, amongst the other finds that litter the shelves of the ship. No need to report those to the Curators yet. 


Then I climb the rungs and slip my arms into the armatures. 


“Ready?”


“One cannot be ready for the Cyclones, Mistress.”


“But you’d stop me if it was really dangerous. Wouldn’t you?” The robot is silent. “Wouldn’t you?”
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The moon of Elboreth is a great mountain, split into three layers. 


At its summit is the Citadel, known locally as the Catkis. This is where the better merchants have their shops, where the markets are, and where the lucky ones live. The Orphanage is within the Citadel; I found the Nightingale beneath it; and Oroi has her shop there now. 


The next layer, beyond and below the Citadel’s curtain wall, is a plateau of fields where crops are grown: potatoes, kale, grain for bread. This is the wettest part. The mist that rises from the nearby river hangs here and keeps the soil moist. Also in the fields are the remains of the statue of the Giant, two enormous stone feet broken off at the ankle, and between them a steep uneven path descends to the moon’s lowest level. Here, at the base of the mountain, juts a single, wide, flat ledge and this is where the slums of Godsfeet are. 


Beyond Godsfeet there is nothing. 


The slums go right to the brink. You can sit with your back against an iron-sheet house and dangle your feet out over the stars themselves, infinitely far below. These stars have fixed patterns and the shapes they make have names: so, for instance, on Elboreth we say to spit in the Scorpion’s eye, meaning to waste time trying to do something which can never be done.


The view at the edge the Cyclones reminds me of nothing so much as this view off the edge of Godsfeet. The river travels wide and flat and weirdly slow for a long time and then, without warning, disappears from sight, turning to flow sharply downwards. The angle is so severe that when the Nightingale reaches it, the prow leaves the water completely and starts dripping. The sails leave the water too. The ship slows to a crawl and seems to hold in its place, balanced on its little back legs like the bird it’s named after. 


For an endless moment I can see nothing from the cockpit but the whirling violence of the Cyclones below. I can see the three great rivers that feed this monster spiralling and smashing into one another, sending up plumes of water that are almost rivers themselves. I can see gigantic rocks, like entire moons that have been torn to shreds, that are now dancing slow, deadly dances in the current. I can see circles within circles of current that shrink to a central point too lost in mist and spray and foam to define. I can stare without interruption into the Cyclones, and this raging, bleeding eye stares right back at me. 


But the flow below the ship does not stop. The stern is still being shoved forwards, inch by inch. Finally, the point of balance is reached and the prow begins to tilt and fall. Below, a book slides from a shelf. Then another. Then several, all at once, with a sound like running footsteps. The books are trying to run away. Something smashes. And then the tip of the sail connects… and we are away, and there is no time to do anything else but hold on. 


“Eagle’s…. teeth...!”


The sudden force is like nothing I have felt aboard the Nightingale before. It is like we have always been sleepwalking and now suddenly we are awake and charging, the breath burning in our lungs. The sails have swollen. The ropes grind and saw into the wood. Every bone of the ship is groaning. Through the glass of the dome, I can see nothing but an endless mess of ice and frothing water, but the sound of every little impact echoes loudly: it’s like I’ve stuck my head inside a barrel-drum on Solstice Day. It is like some great creature has taken hold of the ship and is dragging us down, down, down into its great watery lair. 


The armatures are bending beyond the limits of their frame. Outside, the booms are curving forwards; there is more water behind us than ahead. If the booms snap, the ship will never fly again, and the only thing holding them back is me. The balls in my shoulders are ready to pop from their sockets. I should have docked the booms against the hull before we fell but there is no way I could force them backwards now. 


“Please hold on, Mistress. Hold on!” 


The pain is enough that I want to weep. What am I doing here? Yesterday, I would have sailed half a day to go around the Cyclones; now I’m plunging in. Do I really care for some Ioxian roboticist I’ve never met? Or is this just about making Myari suffer? If I destroy myself in the whirlwinds of the Cyclones, Myari will carry the cost of it. It’ll make her pay for the crime of asking me to do something for her. For the crime of rescuing me from life in a slum. For the crime of giving me affection when I deserved none. Do I really hate her so much, for everything she’s given me, that I would be happy to ruin myself just to hurt her? 


The armatures are trying to pin me against the back wall of the cockpit and crush me there. I realise I am almost fainting. I breathe deep and long, and then I fight back.


Every gift of Myari’s has always been conditional. Every offer has been a trade. Even her love – and she has loved me, in her way – has come with its demand. Nothing has been freely given, not even a choice. She took my debt from the Grey Ladies and then disallowed me from paying any of it back. She has kept me as Iox keeps Elboreth.


“Mistress, the sail…” Six’s voice is almost inaudible over the roaring outside the glass. “Release the sail!”


The words shake me by the shoulders. I have been twisting, hard, on the grips that keep the sails taut. Hunching up, hauling in towards myself, trying to constrain all the forces of this wild river. But the robot is right. I don’t need to hold it in. So I simply... let go. The ropes spool away, burning my wrists as they pass. The metal blocks at their ends smack the wood as they reach their full extent. The sails outside bloom and billow, all but tearing away. But the armatures relax. They are still being pushed by the current, but the force is nothing to what it was. 


Blood begins to flow into my arms again. My head clears, mostly, the dizziness passing. I was underwater but now I’m out and I can think again. I begin to furl in the flapping sail. Hanging loose they are easy enough to wind up. Once that’s done, it’s easy enough to slide the armatures forwards, folding the ship’s wings against the sides of the hull. There’s a loop of rope dangling from below the glass dome, just next to where the ends of both armatures are now resting. I’ve never used it before but guided by some instinct I slip it over the two handles. It grips perfectly, holding them bobbing in place. 


Now we are sleek, thin, and still falling.


I’m holding nothing, so I climb down the ladder, rubbing at my shoulders.


“Mistress?”


“The boat doesn’t need me, Six.” 


“But Mistress, while the boat may not need you…” 


“It doesn’t, it really doesn’t.” I’m feeling euphoric. The aftermath of exhilaration, perhaps. “The river is sailing us.” 


“But Mistress, the rocks we saw…”


Its words move past me, not gaining a hold. I am floating, I am content, I am invincible.


“The rocks, Mistress. I cannot see the rocks from here.”


“The rocks? What rocks?”


“Mistress, I do not know which rocks.”


“Oh, by the Goddess, you’re right!”


I spin on my heel and jump back up the ladder into the thundering dome. Sure enough, directly ahead the river is breaking against an enormous, towering stone formation in a vertical wall of spray. There’s time enough to shout “Steer!” before the boat turns by itself, nose whipping out sideways as the keel is pushed from below. The stern spins hard in the other direction and slams into the rock. The impact throws me off the ladder and onto my back on the cabin floor. 


The last thing I see is one of the rear hull planks bursting open and a jet of water spraying straight through Six’s head. The hologram breaks open at the mouth, jumping and shearing. It gives the appearance that the robot is laughing madly.
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There are six Gods. On the scattered moons of the Nebula they have different names. Perhaps they are one God with six aspects, but each aspect, or God, is always presented in the same way. One is tall, one is broad, one weeps, another prays, one reaches up and one invites us to join them. 


They are found on moons that do not sail to other moons. 


There is a Seventh God. Nothing is known of the Seventh God. 


The Seventh God waits. 



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


 


As children on Elboreth, Oroi and I found a hopper source set into the wall of an abandoned courtyard, high up in the Catkis. 


We’d wandered these wide streets for years, exploring their branches and turnings: narrow winding alleys that led round tight corners into forgotten passages. This time we found ourselves nearly level with the great domed building at the top of the Citadel that the locals call the Council. We were balanced on a thin walkway with a courtyard below and both of us stopped to stare.


“A good place to find some Ancient?”


“A good place to find some good bits.”


The courtyard was a gap: surrounded on four sides by the backs of tall buildings that had been built up over the centuries with makeshift additional floors. At their tops they leant together but at their feet was this empty space, littered with detritus fallen in from above and never cleared. Rotting scaffold poles; planks; mud; counterweight stones; yards and yards of rope. It was the rope that drove us to break in: Oroi wanted it so she could rig up a winch to move her crates of machine parts over the wall of the Orphanage. She’d had the idea to set up a little workshop, even then.  


So we clambered over a railing and dropped down onto a canvas awning, where Oroi lay on her belly and held my wrists while I slid over the edge backwards, dangling until I was low enough to drop onto a pile of planks below. 


The planks turned to dust as I hit them. The real ground was a fair distance further. Then the scaffold holding Oroi aloft snapped and she slid pretty much into my arms. We lay on our backs, side by side, looking up at the high, high walls that now surrounded us, and laughing our heads off. That wasn’t the first time we kissed, but it was one of the early times.


Once we’d gotten up and dusted ourselves down and Oroi had retied her braids the way she wanted, we started to look around for useful junk and a way out. There wasn’t much of either. The materials were all old; they had weathered badly from people using the courtyard as a run-off for washing. (Lucky for us, they hadn’t been using it as a cistern. That would have been a really hard thing to explain to the Ladies back at the Orphanage in the morning.) Oroi had been hoping for robot parts; she already had a neck-arch and half of an expired fuel core but she’d taken those apart and put them back together so many times they weren’t much fun anymore. 


“There’s got to be a door,” I said. “No one makes a courtyard without a door.” 


“Who says it’s a courtyard?”


“It’s definitely a courtyard,” I replied. “Look here. That’s the root of a tree. Dried up now, but someone planted it.”


“Or a bird dropped a seed?  Maybe we can pile up all this junk into a tower high enough to get back over the wall.” She began shifting stones around to make a base layer by the lowest wall. “Help me with this pole.”


I helped her, then had to stop for breath. Oroi paused, and watched with concern while my colour returned. “I don’t think… a bird… laid the ring of stones around the tree… do you?” I was still gasping, but I was also still stubborn.


Oroi shrugged. “So it’s a courtyard. Perhaps they bricked up the doorway.” She was leaning planks of wood up against a makeshift stone platform as she spoke, testing how badly they bowed by shoving it with her shoulder.


I got back to my feet. “If they did... we could smash it in, couldn’t we?” Back then, when my lungs emptied themselves out it only took a few moments for the dizziness to pass, and for my breath to return. I began working my way around the walls, examining the stones for seams and cracks. 


We should have been scared, but we weren’t. We were both grinning. This was the reason we broke out at night. To find things. To get into a mess. To see what we could do. When you’re raised in an orphanage all you think about is whether you’re a trouble to someone; whether you’re worth what they give you. But here, stuck in a courtyard with no doors, we mattered to no one but ourselves. 


“Here, look at this…”


Oroi had two poles crossed and was trying to slide them into place under and over a third to make a stable platform to build higher. She let it collapse and came over. I had found something, set at waist-level into the wall. A wide, flat metal ring with a glass circle at its centre, and etchings around the rim. 
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“Well?” Oroi demanded. 


As a girl, I believed I could simply read Ancient. I thought it was something I’d been born with, and there was no one to tell me I was wrong. The Grey Ladies ignored my boasts, as did most of the other girls. But Oroi defiantly believed me, no matter how unlikely my translations were. 


(I wonder now if those very claims were what brought Myari to the orphanage, and made her take me away?)


“It says, I am a door.”


“What? All of that?” 


“It’s a poetic word for door. Gateway of heathens.”


Anyone else would have rolled their eyes. Oroi only frowned.


“Doesn’t look like a door.” 


“Help me shove the wall. Maybe there’s a hidden catch.” 


Her eyebrows told me that she thought I was an idiot, but then she wasn’t doing much better trying to build a scaffold from rotten wood and broken stones. “As you say.” 


She ran her hands across the stones, thinking with her fingertips. For someone who enjoyed hauling scrap metal around, Oroi could be supremely gentle. It reminded me of the doctor who ran her hands across my chest and throat when I couldn’t breathe, except that Oroi found no sign of anything. 


“There’s no door here. That… thing… whatever it is… It’s set into the brick. They cut a hole, pushed it in, screwed on the faceplate and welded it all together. It’s been here a really, really long time.”


“What is it?”


Oroi knelt down, and peered into its opaque glass eye. “I have no idea.” 


“But whatever it is,” I replied. “You agree that you wouldn’t put it in a courtyard like this unless there was once a door.” 


“You are impossible.” She rocked back on her heels, and felt the metal around the glass for a moment. Then she tilted her head. 


“Something wrong?”


“No. But it’s warm. Not very warm, but… a little bit warm.”


“You think it’s powered?”


Oroi nodded, only half listening. She turned her head, looking over her shoulder across the space. “Aliya? Is there anything over there? On the other side?”


“Over here, you mean?” I was getting better at crossing the junk-heap now; I scrambled along loosely-balanced planks like a cat. The far wall was piled with sand and chipped stone left over from when the wall itself was extended upwards to buttress a new floor above. I found a length of stick and poked about roughly where Oroi was pointing.


“You should find a piece of glass,” Oroi said. “About this big.” She held her hands a short way apart, finger and thumbs open. “Carved with a lot of flat faces, like a crystal.”


“How do you know?” 


“Read it in a book.” 


I dug a little more. 


“What is it?”


“Let’s just see if it’s there, first.” 


I dug a little deeper, and then sure enough, there was a glint under the dirt. I tossed my stick aside and used my hands, getting grit and splinters under my fingernails until I’d uncovered an inset crystal, its surface a rose-head of intersecting triangles, positioned directly opposite the flat metal ring.


“Oroi, it’s here. It’s here!” 


“I knew it. That glass object is called an eye. And this thing in the wall,” and Oroi patted it, “is something I’ve heard about. It’s called a tifar and...”


My eyes flashed, and I was in darkness. 


“Oroi?” 


My voice boomed. The air around me was stale and cold. I’m underground, I thought. I’m inside the moon. 


There was no light. Not even a scrap of it; it was a darkness more total than any I’d known before. In the dormitories, when it was time to sleep, they’d close the shutters and pull down heavy blinds, but the blinds were old and worn and riverlight always leaked through: not enough to play cards or sketch by, but enough to play drop-sticks and to steal each other’s blankets. 


Now; nothing. It was as though light had never touched this place. I couldn’t see my hands in front of my face. I held them up, clasped together, so I could be sure they were both still there. 


I must have fallen into a hole. A hatch in the courtyard, buried under the rubble. We had dug, shifted things around, and I had fallen through.


But if I had, why wasn’t I hurt? I once fell out of a fruit tree and earned a bump as big as the bottle-plum I’d been after. Gingerly, afraid of what I might find, I probed the back of my head for bruises. Nothing. No blood. There were no scrapes on my hands, or arms, or legs. 


I turned in a circle, but still couldn’t see anything, and then immediately regretted it. Which way had I been facing? No way to know.


“Oroi? Are you here?”


I reached out a little way, and my fingers met icy stone. That hadn’t been there before. I must have turned too far. But a wall was still reassuring. I wasn’t floating in space. I was in a room, a chamber. A space. I moved closer and leant my forehead against it. Don’t panic, Aliya. I laid my hands either side, letting the stones hold my weight, and discovered I could feel cracks. Straight vertical lines. Cut and mortared. 


Not a cave. 


Perhaps I could wear the mortar away with something and push a block free?


Then my fingers found something else, less cold than the stone, bulging slightly from the wall. Smooth, flat angles. Glass! Just like I’d seen in the courtyard. Perhaps I hadn’t moved at all; perhaps the rivers above had somehow disappeared? Then for a moment I was really scared as I thought, this darkness is not darkness. It’s my eyes. I’ve gone blind. 


Panic rose but I pushed it away. Steady now, Aliya. The air was too cold here, too stale. The plastered courtyard wall had turned into mortared stone. I had been balanced on planks and rubble; now I was on some kind of floor. Oroi wasn’t here. I had moved. In an instant, in an eyeblink, I had passed through the wall, like cold through a crack.


I am a door. 


And I grinned with delight! Proof, finally. I had been right! I had read the Ancient outside! The glyphs had spoken to me. After all, didn’t the reading the Ladies taught become a voice in your head once you were skilful enough? A voice that rose unbidden when you so much as glanced at written words? 


So, then. Whatever it was we had found, it was a door. And we had opened it. And right now, somewhere on the other side of this faceted glass window, was Oroi. 


And Oroi would find me.  
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I don’t know how long I spent waiting in that dark chamber. Long enough that my legs got tired and I sat down: long enough that I got restless from the cold and stood up again. Long enough that I turned away from the wall and began to inch my way forward into the darkness to try and understand the space I was in. 


I’m not blind, I thought, but I should pretend that I am. I’d seen blind men and women around the market stalls; they could creep along and steal an orange as well as anybody. It was just a matter of focus. Of making your fingertips become your eyes. 


Two steps more and I tripped over a stone. The shock of striking the floor made me gasp. There was some blood, but only a little. Get up, Aliya. You can’t lie around here. 


I got back up. Found the stone on the floor, and it was tiny. Moved it to one side, and resolved to make my feet become my eyes as well.


The corridor seemed to go on forever. It was longer than the main alley from the Catkis Gate to Market Yard; it was longer than the wall-walk around the Citadel itself. It was a thousand steps and I took each one at a time, convinced I was about to plummet through empty space… And then without any warning, it was over: my fingers met another wall, and my heart sank. I was in a box with no way out.


But this wall wasn’t cold. As I ran my fingers across it I felt the grain: rough this way, smooth that way. I sensed the nicks of tiny splinters. It was wood, then, cut into vertical panels. I found cold metal bands holding the planks together, secured by rivet-bolts. It was a door, of the ordinary kind. 


Feeling to the left, I found hinges, sticking outwards from the wall. Feeling to the right and down – across a skyful of dark space; the door being infinitely wide – I found a metal ring. I twisted and, grudgingly, it turned. I pushed and the door stuck; then I remembered the raised hinges and I pulled. The door was heavy and a little swollen but it moved. There was a crack of light, and then a blade of it, that brought tears of joy to my poor, tired, blind eyes. 


I opened the door wider and stepped into the room beyond and the kindest voice I have ever known welcomed me in. 


“Greetings, overseer.” The voice was calm, level, unsurprised. “What are your requirements?”


My eyes were seeing ghosts. The darkness in the distance was still solid; meanwhile, the blue-grey light moving around in the middle distance seemed to be coming from different places all at once. I felt disorientated, like the world couldn’t decide if it was close to my face or falling rapidly away.


“Who’s there?”


“Greetings, overseer. What are your requirements?” 


“Who are you?” My hand felt out into space. “Where are you?”


“I am here. Please rephrase the first question.”


“Why are you talking like that? Why can’t I see you?” 


The light was coming together into a single glowing orb, that was floating somewhere in the distance. And there was a whirring sound, getting slowly louder. I shrank back against the heavy wood of the door. 


“Overseer,” the voice continued. “Please state your wishes. I will wait.” 


The whirring ceased. I took a deep breath.


“I know what you are. You’re …” I couldn’t quite get the words out. “You’re... a robot.” 


“I am the robot designated to this chamber, overseer.”


“Why can’t I see you?”


“Would you like me to activate the lights?”


“Can you do that?”


“Yes. Would you like me to activate the lights?”


“Yes. Please.”


And without any action I could see, the room was suddenly filled with tiny fires, scattered like the sparks from a pine-branch when it catches in the brazier. Orange lanterns, the kind the Grey Ladies hung on wires around the Orphanage walls, glowed from metal fittings. Their beams threw warp and wefts of light across the room. The shadows that had once flooded this place scuttled away to hide. 


I was standing in a wide, long hallway. It was finely decorated: the roof vaulted with wooden beams and held up by stone pillars carved with winding leaves. The walls were plastered and painted with swirling blue-green murals. Even the floor was ornate, paved with intricate patterned tiles. Living on Elboreth I had never seen such a thing as a beautiful floor before. 


The hallway was empty but for one decoration: a wide, flat stone bowl, in the middle of which stood an image of a bird, wings spread and beak wide. And next to the bowl stood a creature with a leering, glowing face and a body of jointed metal sticks that I found hard to understand. It was, I knew, a robot, but it was the first one I’d ever seen unfolded, and it was rolling straight towards me.


“Overseer. My primary user is unavailable. In such circumstances, my Ethical Core likes to find a person who can become my secondary user.”


“... What?” 


“Overseer, will you be my secondary user?”


“I… I don’t know what you’re saying.” 


“I am able to talk to and help a secondary user, within any constraints laid down by my primary user and the requirements of my Ethical Core.”


“You’re a robot. Why don’t you speak like a robot?”


“I do speak like a robot. I am a robot. How would you prefer me to speak?”


“Robots from Iox don’t speak at all.”


“I am not aware of Iox, overseer. Perhaps that is the problem. Will you be my secondary user?”


“Yes. All right. If you like. Where are we?”


“These are the lower chambers, overseer. You are most welcome.”


“My name’s Aliya.”


“Thank you. Aliya. These are the lower chambers. The upper chambers are no longer functioning. There are several other areas which are not accessible due to structural damage.”


“... How long have you been down here?”


“I do not know, Aliya. I have been in a state of minimal activity and have no outside means of assessing the passage of time.” 


“I think you must be really old.” I crept closer and dared to touch it. It stood quite still, not seeming to mind as I ran my hand over its cold metal armatures or down the fraying rubber of its hydraulic tubes. “Do you still work?”


“My systems are reporting good results, Aliya. Do you have any other requirements?”


“What? Yes. I want to get out of here. And… before that, I want to look around.” 


The robot shifted back. Making space for me? No. Sidling to block an opening beyond.


“My Ethical Core cannot permit you to proceed, Aliya. The structure past this point is deeply unsafe. The risk of collapse is very high.”


“How high?”


“Unacceptably high.”


I turned around on the spot where I was standing. “You know, I’ve never seen this place before. Or any place like it. I don’t think anyone knows it’s here. This is some kind of…” I was groping for words I didn’t have. Words to describe spaces for actions that did not exist to me. “This was a place for people to meet. To mingle, and talk.”


The robot said nothing, only waited.


“What is this place?” I asked, directly this time. “What was it for?” 


“I’m not sure how to answer that, Aliya.” 


“What did people call it?”


“It was called the lower chambers, Aliya.”


“You don’t remember any more than that?”


“I do not know more. That may be because I do not remember something I once knew, or because I simply do not know. I do not know which of those it is.” 


“You mean you don’t know what you don’t know?”


“... Please rephrase that, Aliya.”


“Forget it.” I went over to one of the long walls, to trace the murals with my fingertips. Whoever used this place had painted beautiful patterns. Long graceful curves, blue arcs twisting around bright points of grey. Rivers and moons, perhaps; or rivers and stars. At the far end of the hall the patterns rose up and converged above an open archway, which was where the robot was staying, firmly blocking the way. 


I considered running past it. I could feint one way then go the other. But I didn’t try. 


“How can I get out?” I asked. “How did I even get in?”


“You came in from the courtyard. I assume you travelled via the eye.”


“The eye. That’s right.”


The robot said nothing.


“Show me the eye.” 


“Yes, Aliya. Please return through the door behind you.” 


I did so, and it followed. It doesn’t want to lead the way, I thought, in case I turn around and run for the corridor it’s guarding. So there’s a treasure in there. Some secret it doesn’t want me to find.


The space on the other side of the door turned out to be, now I could see it, a small, dull hallway, no bigger than the Orphanage washroom. There were lights here too. The epic darkness through which I had swum was gone. The walls here bore murals too, again converging above a stone arch in the far wall, but this arch had been bricked up. At head-height in the middle of the stone was set a small glass jewel, carved like a closed rose-head with triangular faces. 


“That’s the eye?”


“Yes.”


“And I came through that? How?”  


“In the usual manner.”


“I don’t know what that is.”


“The eye refracts and focuses the signal sent by the transmission source in the courtyard beyond.”


“Can I go back?”


“Yes. I have a source within my fuselage. Do you wish to return to the courtyard?”


“Is it safe?”


“My Ethical Core would not allow me to harm you.”


“Then I want to go.” I was thinking about Oroi. I knew she’d be going mad with worry. Most likely she’d have already climbed out of the courtyard and would now be running back to the Orphanage, trying to figure out how to explain that I had died. “My friend is out there.”


“I will wait here.”


There was no more warning than that. The briefest flash, and then, once again, I was in the dark. But this time, it was the comfortable semi-darkness of a cloth-covered space, lit by filtered riverlight from above. 


“By the stars, Aliya, where have you been hiding?” Oroi was holding a length of scaffolding cane. She promptly began walloping me with it. “I could kill you! Do you hear me? I could kill you! Don’t you ever do that to me again!” A moment later she was holding me tightly. I could feel her tears on my shoulder. “Do you hear me? Never, ever do that again!”


“I won’t. I promise I won’t.”


Behind her was a makeshift yet neatly-counterbalanced tower of rocks and beams and rope, standing as high as the top of the wall. 
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We slipped in through the Orphanage window and crept under the blankets. No one stopped us. We didn’t say a word about where we’d been. We both felt certain we had been noticed. That somehow the Abbess knew. That this time we had gone too far.


And sure enough the next day I was summoned to the Abbess’ chamber, a little cell built into the outer Citadel wall itself. It looked out over the fields below and the rivers beyond. We used to joke that if you broke the rules, the Abbess would send you straight to the rivers by throwing you into them. Oroi came with me to the door but scarpered the moment it opened. 


“Aliya. Good.” The Abbess motioned me inside with an arm around my shoulders. “Please try to stand up straight.” She pushed me into the middle of the room and then stepped to one side. “Now. Turn around.” 


I turned on the spot, and saw with surprise there was another figure standing in the shadow to one side of the cell window. 


“Sit down, girl.” The stranger was a woman. She spoke with a level certainty. “I’m not interested in your strength or your teeth, I assure you.”


There was no chair. I sat down cross-legged on the rug. The stranger crossed the room to me, and lowered herself slowly to her knees.


“Aliya? Am I saying that right?”


I nodded.  


“I’m from Iox, Aliya. Have you heard of Iox?”


I nodded.


“Good. That’s good. My name is Professor Lexi Myari. I’m…” She smiled, almost shyly. “I’m very pleased to meet you. I came here to find you.” 
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A week passed and we didn’t return to the courtyard. Then another. Oroi always had a different reason not to go; she was tired; she wanted to explore Godsfeet; she had a device to study. At first, I believed her. Then I begin to imagine how it had been for her the night I had disappeared. When I finally got her to talk about it, her voice was shaking. She’d been alone, and trapped. She’d frozen up in a panic. When the panic had passed, and I still hadn’t returned, she’d tried building her way out and her first attempt at a tower had collapsed and almost buried her. Her second and third tries had done no better. She’d given up more than once: sat down to die, and then had to get up again because she still wasn’t dead. And all that time, she’d been quite certain that the device we’d found in the wall was some kind of weapon and that somehow she’d killed me.


She didn’t want to go back. She wanted to see the robot, yes, but one escape had been enough. She didn’t want me to disappear on her again. So in the end I went back on my own, because I really wanted to know what was in the hallway that the robot had forbidden me to enter.


It wasn’t as easy as I’d expected, finding the courtyard again. The first time we’d been wandering, choosing alleyways at random, and on the way home we had been running blindly. The only thing I really knew was that we’d climbed, almost to the top of the Citadel itself. So after a few false starts I made my way along the wall-walk to the Council itself and then, instead of working my way up, I tried making my way down. 


And from above, I could see where I was going. Oroi’s structure was there to give me a landmark: scaffold poles lashed with old canvas and cable, peeking over a wall a few levels down. From the highest vertex a rope hung taut, tied to the cornerstone she’d levered over the wall to counterbalance the tower on the other side. Perhaps her first tries had failed, but this contraption was smart and standing firm. Just as she believed in my reading of Ancient, I put my faith in her skills. I grasped the rope, scaled the plastered stone, and then dropped down into the yard. 


The device in the wall was still warm. I ran my fingers around its surface, trying to reproduce what Oroi had done, trying to copy her exploratory touches and her experimental twists. Obviously, I got nowhere. Then I crossed over to the crystal eye, and bent down to put my own eye to it – but you couldn’t see anyway through it; it was too dark on the other side, and the angled surface did nothing but catch the riverlight above and send it flying about. I also tried hissing under my breath for the robot, but that just made me feel like an idiot. 


I went back to the source and tried to remember exactly what we’d done. Oroi had been turning it. She’d told me its name. What had it been? Some patois word. I murmured to myself. “Renfar… brefir… bo-far… tifar…”


The sensation when a hopper fires is almost too small to feel. There’s the switch as the world turns over, from warm to cold, from light to dark, from fresh to stale: but beneath that is something else, something a bit like the icy feeling you get when you almost but don’t quite fall. I reached out and caught myself on the wall behind, which this time I was expecting to be there. I breathed. I called out for the robot and a few moments later a blue-grey light flickered in the distance and I heard the whirr of tracks.


“Lights, Aliya?” 


“Please.”


The lights in the antechamber flared, and the ones in the hall came on as I reached the door. The robot was waiting for me inside, its expression a patient painted smile. “Welcome back. I am glad you have returned.”


“I wasn’t sure you would still be here.”


“This is my place.”


I nodded, and looked around the hall. All my clambering and scrambling was catching up with me: my breath was feeling thin. “There’s... nowhere to sit?”


“No, Aliya. This space is intended for contemplation and movement. The people who built this place believed that by walking, all problems could be solved.”


“You remember that?”


“Yes, Aliya. I do not remember who these people were or what problems they faced, but I remember that. It is perhaps because the memory is associated with this space. You might sit on the edge of the fountain. It is quite dry.”


I stumbled as I crossed over to the stone bowl, and the world span again as I sat myself down. “You must remember more… I’d like to hear more… Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.” I put my head between my knees and concentrated on long, slow breaths until the floor became steady once more. 


“Thank you, Aliya, but allow to me explain. I have not had a shortage of time. Things are either within my recall or they are not. I believe my core has been optimising its capacity by removing things which are not relevant. The names and faces of people who are long dead are, I assume, irrelevant, and it would appear I can no longer remember them. The purpose of the room in which I am is, perhaps, relevant. The gaps appear to be logically positioned.” 


“So you don’t know what’s happened to you? That sounds… horrible.”


“Does it cause you suffering? If so, I will discuss something else.”


“But how can you know who you are if you can’t remember what you’ve done?”


“I do not know, Aliya. Who are you?”


“I know exactly who I am.” My lungs were feeling better again. I sat up straight. “I’m the Queen of Elboreth. But it’s a secret. That’s why I can read the Ancient script and no one else can. My parents were forced into hiding because the Ioxians hate them. I was left with the Grey Ladies for safety. When I’m old enough, my parents are going to return and together we’re going to take back the Nebula.”


“... I comprehend.”


I waited. The robot waited. 


“That wasn’t true,” I sighed. 


“Yes. I comprehended that. Who, in fact, are you?”


“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I live in an orphanage. I don’t like my name. I mean, I don’t mind Aliya. My other name. Timor says it means moonflower. I like people to call me El.” 


“And what does El mean?”


“The Ladies say it means rock and I can’t be called rock. But I don’t see why I can be called moonflower and not rock. I don’t see why it matters.”


“What is the value of a name?”


“I don’t know. Helps people to shout at you.”


“Are you more like a flower, or a rock?”


“I’m like a rock because I don’t feel anything and I don’t need anything.” 


“But I observe that you do not stay where you are placed.”


“No. I go where I’m kicked.”


“... I comprehend.”


“Stop saying that. I… I don’t know what it means.”


“Yes, Aliya. I mean, I hear you.”


“... Thank you.” There was a tear in my eye, from somewhere. I flicked it quickly away. “What about you? What’s your name?”


“If I once had a name, I fear it became irrelevant and I deleted it.”


“Then by the rivers, I’ll give you another one.” I had one ready. I‘d been daydreaming about the robot while lying in my bunk, imagining the adventures we were going to have together. “I’m going to call you Talliin.”


“Talliin. Thank you, Aliya. What does it mean?”


I didn’t know. 


“It means secret friend. Do you know what the word means?”


“Friend?”


“No. Secret.”


“I am aware of the word, Aliya.”


“It means you can’t tell anyone about me. Do you understand that?”


“Yes, Aliya. But I have no one to tell.”


“So you haven’t told anyone? Anyone on Iox?”


“No, Aliya. I have never been to Iox.” 


“You’re sure? The robots on Iox can’t read your mind, can they?” 


“I do not believe so, Aliya. I certainly cannot perceive theirs.” 


“Oh. As you say. I wasn’t sure. There’s a woman from Iox who came to the Orphanage and wanted to ask me things. I didn’t know why she came... I thought maybe it was because I had found you.”


“Who is this woman? Perhaps she is your mother.”


I folded my arms. “My mother is not from Iox.”


“Then perhaps she wishes to help you?”


“There are lots of children in the Orphanage, Talliin. There’s nothing special about me. But this woman said she was happy to meet me. She made me turn in a circle. I thought she was going to ask me to dance. And then she asked me questions.”


“What sort of questions did she ask?”


“My name. Who my friends are. What I like doing. What I can do. I had to lie. I couldn’t tell her about the exploring that me and Oroi do. The Ladies would fix the fence if they knew about the loose railing. And I couldn’t tell her that I can read Ancient, either. The Ioxians can’t ever be allowed to get their hands on the secrets of Ancient.”


“What secrets are those?”


“I don’t know. They’re secret. But they must be powerful. The Ancients could walk between the moons. The Ancients built the rivers. The Ancients were probably the Gods, don’t you think?”


“Aliya? You said by the rivers earlier. What are the rivers?”


“What? Talliin? Have you never seen the sky?”


“I have never been outside this room. You are the only person I have ever spoken to. I understand a river to be a flowing body of water, but such a body cannot be built, nor would it remain in the sky. What are the rivers you are referring to?”


“Well, they… they are in the sky. I don’t know how, or what they are. They glow with light and they’re always moving. Apparently you can sail on them. They’re made of water. I mean, they’re supposed to be. Sometimes, water falls from the sky, and they say that water comes from the rivers. But they’re not just water. When someone dies the rivers are where they go after their bodies are burned. Souls go back to the rivers until they are born again.”


“I comprehend.”


“You do?”


“Yes. If the Ancients built waterways between moons which can also carry the souls of the dead, they must have been supremely powerful and possessed of a deep understanding. If you have this understanding too, I can see why you would wish to keep it secret from those you do not trust.”


I nodded, very seriously. “You understand things really well for a robot who’s never met anybody.”


“Thank you, Aliya,” the robot replied. “You are helping me to learn.”


I shrugged. “The lady from Iox went away, anyway, in the end. I don’t know if she got what she wanted. She said she’d come back, maybe. And she gave me something.” 


“Was this gift carved with Ancient script?”


“Yes. It was a necklace. With an amber jewel. But it was rubbish; I’ve seen better ones in the market. I wondered if she’d made it herself so I didn’t say anything nasty about it. She put it in my hand and said, ‘I would like you to have this. Do you think you can take it?’ Like that. I said yes. And she nodded and said, ‘I hope it makes you very happy.’ She looked like she was going to cry.”


“Do you still have this necklace? I would like to see it.” 


“No. I dropped it somewhere. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like her either.”


“You must try to find it again, Aliya.”


“Do you think so?”


“I do. I think it is highly likely that the lady will return, and she will want to see that you still have her gift. Otherwise she may become angry.”


“I don’t care if she does!”


“You may not want her friendship, but you do not want her enmity.”


“Enmity?”


“Hatred.”


“If you say so. I’ll try.”


“Thank you, Aliya. It would hurt my Ethical Core to think that you might encounter difficulties.” 


“Are you saying you care about me?”


“Of course.”


“You know, Talliin…” I’d been wandering around, talking with my hands; now I sat down on the raw tiles with my back against the wall. The old fountain had been an uncomfortable perch. “Someday I’m going to have to leave the Orphanage and I’ll have to do something to live. And I don’t know what to do. Oroi – that’s my friend – she wants to run a repair-shop. And a few people want to work in Godsfeet… but I don’t want to do any of those things…”


“You are young, for a human?”


“I’m thirteen.”


“I expect most humans do a lot of growing between the age that you are now and the age that you will be when you leave the Orphanage. Are there older children that you know? Are they different from you?”


“... You don’t talk like anyone I know, Talliin. It’s good talking to you.”


“That is good to hear.”


“Talliin, I want to know about this place.” I hopped back to my feet. “I want to explore. The corridor over there. I want to see where it goes.”


“I cannot allow you to go there, Aliya. The roof is unsafe. It may collapse at any moment.”


“Has it collapsed in the last hundred years?”


“No, Aliya.”


“Then it won’t collapse now. I won’t touch anything. Please. There might be a way up into the Council, to the great dome. No one’s ever been there. I expect it’s full of Ancient to read. Let me go past you.”


“No, Aliya. No. There are doorways in the tunnel that are closed. I believe the doors are supporting the roof. If the roof was to collapse, I would not be able to dig you out, or even to hopper you free. Please.”


“You worry too much.”


“I must care for you, Aliya. I have no one else to care for.” 


“Are there other robots here?”


“There have not been any others for a very long time. They left.”


“So it’s only you.”


Then I tried running for the passageway, but the robot moved so fast I didn’t even get close. It knocked me sideways against the wall, punching the air from my lungs. 


“Ow! I thought… you... weren’t supposed… to hurt me!”


“I am free to hurt you should it prevent a greater harm,” the robot replied. I didn’t like that answer at all or the way that it said it, and I crawled backwards a little across the floor. “I would prefer it, however, if you would choose to believe me.”


“But, Talliin… what’s the point… in me finding a place like this… ow!... if I can’t explore it?”


“I have a suggestion, Aliya. When you are gone, instead of powering down, I will attempt to repair the integrity of the tunnel using whatever materials I can locate and manipulate. If it collapses on me that will be an acceptable loss, and if it does not, I will tell you.” 


“How will you tell me?” 


“I will tell you when you return. I would very much like you to return.”


“There’s something back there, isn’t there? Something important.”


“I believe so, Aliya, yes. And I would tell you what it is, except I cannot remember.” 


I stared at the dark opening. The robot was between me and it, and had been the whole time. 


“Fine. You have a deal. Just… don’t hit me like that again.”


“I cannot promise that,” the robot replied. “But I will never hurt you unless I must. I hope that is acceptable.”


“I suppose it is...” I got back to my feet, still holding my bruised side. “You know, Timor in Godsfeet shares a glass of raqi when he seals an arrangement with someone. Should we do something like that?”


“I do not drink and we do not have any raqi. But I perceive that we are both honest and serious beings. A solemn oath should suffice.”


“An oath, then.”


I bowed my head because I felt like I should do something. The robot copied me. Then I turned and walked away and the robot passed me through the eye between one footstep and another. The whole conversation felt like a dream, except my ribs still hurt from where the robot had knocked me down. 


I snuck back into the Orphanage through the gap in the railings, and climbed in through the dormitory window. Oroi was in her bed but she cracked an eye as I slid beneath my blankets. “You went back?” 


I nodded. Her hand slipped out and found mine in the dark. 


“I’m glad you’re all right, El.”


“Of course I’m all right.”


With my other hand, I reached for the amber necklace that I’d hidden underneath my pillow for safe-keeping from the other children. I was an orphan, used to being an unwanted burden. Now, for the first time, I felt like I was being pulled in different directions at once. 
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I went back the next day, of course, and this time Oroi came too. Now there was construction and engineering involved, she was interested. But Talliin wouldn’t let her help with the work in the tunnel. It was, the robot insisted, a matter of time rather than ingenuity. And so time passed, and the hallway beneath the Council became this place we crept away to in order to pass it. 


Whoever had built this place, whatever it had been for; it was ours now. This was where we came when we were done working in the fields; this was where we came after doing a job in Godsfeet for Timor. Oroi set up a little burner for tea and grilling and we brought in planks and bricks from the courtyard to make benches that were warmer to sit on than the floor. We slept in the Orphanage most nights but the older we got, the more often we camped here. The Ladies didn’t seem to mind. 


We’d sit, side by side, passing a copper flask of raqi between us and talking in low voices. The robot idled behind, always listening, never interrupting, its head providing a gentle, glowing light. 


Two years passed this way, until the day came when Myari said she wanted me to go back to Iox with her. I’d come straight from talking with her so I was still wearing the necklace, which I only ever put on for our meetings.


“So?” Oroi asked, sitting a little distance away from me. “Are you going to go?”


I was hugging my knees and tracing patterns in the tiles below with my gaze. “I don’t know. I suppose so. What else can I do?”


“Do you want to go?”


“I don’t know. Yes? I mean, wouldn’t you?”


“I don’t know, Aliya.” She only used my real name when she was angry. “No one’s asking me.”


“It’s not my fault, Oroi. I don’t know what she wants.”


“She wants you. Every time she comes back, it’s always you.”


“It’s not like I’m nice to her. I thought she’d get sick of me. Pick someone else. It’s some kind of test, that’s what I think.”


“Then you must have passed, if she wants you to come and live with her.”


“I’m not going to live with her. I’ll live at the University. They all live there. It’s like… one big orphanage for people who are too mean to live with anyone else.”


Oroi laughed thinly. 


“You should fit right in then.”


“Thanks. Friend.” 


Oroi was silent for moment. From where it waited, a little distance away, Talliin said: 


“Will you come back to us, Aliya?”


I shook my head. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I’ll be allowed to. I’d guess there are transports between Iox and Elboreth but I don’t know how many carry people. Or how you get to be allowed onto one. Besides, once she’s got me on Iox, she might not want to let me leave.”


Oroi handed me the flask.


“They’re going to cut you open to study you, Aliya. To see how your brain works.”


“Shut up, Oroi.”


“They’re going to wire you up to a robot and copy you.”


“... is that possible?”


“… or maybe they’re just going to pickle you.”


I laughed at that. “And why would they pickle me?”


“You’d probably taste better that way.”


“Probably.” I took a deep drink from the flask and hacked a cough. “But I can pickle myself.”


“If there is a chance you will not be returning, Aliya,” the robot said, “then there is something I must show you now.”


I turned. It was waiting, impassive and emotionless. Patient, forever kind.


“What?”


“I have been waiting until I could be certain it was safe, but… it is predominantly safe, and I believe you would prefer to see it before you go.” 


I was on my feet in an instant. Oroi was watching, not following. I pretty much grabbed the machine. “You’ve finished repairing the corridor. Haven’t you?” 


Talliin didn’t nod, but the slight opening of its arms carried a similar meaning. 


“Yes, Aliya. It has been slow, careful work, as you are aware.”


“But you don’t ever do anything,” Oroi said. “You just sit there.”


“I do the work when I am alone, in case of structural collapse.”


I was standing in the opening of the tunnel, and the robot wasn’t stopping me. I suddenly felt afraid. “What’s down here, Talliin?”


“I believe you will like it, Aliya. Oroi, I believe you will like it too.”


“Oh, yes?” Oroi frowned. “What is it? More robots?”


“I could, of course, tell you. But if you see it, I have calculated that you will enjoy the moment significantly more. I would very much like to test this result.”


We looked at each other. Oroi got reluctantly to her feet. “Is this a trick?” 


“No, Oroi. Allow me to lead and light the way.”


The corridor was really a tunnel. The ceiling was supported at regular intervals by curved stone ribs. It ran straight, then turned a sharp corner, then another. I think it was snaking underneath the Council building, but I never did find out: there were doorways in the side-walls but Talliin encouraged me away from them.


The places where the robot had effected a repair were obvious and not exactly reassuring: it had done little more than shove rocks that had fallen out of one wall over to buttress another. But I trusted its logic. It rolled ahead. Oroi and I hurried to keep up. A sound began to fill the air, a fearsome roaring wind. Our hands found each other’s in the dark.


And then finally the corridor emerged into a wide chamber of bare rock – a cave, cut directly into the cliff-face on which the Citadel was built. The tunnel mouth from which we emerged was at the smallest, deepest point of the cave; the cave mouth opposite was wide and filled with near-blinding light, because outside the cave was a river. A river, in full shining force and glory, close enough to the cave mouth to fill the cave with its thunder.


A river, crackling and sparking with overwhelming light, layers and layers of light, blending and contrasting, one upon the other upon the next. To watch it was to be swept up by its motion. It drew your eye to follow the flows that formed and broke and swirled and separated and wove into other lines that were just as determined and just as fragile. It was bountiful, vigorous, endless, restless, noisy. It was alive.


And it was huge; as huge as an eagle’s wing; as huge as the sky itself. There is a children’s story of a giant who finds an ant, and neither can understand the other. Looking at the river reminded me of that.


We must have stared with open mouths, hand in hand, for ten minutes or more.


“What I wanted to show you,” Talliin said clearly, carefully, “is over here.”


The robot raised an arm to point towards a wide, low shadow in the middle of the hall. A shadow I had not yet perceived because of the great light beyond it. 


This shadow had a long body and two wide, folded wings. For a moment I thought it was a sleeping creature, and in a way it was. 


The shadow was the Nightingale. And as I approached it, the dizzying riverlight caught the amber gem of Myari’s necklace and the hatch fell open. 
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At the eye of the storm known as the Cyclones there is a hole in space itself. It is a pit into which things can fall such that they will never return. 


Only the heart-broken and the lost sail the hungry waters of that place, and it is said that when they return, it is with lighter hearts, as if their cares and woes had been taken from them. 


It is also said that to sail into the Cyclones with a joyous heart that holds no burden is to invite your own destruction.



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


 


I’m shivering. I don’t know where I am, but the light here is gloomy, half-grey, the colour of riverlight through a shroud. I’m not aboard the ship. Not in my room on Iox. I’m lying on my back and there are rough, dry stones beneath me. Everything feels bone dry. I remember water filling the cabin of the Nightingale and I sit up sharply, which makes my head spin, but I’m not drowning. I’m alone. At the bottom of some kind of narrow rock gully. There’s a persistent, cold wind. The sky above is a thick, rolling, glowing fog. There are no rivers, no stars. I don’t understand how I got here. There’s no sign of the ship. 


“Six?”


The wind takes my words and chucks them away.


I get very carefully to my feet. There’s enough dust in the air that I can’t easily see much in either direction, so I take a few steps to try and see more. The path is nothing but sand banked up inside this crack I’m in. My feet sink ankle-deep with every step. There’s a corner ahead. It might provide some shelter from the wind, so I start to stride. I don’t know where I am, but I seem to be moving around all right. 


My shoulders are sore. Aching. I remember the power of the Cyclones. I had tried to sail in the Cyclones, like an idiot. When you’re rolling down a mountain you don’t try to cling onto it; you ball yourself up and hope you land in the water. 


This, then, is the water. The skies above are rolling but not raging. If I’m still in the Cyclones – if I fell out of the ship somehow – then this must be the storm’s eye. The lowest place; a place beneath everything else. The very bottom of the Nebula. A place from which nothing can return, or so Mazwai says. I can hear Oroi’s voice in my head: now you’ve done it, El. 


The ground is sloping upwards. I can feel myself growing short of breath. Before the dizziness sets in I pause to recover. There’s no hurry, after all. This whole moon is no doubt being slowly scoured to dust, but it hasn’t disappeared yet. A few breaths is a mere blink of time.


My lungs relax and open up once more. The air itself is still weirdly thin. I walk on, wishing I had a stick of some kind to lean on. Once, a few years ago, I had climbed a whole mountain by leaning on a robot’s neck-arch, hand inside its head. It had been Four, I think. Four had been a quiet one.


“Six?”


Still nothing. The robot’s abandoned me, I think. So much for its Ethical Core. It’s probably decided I’m safer down here than up there, and therefore it can leave me behind.


Safer down here than aboard the Nightingale, which is filling with water.


I glance up, as though I expected to see my ship keeling from the sky, but there’s still nothing there but the blank, boiling fog. This whole moon must be inside a cloud. If Six is still up there, then it probably can’t see me. 


It must have hoppered me down here, to get me off the ship. To save me.


… Now I’m scared. 


“Renba? What about you?” Nothing. “Are you down here?”


I’ve reached the mouth of the gully, where a stone arch bridges overhead to create a kind of window. The path itself turns sharply left beyond the window, and to the right there’s a deep drop into a lower channel. The wind isn’t strong enough to make me afraid of being blown off the ledge, but I keep one hand on the rock wall anyway in case the sand below should slide. There’s a gentle trickle running over the edge all the time. I pull my scarf around my mouth and nose, and stay close to the spur of rock as I slip round.


And then I stop, dead still, just staring, because the path continues along its rocky shelf and ends in something impossible. Here, in the middle of the Cyclones, in the Eye of the Nebula itself, in a place no ship can sail to and from which no ship can return: here, someone has built a house. 


It’s a large house. The walls are plastered with a thick yellow cement. (Mixed from the local rock.) Wooden support beams jut out at regular intervals. (Where are the trees?) There are empty windows with wooden shutters on iron hinges. A small rooftop terrace sits beside the cliff-path, separated by a low wall: on it is a bench, and a few urns for flowers or herbs. A larger rooftop area is above, cunningly built under the overhanging cliff; but from here I can see the low parapet and nothing more.


I stand there, staring like a hungry orphan at a Solstice Day roast. I realise I’m expecting someone to come out of the house. Some thousand-year-old Ioxian sage, or Renba himself, with a water-pipe to smoke and sipping a glass of homemade raqi. He’ll wave, as though a visitor is an ordinary occurrence, and he’ll tell me he’s been waiting for me. That I’m his daughter. He’ll open a door on the ground floor and we’ll walk through it to Iox and Myari will clap me on the back and say, Aliya, you met your father and now you’re old enough to know the truth…


I wait for this revelation that will explain everything and tidy up every loose end, and nothing happens. No one appears. Nothing is explained. The wind tosses a handful of sand off the path and onto the terrace. It collects against the foot of the bench. The bench is slowly being buried; no one is sweeping it clean.


I start walking again, towards the house. It doesn’t disappear, it only gets bigger and more solid. When I reach it, the low wall of the roof terrace is easy to vault over, but I land clumsily, my foot catching a pot. It over-balances, clattering to the stone. The echoes roll between the rocks. The silence returns. No one emerges from inside to tell me off. 


The bench has been set here to give it a view across a clearing below, in front of the house. I sit down but there’s nothing much to see. The lower channel I saw from the corner runs along the right hand side: perhaps it once flowed with water, and this clearing was a garden? There’s a single huge tree to support that idea, but its few leaves are all a bronze colour, dry and dying. The timbers for the building must have been shipped here, unless this place once held a forest that was cleared for the house to be built. 


There are rocks on the ground below, here and there, scattered without design. Fallen, then, from the cliffs above. A few are clustered, blocking a narrow pass that leads away on the far side of the clearing. Close to this rockfall, on the near side, is a low brick building with open walls. An outhouse, perhaps. It’s escaped demolition, for now.


And that’s all I can see from this vantage point. No green space, no fields, nowhere to grow anything. A house for a household where a household could never be. Fanciful theories start to form: a house for robots; or a house built by a robot waiting for someone who never came. A house that wasn’t built here at all but that was pulled into the wake of the Cyclones from somewhere else and landed here, right way up, by sheer chance. A house so cursed and so unloved that it fell into the Cyclones to be the better forgotten. A house, hoppered here by an enormous house-hoppering hopper… 


… None of it is possible and all of it is absurd, and yet here it is.


I get back on my feet, thinking to try the door into the building, when my foot knocks something else, half-buried in the sand around the base of the bench. I pick it up. It is a short wooden tube punctured by holes along its length, and curved to a pinch and cut with a slot at one end. It takes a few tries to turn it the right way up and realise it’s a flute. I put it to my lips and blow. Sand trickles from the other end, and I spit a little more sand from between my teeth.


On the back of the flute is a design in precise, beautifully-carved Ancient.  

sJaye v byqFyJibyi sFyJi


Out here, in this strange lonely place, the familiar loops and lines are as reassuring as the voice of an old friend. And the first word is one I know! It’s the same as was on Renba’s robe. An act of devotion, I had thought then: so if this is a flute – a song, perhaps?


The rest I cannot begin to read but there’s a resonance in the design of the last two words that I take a moment to enjoy. The glyphs suggest to me a melody; starting low and rising up, dropping low and rising again… I fancy I can hear the echo of the tune this pipe once played; I can catch it on the wind as it blows round and around, unable to escape the Cyclones and disappear…


The conclusion of all this daydreaming is clear enough, however. Someone lived here. 


Someone old, and slow, and considered. They sat here to contemplate the swirling winds above, or the boring yard below, a hundred or a thousand years ago, or else as recently as yesterday. And they played and waited for someone or something to fall into the Eye and come to them.


“Well,” I say. I slip the pipe into my shoulder bag. “Here I am. A bit late. I hope you’re still here.”


Then I go through the door into the house, and I begin to feel that maybe they still are. 
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On Elboreth, when someone dies, their body is burned (naturally enough) and their house is sealed for a whole month. The deceased’s door is barred and clearly marked, and even thieves respect these marks. It is done so that the soul of the person can return undisturbed to collect whatever they’ve left behind before rejoining the river. For during our lived days we shed little parts of ourselves in the places that we are, the places where we sleep and eat and think. These pieces are what make a place ours; they give us comfort when we come back to them, and feel painfully absent when they’re not there. All these fragments must be gathered up by the departing soul so that it may return complete and whole in its next life, or so the story goes. 


When the full month has passed the house is thrown open, the windows and doors set wide to let the air in. The day before, the place is disgusting, filthy; the day after, it is clean. The dead house disappears and there is only a building: an empty box waiting, once again, to be filled.


The house in which I’m standing has been closed up and left undisturbed, but whoever lived here didn’t come back to tidy up. There are signs of them everywhere. I feel their grip on the door handles. I hear their footsteps on the stairs. An empty shoe lies this side of a doorway, the second just inside. An empty cup rests on the floor by a low stool beside a window. It is like the inhabitant has not yet discovered they have gone. 


“Apologies, friend,” I murmur as I stoop under a doorframe. “I’m sorry to intrude.”


The room I’ve entered is a small, cell-like space with a pallet bed. I open the shutters to let in the gloomy half-light but it doesn’t make it feel any less like a tomb. The blankets are crumpled, as though the sleeper has just thrown them back. Something glints from below. I kneel down and find a dagger, thin and curved with a wooden hilt. A simple blade, but not a practical one for whittling wood or opening knots: this is a cruel thing for cutting meat or slitting throats. It has been slipped under the bed, within reach of whoever lay here.


Carved into a plank of the bed-frame – with the tip of the dagger, perhaps? – are lines and lines of Ancient, most of which is spidery and unreadably complex. But in amongst it, I see a plea:

aye scyj ay1

ay1 sqfjxse ayfxsju


I trace the first line with my fingertip. “Goddess… do something… for someone. For me, surely. Goddess, help me. Goddess, spare me.” The second line I can make less sense of. “I… something… someone.” The glyphs are badly carved; whoever carved them used the dagger. They could reach this far and no further. Someone feeble, then; someone dying. Entreating their God for help. “Did your Goddess come, friend?”


I push the dagger into my belt and leave the little room by another door that opens out onto an exterior staircase. The ghosts shift aside to let me through. I climb up onto the flat roof of the house, but it has been broken by rockfalls. There were two more rooms here but both have been destroyed. Their doorframes lie twisted under piles of rubble. 


From here I can see there is a second yard behind the house, and it has a few soil plots clearly outlined. A meagre garden, but it helps to support the idea that someone really did live here. I can see a little more of the clearing in front of the house too; perhaps there was once a marked path from the main doorway to the outhouse? Only it’s too big for an outhouse. Perhaps a shrine, then, or a tool shed. 


But from here I can also see a little way beyond the rockfall that blocks the pass at the far end of the clearing, and what I see there floods my heart with cold riverwater. 


Smoke.


Thick black smoke rising in lazy spirals from something burning. 


I can’t smell it because the wind is blowing towards the flames, but the smoke is dark, and heavy and thick. 


“Goddess, save me...”


Without thinking, I’m clutching the amber amulet around my neck, the one that opens the hatch of the Nightingale. Because right now I cannot think of anything I could be looking at except the burning wreck of my ship. 

H


I walk back down the stairs in a daze. The house looks different now; not a hollow ruin, but a real place. With no water, no food, and no way out. With air too thin to comfortably breathe. I catch myself on a door-frame but the dizziness is shock. My lungs are still open, for the moment. 


“Six, what did you do?” I murmur, but it hadn’t been Six. I was the one who had sailed over the edge of the Cyclones; I had left my lookout post in the cockpit. I had passed out on the floor when perhaps I could have sealed the breach in the hull before the ship went down. I, in the end, was the one who had wanted to come here to spite Myari. I hadn’t even done that right.


And my reward is this. You finally have a home of your own, Aliya. 


A moment later, I’m running. Through the little bedroom to the upper hallway. I’d seen a flight of stairs to the lower level there. I should be able to find a door, or at least a window I can climb through. I can cross the clearing and clamber over the rocks to the ship. Maybe I can put the fire out. There’s no water on this moon but there’s plenty of dust and dirt. Maybe I can smother it. Maybe I can save the ship or at least save my books. But if I want to do that, I have to move...


I’m halfway downstairs when I hear a clatter from below. Something dropped. A metal bar, perhaps. 


I freeze mid-step, straining my ears, trying to silence my breath. 


There’s someone here. Moving. Quietly. Creeping, even. 


My fingers find their way to the curved dagger at my belt. I’ve never used a dagger in my life. I don’t know what to do with it. But I’ve seen a cat slash with its claws. I can probably do that.


Whoever it is, they’re coming closer. A little light begins to spill through one of the lower doorways. 


“Renba?” I call out. “Renba, is that you?” 


No reply. I stay on the steps, dagger at the ready.


“Show yourself!”


“Yes, Mistress,” Six declares, rolling into view and extending its spine upwards to its normal eye-level. “There you are. I am glad to find you are back on your feet.”


The dagger almost drops from my hand. “Six!” 


“Mistress Aliya.”


“The ship, Six! I thought you’d gone down with the ship!”


“No, Mistress. I must apologise. I hoppered you to the surface rather abruptly because of the water. Then I sealed the breached planking and set the ship into a stable orbital path around this moon…”


“Stable? I don’t think it was as stable as you think, Six…”


“A stable orbital path, Mistress. Once that was done, I was able to hopper down myself to locate you. I am glad you have not met with any misadventures while we were separated.”


I descend the last few stairs. “Six, I don’t know how to tell you… I was on the rooftop. I saw smoke, from beyond the cliffs. There’s something burning over there...”


“Indeed there is, Mistress. I observed it from overhead. From what I could see, it is a very large blaze that is now merely smouldering. But if you wish to investigate, Mistress, we should hurry.”


“Before it all burns away?”


“No, Mistress. Before the fire consumes all of the remaining air on this moon.”


I’d thought I knew what we were talking about, but now I’m lost. “The air?”


“Yes, Mistress. I do not believe this moon has a wellspring, or if there was a wellspring, providing both air and water, it has dried up sometime in the last few hundred years.”


“Are you saying there’s no air here?”


“No new air, Mistress. With every breath you are exhausting the supply. As is the fire.”


“Six? You can’t… fix… a wellspring? Can you?” 


“I have no conception of what a wellspring is or how it works, Mistress. As far as I know, they are natural occurrences, and remarkably convenient ones at that.”


“That’s bad.” I slide the dagger back into my belt. “But it’s good to see you. Is the Nightingale really still safe up there? You can hopper me back at a moment’s notice?”


“I assure you it is, and I can, Mistress.”


I take a moment to breathe, to try and slow my heart back down. “Well, then. I’m going to look around while there’s time, since there’s no way I’m ever coming back. I want to know what this place is and who built it. And I want to know how Renba found it too, assuming that he did find it.” 


Six wheels backwards and around, coming to a halt behind my left shoulder. “Very good, Mistress.”


So I look around. The room we’re in at the bottom of the stairs is a living space of some kind. There’s a fireplace with a large chimney that must have warmed the whole house when lit. On the floor in front of it is a mattress. Someone lay here and tried to stay warm. The same person who carved a plea into the wooden bedframe upstairs, or someone else?


There’s wood everywhere, now that I’m noticing it. The chairs, a low table, the stairs themselves. The single tree outside could never have provided enough, especially if whoever lived here also burned wood for cooking and heat. They must have shipped in materials, which means they must have been in contact with the Nebula beyond. But if you can bring things in, why not move yourself away? Why stay in this lonely, wind-broken spot?


One thing that isn’t wood is a metal chest, pushed into a corner. My eye had swept over it at first because of its dull, muted finish, but now I can’t take my eyes off it. 


“Mistress. I think I have not explained the situation quite clearly.”


“Oh, yes?”


I go over to the chest and run my fingers over it. 

rvyt qpim v rttvt Fyg


It’s locked with a catch, but the lid is loose. I can almost get my fingers underneath it. I pull the dagger back out of my belt and slide the narrow blade into the crack, feeling for the internal catch.


“The Nightingale is on a stable orbital path around this moon, Mistress, because the rivers here encircle the moon. You may explore freely until the air runs out. But there is no way to sail back.” 


“That can’t be right.” The curve in the dagger blade is working in my favour; I’ve been able to get it around the back of the catch. There might be something I can flick aside if I can just find the angle. “Renba came here, and left again. We know he did.” 


“We do not know that he sailed here, Mistress.”


“He didn’t swim.” There. Got it. I push hard, but the dagger jams. The blade is too wide near the hilt for the gap between the box and the lid. I try to pull it free but now it won’t move. “Eagle’s teeth!” 


“It is not possible that he sailed away or swam away, Mistress. I suggest he must have had an alternative. Perhaps he hoppered.”


“Hoppers require a line of sight to an eye.” I get back to my feet and cast about the room, looking for something to use. My gaze settles on the fireplace. 


“I am aware of that, Mistress.”


I stop a moment. “We’re in the Eye of the Cyclones right now, aren’t we? Is that an eye?”


“It is the same word, Mistress, but when I say that hoppers require an eye, I mean they require a lensing refractor capable of re-entangling the quantum signal generated by a hopper source. A storm’s eye is a point of null velocity within the vortex.”


“So, no.” I shrug it away. “It was only a thought.” There’s a heavy iron poker by the fireside. I pick it up and give it an experimental swing through the air. Easily heavy enough to knock a robot’s head clear from its holographic neck generator. I head back over to the metal chest, stepping carefully around the blankets huddled by the hearth as though they still held someone.


“Mistress? I am confused. My Ethical Core is in distress at the thought of being unable to leave this place, and yet you do not seem concerned.” 


“I’m not.” I line the weighty end of the fire poker up against the handle of the dagger. “Forget Renba. Look at this place, Six. Someone lived out here for years. Built a whole house. Ate, drank, slept. They didn’t do it on their own. They had a route in and a route out. A reliable, safe way that made living here totally possible. We just haven’t found it yet.” 


Then I swing. The poker smacks into the handle of the dagger, jamming it further under the lid of the chest, but the blade hits something inside with a heavy click as it moves. On a second swing, the lid jumps open then slams shut. For a brief instant I catch a glimpse of something inside that gleams.


“Do you expect to find escape inside that box, Mistress?” 


“No. But this box doesn’t belong here. Everything here is wood and stone, or rough iron. This is… what? Bronze? Copper?” 


“Artenium, Mistress. Robot-metal.” Six’s voice seems to curl up with something like disgust. “That box is made out of melted robot.”


“Then the box is from Iox. Iox is the only place where you can pull robots out of the ground.”


I kneel down and, working gently now, lift the lid up and prop it against the wall behind. Inside, the metal casement has been lined with a soft purple fabric. The colour reminds me of the robe but the cloth is softer and smoother, more refined. 


This is a treasure chest, and inside it is a treasure like none I have ever seen. I reach in with both hands, handling the artefact within like it was a bird with a broken wing. 


“What is it, Mistress?” 


“… It’s a crown.”


To be more accurate, it’s a diadem. A thick, heavy strip of metal – more artenium, at a guess – bound in a loop. At the front is an inset purple jewel, from which a set of three dagger-wings rise.


“The Eagle and Sun,” Six observes. “As on the brooch.” 


“It’s a matching piece,” I agree. “Only this one… this one is really special, Six.” 


“You recognise it?” 


“I think I do. From stories. Before the Protectorate was founded, Iox had a Dark Age. There’s not much known about it, hence the name. Before that, there was an Empire ruled by an Emperor and enforced by an Imperial Guard. There weren’t any robots back then, but there are quite a lot of written records. The Emperor was all-powerful. No one could come in or out of Iox without his permission. He was meant to be untouchable, safe on Iox. But somehow, the Empire did fall. A group called the Fallers got in through the Gates. No one knows how. They stormed the palace, overthrew the guard, killed pretty much everyone. And they would have killed the Emperor too, except they couldn’t find him. He was warned of the attack and managed to escape, and he took the Crown of Iox – the Crown of Stars – with him.” 


“And that is the Crown of Stars?” 


“I think it must be. Here. Look. On the band.”

ayqea scyj cyqpi


“Emperor.”


“Emperor. Same as on the brooch. The other two words I don’t know, though the middle one’s carved into a bedframe upstairs. Protect, save, spare… But an Emperor’s crown doesn’t spare people, it holds them or instructs them. Or it maybe keeps them safe. So let’s say protect. The last word… people?”


“It does not contain the glyph for a person, Mistress.”


“Right. It doesn’t. I’ve seen that rising glyph at the end on a flute, and I thought it was to do with music.” I’ve got my notebook out now, open on my knee. “But the symbols before it there were different. This symbol – the three lines – they look like scratches, or claw-marks. I don’t know what they mean.” 


“What does the Emperor protect, Mistress?”


“The people. No. No, wait. An Emperor doesn’t protect people. Railings and good shoes protect people. Emperors sacrifice people to protect something bigger. Something eternal.”


“The rivers. The Emperor protects the rivers.”


“Better, but we saw the symbol for water on the statuette of the Maersian Goddess. Wavy lines that looked like water. Whatever the word for river is, it must have the symbol for water in it.”


“Unless the rivers are more about their movement, Mistress, than about their substance.”


“I think the shape is important here. The way this line of glyphs climb upwards. Lifting eyes upwards… sky. Something like that. Not the river, but the heavens through which they run. The Emperor protects the heavens.”


“The Emperor protects the Nebula.”


“You’re probably right.” I nod, satisfied, and put the diadem on my head. “What do you think, Six? Does it suit me? Would I make a good Empress? Am I cruel and ruthless and all-powerful?” 


“Mistress...”


“I know, an Elboreth gutter-rat wearing the crown of Iox. They’d have me strung up by the ankles. It’s heavy, too.” 


“Elboreth must be watched.”


“What did you say?”


“Mistress?” 


“We should burn it to the ground.”


I stare at the robot. “Stop doing that.”


“I am not doing anything, Mistress.” 


“You can’t hear it?”


“They breed with their mothers like rats.”


“Hear what, Mistress?”


I snatch the crown off my head. The nasty voice disappears. 


“Mistress? Are you hurt?”


“No. Nothing like that.” I’m rubbing my eyes all the same. “It’s heavy, that’s all. Heavier than I expected.” I wrap the Crown carefully in purple cloth from the inside of the chest, and slip it carefully into my bag. “Let’s get out of this house. The ghosts here are too loud.” 
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When water is placed on a metal disc, and the disc is encouraged to spin about its centre, trails of water can be observed to stream out towards the edge of the disc. Were it possible for water to adhere to the underside of the spinning disc it would then be reasonable to suppose that it would flow there the other way: from the edge of the disc towards the centre.


 Thus it can be seen that rotation is enough to power an ongoing cycle of motion – from the centre, to the edge, to the centre again. A similar flow can be observed in the paths of force created by certain active metals and in the flow of blood within our own bodies.


The rivers of the Nebula are powered in just such a fashion. The Nebula, vast and wide, is engaged in slow steady rotation, that in turn drives the higher, outward waters away and also draws them back, below the plane of the central point. 


The central point itself is, of course, the golden dome of the Palace of Kings. This is the place where the constant rotational forces are at their weakest and therefore where most thought, activity and creation can occur without interference. 


Further from the Palace, these forces grow in effect, and it is known that they unbalance the minds and structures of the people who inhabit the remote places. There are moons within the Renaki Reach, for instance, where it is known that men lie down with animals, and children speak backwards. 



The Book of Flows and Motion, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi 


 


The outhouse in the clearing outside proves to be a shrine, containing a stone pillar of a different stone than the rocks and the house. This stone pillar is carved with two raised “arms” either side of a central stem and it has a central niche – roughly at the figure’s heart – which contains a small, ornately carved box made of the same metal as the chest. It appears to have a hinge but I can’t open it. 


Other than that, there’s nothing here. No tools, no garden plots beyond the dead ones I saw from the roof. An empty ditch that once, perhaps, carried water. Then, in one last corner, sheltered from the wind by spurs of rock, we stumble over a heap of turned earth, marked with a stick cut roughly from the tree. 


Six’s voice is as cold as the air. “There is a body under here.” 


“You’re certain? How can you tell?”


“Ionised radiation patterns. Arms, legs, and a head. It is either a body or a very convincing replica of one.”


“Is the body local, or a stranger? Can you tell that?” 


“The bones have been on this moon for hundreds of years, as you might expect. Before that, there is some evidence they were in or around the region of Maersi.” 


“Maersi?”


“It would seem so.” 


“… Well, that makes some sense, at least.” 


“Mistress?”


“The wood, Six. The struts in the building. The chairs and tables. You don’t make things out of wood unless you’ve got plenty of it. Maersi has trees and water enough to grow more when they’re felled. I don’t know why or how they shipped them here…”


“Perhaps they floated them here, Mistress.”


“Are you joking?” 


“No, Mistress. A large number of logs could be tied to a ship by a line and dragged along the river. Landing them would be tricky but not impossible with ropes.”


I try to imagine it. A team on the rock below, craning their necks up, as pulleys lower timber loads down from the river overhead. Slow, heavy, dangerous work; all to build this place. Remarkable, but no: not impossible.


“But what makes this place worth building at all? Why come all the way from Maersi to build a house out here?” 


“There is no rational reason, Mistress,” the robot sneers, “therefore there is an irrational reason.” 


“You mean you think it’s religious.”


“Perhaps this place was a central point of Maersian mysticism. You suggested a water cult on that moon. The Cyclones would be a place of great significance to such a cult; it is defined by its water.” 


“That’s a good idea. But then, where’s the Goddess statue? Shouldn’t there be one?”


“Perhaps you can resolve that, Mistress. It makes little sense to me.” 


“You’re sulking.” I point at it. “Is this because we’re stuck down here?” 


“My Ethical Core would very much like you to leave, Mistress, but it is true: I would like to not spend the remainder of my extremely long existence on this moon. But there does not appear to be anywhere else to go.”


“We’ll find a way back, Six, you’ll see.” 


“Your confidence is irrational.” 


“Hope is a mathematical certainty, Six. Remember?”


“In my brief experience, Mistress, so is idiocy.”


I can’t argue with that, so I turn back to the grave.


“I just realised something, Six. Two things, actually. This grave means there were two people down here, not one. One who died, and another who buried them.” 


“Indeed, Mistress.” 


“The person buried here is a Maersian by birth. The person who buried them was probably not. They were the person who brought the chest. Brought the Crown, and maybe that rock in the shrine over there too.” 


“That rock is not from Iox.”


“Oh? Where’s it from?”


“The patterns within the stone are… hard to read, Mistress, for a reason I cannot deduce at present. But the confluence roughly matches the area known as Ghosts Wake.” 


“Does it now?”


“The name is significant, Mistress?”


“There’s nothing in Ghosts Wake, that’s all. No one goes there because it’s empty. They say it’s where the souls that sail the river gather when they realise that they’re dead. They say you can hear voices in the water.” 


“They say quite a remarkable number of things, Mistress, considering no one goes there.”


“They do. How about this?” I take the little box from the rock shrine back out of my bag, and hold it out to the robot. Its holographic head doesn’t look down – it can’t look down – but it sees it well enough, anyway. “Can you say where this is from?”


“Yes, Mistress. That is from Iox, as you would have predicted from the metal. I do not see how any of this is helping us.” 


“I’m not sure how it’s helping either, yet, but let’s go over it again. This place is built by Maersians, a long time ago, with great difficulty. Someone lives here, most likely alone. A hermit, perhaps. Then someone else arrives from Iox, carrying the treasures of the Empire with them – the chest, the Crown, the robe, the brooch, and this little box containing … something. Then the hermit dies, and this person buries him.”


“You believe the Emperor of Iox escaped the Fall and came here to hide?”


“Exactly. Hiding from the Fallers who have overrun Iox. Somewhere where they’d never come after him.”


“Burial, Mistress.”


“What’s that?”


“The body of this Maersian individual was buried, not burned. Burning would be difficult here, but hardly impossible.”


“You’re right! I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right.” I rest my fingertips on the soil. It is so dry and loose that it could have been heaped here yesterday. “So. The Emperor arrives. The two are stuck down here together. Then the hermit dies. But the Emperor believes in the Loop. He’s afraid the hermit will return to Maersi from the rivers and tell people where he is. So to prevent that, he buries the body and traps the hermit here forever. It’s what you’d do to your worst mortal enemy, but he’s the Emperor, so he does it anyway.”


“And then?”


“Then the Emperor lives here alone. Wraps himself in blankets by the fire, polishes his Crown, and… dies.”


“And then?” 


“Good point.” That makes me pause for a long while. “There’s only one possibility, I think. Renba. Renba finds this place somehow – perhaps by talking to the people on Maersi, I’m not sure. But however he finds it, this is where he comes. Looking for the Emperor? Or following some other trail? I don’t know. Either way, the body of the Emperor is waiting for him. Wrapped in his cloak and sealed with his brooch.”


“Wearing his Crown?”


“No. Renba doesn’t find that. He doesn’t open the chest. He can’t find the key and he doesn’t think to force the lock, so he ignores it. But then what? He takes the body with him? Stashes the robe on that airless moon. Sends the brooch to Myari. But why does he do that? She didn’t know what the brooch was or what it meant.”


“Mistress.”


“What? What does that mean?” I narrow my eyes. “Six?”


“Mistress. I am not capable of undermining my primary user.” 


“What? Oh... Oh!” 


“Indeed, Mistress.” 


“I see what you’re saying. Sorry, what you’re not saying. Renba sends Myari the brooch because Myari knows exactly what it is. Because she’s expecting it, or something like it.”


“I would observe without purpose that some theories, Mistress, have a significantly higher contingent probability than others.”


“I think they do, too. Myari knew what Renba was doing out here. She knew what Renba was looking for. Renba was looking for the Emperor and Myari knew it; she just didn’t want to tell me that.” Another thought strikes me. “The smoke I saw. I wonder if Renba actually burned the body out here? The last Emperor of Iox died unattended to. If you believed in the Loop, you’d say his soul was stuck, same as the hermit’s. By the Goddess, Six, did you know Mazwai calls the Cyclones a pit, a place where souls fall in and can never get out? Renba would have known all that, and believed it too. So, I don’t know. Maybe Renba decided to return the Emperor to the rivers himself.” 


“Who is Mazwai, Mistress?”


“What? An old writer. It doesn’t matter. What do you think?”


“It is possible, though the fire has been smouldering for several days. A body would not burn for so long.” 


“We have to find that fire. Can we get there?”


“The dry channel on the edge of this space runs through to the location of the fire, Mistress. But it is blocked by a large rockfall, as you have observed. You will be able to scramble over but I will not be able to accompany you.” 


“Can’t you hopper us over the rocks?” 


“I can hopper us back to the Nightingale using the eye aboard the ship, Mistress. But my options for hoppering down are limited by the inability to set up a specific line of refraction once within the confines of the ship.”


“As you say.” I stand up from the graveside. Readjust the strap of my shoulder bag. The rock pile in the dry ditch is as tall as the tree beside the house, but it’s long settled. It looks no worse than the kind of things Oroi and I scaled as children. “After all,” I add, a little nervously. “You wouldn’t let me try it if it was dangerous, right?”


“This moon has finite oxygen, Mistress, and no river out. Computationally you are already dead. Your probability of survival is zero. Additional risks cannot decrease that value.”


“So you’re saying it is dangerous?”


“I am saying I have not troubled to calculate it, Mistress.” The robot rolls to the edge of the rock pile, and then stops. “I will wait here. I wish you luck.” 


I hate robots. 

H 


Rockfalls settle over time, like falsehoods. The largest stones have gravity; they fall to the bottom and form a bedrock. They can be trusted to not shift or give way under any amount of strain. The smaller stones, like smaller stories, stay firm only when they fill the gaps left by the larger ones. Anything that does not find an opening falls away and is lost. 


I have known from my earliest days on Iox that the many lies of the Nebula are supported by one great, strong lie; the lie of the Loop: the lie that everything that is happening has happened before. That lie tells us that everything is where it’s supposed to be: it tells us that our fates aren’t our own and that the future can only be what we’ve been given. 


That lie is bedded so deep that it’s believed by the people on Iox who get fat on it just as strongly as it’s believed by people on Elboreth who go hungry. The lie is heavy and profound. But I have never believed it – not on Elboreth as a girl, and not on Iox as a woman. I traced my fingers over Ancient symbols and asked why no one could read them anymore. I asked why there were machines – from the robot to the Catkis gate – that no one could build or repair. And every question was met by a sorry smile. We will learn the Ancient script, Aliya, when it is time for us to learn it – on Iox they add, and you will help us to learn it. The robots are eternal, they say. They live outside of time, rising up from the ground and disappearing back into it, as is their way. As the light in the sky brightens then dims, then brightens again.


The lie of the Loop is so big it will not be moved without an earthquake to move it. 

H 


From the top of the rockfall on the Cyclone’s Eye moon I can see into the clearing beyond, where thick black smoke rises from blackened wood. Beams, planks, ribs, arches, tossed across the ground. The curve of a prow, the outline of a paddle, the leaning armature of a hook-tipped wing. Other pieces are mere ghosts: structures of frail white ash that collapse like puff mushrooms when the wind brushes past them. Nothing glows. There is barely any heat. 


The dome of the cockpit winks from a high ledge. Perhaps some fragments exploded so high they reached the rivers themselves.


I’m taking all this in when the first quake hits. It’s not big, but it’s enough to shift the largest, lowest stones below me. Suddenly everything is in motion. I lose my balance and tumble but before I can hit the ground, the ground is no longer there. 

H 


“Six?” 


Nothing. Everything is silent. This still isn’t the ship: the ship would be creaking and groaning in the seething waters of the Cyclones. This place – wherever it is – is deathly quiet.


“Where have you put me, Six?”


There is no answer. 


“Six?”


Only the echo of my voice replies. I’m reaching out, feeling in all directions and finding nothing. When I step I feel the slipping of sand. 


“I hate robots.”


Still nothing.


“It’s always the same,” I continue. “You were about to fall, Mistress, so my Ethical Core compelled me to lock you in this barrel and push you into a river.” 


Six must have hoppered me as I fell, firing through a crack in the stones. The eye is aboard the ship and the refraction would have been hard to predict. There would have been no time to angle it well, meaning I might have ended up anywhere. Perhaps I’m trapped under layers and layers of solid rock, with only the tightest crack linking me and the sky. Or perhaps there’s a corner I can turn to emerge back onto the surface. 


“Huang translated a story from Mazwai. Well. Half-translated.” The echo keeps me company. I don’t mind talking to myself. I travel with robots and talking to a robot is the same as talking to oneself. “Huang thinks in the Empire they hoppered people into narrow spaces as a means of execution. But it might have been a metaphor. No one wants to test it.”


I reach out wide and turn a full circle. There are walls, I’m sure of it – echoes need walls – but I can’t seem to find them.


“But this isn’t a crack. This is a cave. And... ” I feel something then, a taste on my tongue. “It’s wet. The air here is moist. Not like the surface. That was wind-swept and dry. So this cave must be open to the rivers.” That’s how I hoppered in. From the rocks, through the eye aboard the Nightingale, to a ledge beside the stream. The robot has excelled itself. I only need to find the water’s edge and then the robot can bring the ship to pick me up. 


Then I hear the gentle purring of motors and there’s a flicker of light, bouncing off the indistinct rock-walls. “Six, there you are!”


The robot rounds a dark corner and comes into view. Its spine is up but its head is missing. Only its hands are dimly alight.


“Six?”


“Myari,” the robot answers, coming to stop in front of me. 


“Where’s your head, Six? Did you lose it somewhere?”


“Myari,” the robot repeats. “I know.”


“The Professor?” I fold my arms. The problem with messages is the sender never knows what state you’re in to receive them. “Go ahead.”


“I knew you would come, Myari.”


“Look, Professor, I know you told me to return to Iox, but…”


“I knew you would follow me. You had to, didn’t you? Because you knew. Because you’ve always known. You were happy to lie to all of us. Perhaps even to yourself. Poor Lexi, you are not what you claim.”


I stop. “Lexi? Six, is this a message? Who’s it from?”


“There is no one else here,” the robot replies. “You may confess your lie quite safely.”


It’s a recording. It must be. But not from Myari; it’s for her. Either it’s being sent now or else it has been left, somehow, to be uncovered, like the crystal on Maersi or the tool-chest on the airless moon. “Who am I speaking to?” I ask, although I’m fairly sure I can guess the answer.


The recording just keeps going. “Admit it. Let’s have the truth between us before we part.”


“Renba. That is you, isn’t it?”


There is a sudden, sharp shake underfoot, that throws me to my knees. It’s another quake, more violent this time. The robot’s voice crackles and phases. Seems to skip.


“I found her and I returned her to the rivers. I wondered as I did it, is this what begins the Fall? Your fall, Lexi. When she-who-knows-the-people returns to toss you from her place? You might do well to run.”


“Renba, if that’s you… your ship exploded. You’re dead.”


“I’m warning you, Lexi, before I go. There’s a darkness coming. There’s an observatory. The robots know but they don’t remember. They’ve been trying to tell me. All of them, all this time. They’re compelled to tell us, but they don’t remember.”


Another quake. The robot’s droning, intoning voice crackles and fizzes. Something else is said, and lost. 


I’m talking quickly now. 


“Renba, can you hear me? Can you tell me something? This moon we’re on. In the pit of the Cyclones. My ship is stuck. How do I get away?”


“You descend.” The recording expected that question, then. “But I’m not coming back, Myari. I will find the vault before it’s too late.”  


“The vault?”


“The Emperors knew about it. But I’m going to find it.”


“What vault? What are you talking about?”


The next quake throws me down again and shoots cracks across the ceiling. An enormous stone slab falls, almost crushing Six. The robot lunges forwards, arms open to catch me, its head flickering back to life. It’s Ethical Core has taken over. “Mistress? Mistress, we must leave, now. This location is not stable!”


“Six? Renba’s gone?”


“I believe so, Mistress, from the wreckage you encountered, but we have to go…” 


“Can you hopper us away?”


“Yes, Mistress. Hold on. Please…” 
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This time, I am aboard the ship, but the ship is listing hard to one side. The rug is oozing water and several of my books have turned to pulp. But there’s no time to clean up. “Mistress,” the robot is demanding, still holding me up between its metal arms. ”Listen to me. You must go up to the cockpit. You must put out the left sail. Only the left sail. Hurry.”


“Why? What’s going on?”


“Do it, Mistress!”


“No.”


The robot is talking fast now. “The moon, Mistress. It is rotating. It would appear that during its cycle the rock-face presents a shallower angle to the flow, and it is driven upwards by the water pushing underneath.”


“Six? What are you talking about? I was on the moon…”


“The river turns the moon, then forces it upwards, allowing the flow to proceed beneath. But the opening does not last long. It is the way out, Mistress, and we must take it.”


I’m still frozen, trying to take everything in.


“How do you know…”


“The evidence of the wood. Renba. The requirement for unity of flow. Please, Mistress, do it. Do it now. It will draw us under regardless of what we do. If you do not sail we will very likely be crushed.”


“You’re saying this moon moves?”


“The Cyclones is the most powerful flow in the Nebula, Mistress. And we are sitting in the middle of it, and the water is rising.”


The unity of flow. It’s easier to believe in a pit, into which the water can endlessly fall, than to imagine a current muscular enough to lift up an entire moon. But Six is right. The water is rising and the water must flow. It is the first law of the Nebula, and whatever lost souls might be buried here, there is not a curse on anyone strong enough to hold it back.


A second later I’m up in the cockpit. I grasp the left armature and drop the sail with a sharp twist. The force that strikes the beam is so hard I have to brace my left shoulder with my right hand. The ship begins to pick up speed, turning as it goes. From the dome of the cockpit, I can see the moon swinging round into view: like a large tooth with a deep root below and a dark central cavity where the house must be. We are sailing hard and Six is right: the river’s flow is no longer circling the moon but is heading straight for it. The prow of the Nightingale is going for the rocks.


“Six! Stop!” I’m calling out in a panic, but I’m still clinging to the sheet like it was holding the boat back rather than driving it forward. “This is what Renba did! This is how he crashed! He smashed into the moon head-on; the ship exploded and burned… his robot made the same deductions as you and gave him the same advice! We have to steer away!”


I release my right hand to reach for the second armature to straighten us up, but the river bends my left shoulder backwards, making me scream and grab on once more. 


“Do not stop, Mistress!” the robot calls back. “The moon will move upwards. The river must go on!”


“This is the Cyclones, Six! This is oblivion!”


“The water must flow, Mistress! Have faith!”


The moon is enormous now. It’s filling my view, distorted by the bent glass so that it seems to enclose me like a great hand. I can see the lines and wrinkles in the rock. I can see a hundred vicious spurs and jags of stone. A thousand ways to be wrecked. 


I try for the right sail again, this time relaxing the left sail first, but the flow has the armatures battering around inside the cockpit and I can’t catch hold. It’s too late to turn back anyway.


“Six! We won’t survive the impact!”


Renba’s ship might have been carrying fuel. He was an engineer; maybe he’d been carrying flammables for propulsion. For leaving moons too far from the rivers. Oroi had speculated on that idea once or twice. Maybe that’s why his ship had exploded so impressively. We’ve got nothing like that on the Nightingale. Maybe we’ll flounder, but not burn: break into a thousand pieces, but not actually go up in smoke. Perhaps I’ll be able to put her back together, somehow, from the pieces…


“Do not despair, Mistress! My Ethical Core would not allow this if it was not our best option!” 


“This is a terrible option!”


“Yes, Mistress, but your chance of survival is, in fact, above zero! Hold on!”


The surface is spinning as we wheel in towards it. From down there we would look like a creature spiralling out of the sky. Like a large bird; like a nightingale that’s dropped dead on the wing. The hermit, sitting on the roof of his fine house, would shield his eyes from the riverlight as he watched us nosediving into a mountain. He must have seen the Emperor’s ship destroy itself that way, then gone downstairs to find the stranger, an Ioxian, pleading for help, with murder on his mind. 


But still, I’m holding on. Every instinct is screaming at me to let go, but I’m holding on. We rush forwards and even as I’m flinching I’m realising the moon hasn’t hit us yet. The rocks are rising up – rearing – and that’s because we’re falling. The waters are plunging down the side of the rock. We are far beneath the mountains now, and here the river punches through the rock itself in about a dozen places. It’s a maze of canyons and there’s no time to choose; we are being forced into a decision by our own headlong momentum. For a terrifying moment all I can see is stone and the narrowest of openings ahead, and then I shake myself free of the hypnotising movement and remember that the left wing is still sticking out. Quickly, I heave it from its socket and shove the beam forwards. The boom slams back against the outer hull. The sail reels in by itself, the ship tucks tight; we hit the rock passageway and plunge inside.


There is no steering to be done. No sailing. The cockpit glass is a mad rush of streaking water. The boat is thrown about by corners and turns we cannot see. We roll and roll again. Six is yelling at me to hold on, as though it was possible for me to let go. And then, impossibly fast, we are spat out on the other side, below an open river, with black space and stars visible ahead and below, more vast and infinite than I could ever have imagined, and there’s a glimpse of something else, something huge and terrible and brilliant and bright that I cannot look at or understand; and then the ship rises up into the flow, and we go through it, and we break the surface and finally, breathlessly, we begin to slow down.


“Six? Are we intact?”


“We are whole, Mistress, and we are free of the Cyclones.”


“Where… Eagle’s teeth…”  My heart is hammering so hard it’s making my teeth shake. “Where in the Nebula’s backside are we?”


“On the edge of the confluence known as the Wires, Mistress. Slow routes, but with lots of turns. Shall I steer?”


“What? Yes. Thank you. By the Gods, I need… I need to rest.”


I climb down the ladder, realising for the first time since we left Maersi that I am exhausted. My body feels like water and stones. I pull off my boots and shirt and collapse into the hammock, my thoughts a whirl of rivers and robots and dead Emperors and ancient Crowns. The Crown, I think, just before I fall asleep. It spoke to me, and it wasn’t kind.


Then I’m gone. I hear Six ask “Where to, Mistress?” and I can murmur only, “Home…” 
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Know caution should you set foot on Elboreth,


for once you have breathed from its wellspring, 


you will never be free of its smell,


even if you go to the rivers and return...



Ioxian proverb, credited to the First Empress


 


Home, it seems, means Elboreth. 


The place is teeming. Everywhere I look I see people, grouped, huddled, talking, laughing, running. There are children circling adults like bees around a hive. Men and women carry baskets and boxes this way and that as though they can’t decide where the accursed things should go. From the high walls of the Catkis, a constant hubbub of voices bubbles out. Elboreth is a moon that doesn’t sleep; it simply hands over the watch when the great bells chime; one group pulling down the shades while the next gets up and goes to work. There is so much life here, so much energy. So much promise. I’m overcome with a wave of love for these people, for this place. The people of Elboreth could move mountains without complaint; they would do it stone by stone. The people of Elboreth could make a tower to touch the rivers for themselves. These people deserve to sail, to spread, to explore. They are giants. 


I pass a young, strong man, carrying a basket of grain in one arm, and a long scythe in the other. He looks quickly down at the ground when he sees me and says nothing, hurrying on.


“I kept the Professor up to date with our findings, of course, Mistress,” Six remarks, from a little way behind me. “The Crown, in particular, has gained significant interest.”


“You told her about it?”


“Of course I did, Mistress. What else could I do?” 


“And what about what Renba said? Did you tell her that?” You were happy to lie to us all. You are not what you claim. 


“Renba, Mistress?” Six pauses. “Renba is still missing, but it is significantly more probable that he is dead. I do not have any more than that to report.”


“In the cave, Six. When you found me in the cave...”


“Yes, Mistress?”


I pause to look at the robot, but as ever, it is inscrutable. 


“... Nothing, Six. Forget it.”


“Mistress, if there is information I should relay to the Professor you will need to convey it to me first.”


“No information, Six. And if something interesting had happened, you’d remember it. I think Renba’s dead, just as you say. Smashed to bits attempting to dive below the Cyclones’ Eye moon.”


“As I said, Mistress, you are a better sailor than he. You have won that contest most decisively.” 


“There’s not much joy in that, though, is there?”


“None at all, Mistress.”


We’re walking through the thin woodland that grows around the damp ledge where I’ve brought the Nightingale to rest. The path descends past shacks and outhouses, places for workers to sleep while in the fields. The air is thick with flies and work-songs, some in Ioxian, others in the curious Elborethian patois no one really speaks but that is still not truly forgotten. I know a few faces: Elboreth is large, but not so large that one can cross it without meeting an old friend or enemy. I raise my hand in greeting here and get a nod in a reply there, but no one rushes over to catch my arm.


“Why did you bring me to Elboreth, Six? Why not Iox?”


“You wished to rest, Mistress. I thought Elboreth might afford you more comfort.”


“Really? This place is hard work and water rationing. Iox has a comfortable bed and cushions and fountains in the square…”


“But which of those two do you prefer, Mistress? My Ethical Core requires you to be attended to both physically and emotionally. It was my calculation that Elboreth would be your choice.”


“I’ve never had a robot like you, Six. You seem like you understand people.”


“People are not complex, Mistress. They have needs; when fulfilled, they are content. Tending to a person is comparable to oiling a squeaky hinge.” 


“Still,” I answer, not arguing. “I wish I knew how you learned to do it. You didn’t learn from Renba, that’s for sure.”


“How can you be sure of that, Mistress?”


“Renba was a roboticist. I’m guessing he was direct, insensitive, and totally selfish. But you’re almost… gentle.” 


“It is my Ethical Core, Mistress. It is quite pragmatic. Mistress. May I ask where we are going?” 


We’ve reached the Catkis Gate: an ornate archway of tiled stone built directly against the side of the mountain. It is a doorway fit for the arrival of an Emperor and their guard, except that if they marched straight at it they’d smash headfirst into solid rock because there’s no passage behind the gate. It’s a doorway in front of solid stone. 


“I want to see an old friend of mine. Oroi. She’s a mechanicist. I want to get her opinion on something.” I’m keeping my bag close to my hip, but the Crown of the Emperors of Iox is large enough that it’s still peeking out the top. “The trouble is, I don’t think she wants to see me. The last time we talked she made that very clear. Perhaps I should get her a gift.”


“You are not my primary user,” the robot replies firmly. “You cannot give me to anyone.”


“I don’t think she’d have you, anyway. I sold her my third robot after it went wrong, and she never really forgave me. Have you ever seen what a robot can do when its core goes wrong, Six? You’d think it would turn into a rock but it doesn’t. It starts doing things; all sorts of strange things. It slips away. Makes little collections of things. Says weird things to people. And you still can’t turn it off.”


“How did Mistress Oroi resolve this situation?” 


I turn to the robot and crouch down, touching my finger to one of the cables that runs up its spinal armature. “Did you know, Six? There’s a tube here that if you cut it, it sprays some kind of thick black oil and disables both the arms. And there’s one here…” and I move my finger lower, to the top of the blocky lower chassis, “that stops the treads from rolling. Two cuts, that’s all it takes, and the problem goes away.”


“But the robot is still aware.” Six’s voice is utterly level, totally without emotion. It is not horrified, not shocked. I tell myself; it is receiving information of high value.


“The robot is still aware. It can still speak. But I think Oroi found a way around that too.” 


“Mistress is joking.” 


“No, Six, Mistress is not. But Three was gone – I mean, really, properly, gone – a long time before Oroi touched it. I think it wasn’t right even before it was buried.” I stand up again, and head down the steps, away from the Gate. “I’ve got an idea.”


“We are not going to see this Oroi? I am happy to hear it.”


“No, we are… but first, we’re going to call on someone else. This way.”


The Gate is the central point of the lower fields; paths fan out in all directions from it to cover the slopes of the mountain. The steepest of these is the one that hugs the Citadel’s curtain wall and curves as it descends to the district of Godsfeet below. “These are old, Mistress?” Six asks, as we pass between the two large stone feet that mark the start of the descent. Bushes crowd in but can’t hide the artistry: each foot is beautifully made; five big, juicy rounded toes, and the fourth on the left has a metal ring. The ankles are slender but strong. There are no harsh edges anywhere and no sharp corners. I’ve seen cruder statues moulded from wet clay. “Ancient, even?”


“No one knows.” I stop to touch one. “No one even knows what the original statue was like. Only that it must have been enormous. We call it the Giant.”


“The stone is not local,” Six observes. “But I do not recognise the confluence of origin.”


“Too old to say, maybe. I think these feet were here before the Citadel. It makes no sense otherwise; why build a colossal statue around the back where no one can see it? It’s more likely the statue was here first and it got pulled down when the Citadel went up. They might have broken up the stone to make the walls.”


“Interesting. But I meant the stone simply does not match any cartographical data I possess. I know of no rivers of the right shape for the stone’s ionisation pattern.”


“Really? Well, maybe the Nebula has changed.” 


“A curious possibility, Mistress. I will consider it. If such a change is occurring in a predictable way, I may be able to extrapolate the current location of the confluence where these feet were made by extrapolating the error terms on our more recent findings.” 


“If you like. Doesn’t matter. This way, and watch out, the path is steep and the wooden railings will just give way if you hit them. My last robot quite literally ran itself off this cliff when I had my back turned.” 


I pick my way down the path. It’s narrow – in some places, so narrow that we have to go in single file – and it’s muddy from the water sluicing from the fields above. To make things even worse it turns a few sharp corners before it reaches the lower plateau. Skidding on the Godsfeet path is heart-stopping, and people – especially those dizzy on Timor’s raqi – are lost over the edge every year. Down to the river, we say, but we say it nervously because no one knows if a body that drowns in a river releases its soul or if it stays trapped forever. 


“Mistress?” Six pipes up from behind. It is grinding its way forward, going slow and cutting deep, taking my warnings very seriously indeed. “If I may enquire… have you ever returned any of your robots to Iox, intact and fully functional?” 


“… No.”


“Then why does Iox keep giving you more?”


“Honestly, I have no idea.” A little slip, but I catch myself. “I’ve wondered about it myself.”


“Perhaps Professor Myari trusts you,” Six suggests, and I can only laugh. 
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“Well now. By the turning of the waters! Aliya Elasra. You grace us!”


Timor’s an old man. He was an old man when I was a young girl, running errands around the Catkis in return for bread and sour apples. He’s still an old man. He’s ageless. When the Nebula was formed Timor was standing behind the counter here in his canopied tent in Godsfeet, wiping down the ceramic cups and pouring raqi through a fine cloth. If Mazwai ever came to Elboreth, then it was Timor who served her. The two stone feet are probably his.


“Good to see you, Timor. Are you well?”


“Better now, for seeing you, moonflower. A drink? On me, of course.” 


“I’ll take one, but only one. I’m sailing tonight.”


“You’re always sailing, Aliya Elasra. Even when your boots are on the ground, your head is in the water. But one day, you’ll see! One day you’ll settle down.” 


I’m leaning on the counter. My feet found their own way over to it, drawn in by Timor’s warm smile and easy manner. It’s quiet here; Timor’s place is a large tent with thick carpets thrown over the outer sheets and thick woven hangings inside, and the layers deaden the constant business of Godsfeet to a blurry hum.


“None of that, Timor. Please.”


He nods in acknowledgement. “As you say. Here.” He slides over a glass, and then nods again, this time to the robot. “But the rules are still the rules. Your friend waits outside.” His smile to the robot is different than the one he shows to me. “If you don’t mind?”


“I will wait outside, Mistress.”


“Thank you, Six. I won’t be long.”


“Please do not drink too much of the raqi, Mistress,” the robot answers as it moves away. “It is contaminated with several toxic heavy metals.” Then it is gone.


“Well!” Timor is annoyed; he picks up a cup that’s already clean and cleans it again. “It didn’t argue that time. It usually argues.”


“It’s a different robot. They gave me another one.”


“Another one? They all look the same to me. They must adore you, moonflower, to keep giving you such precious things.”


“Or they just don’t like robots.”


“Ha!” Timor appreciates wit the way Oroi likes a good counterweight. “But no. Iox does nothing without a reason. They are comfortable and well-watered and they have the time to plan their moves ahead. They give you these things because what you do is important. They know it, just as I know it.”


“They don’t believe in what I do at all.”


“Yes, you’ve told me before.” His eyes twinkle a little. “Isn’t that interesting?”


“Not really. They don’t trust me. The robots are their eyes.”


He slams his hand on the bar. “And you keep plucking them out! You’ll always be a rat, that’s one thing I like about you!” He snatches my cup from me and tops it up. “Another, another. You don’t visit enough, we must make up for the time.” 


I shake my head. “I’ve got things to do. Difficult things. I need… your advice. Maybe.”


“I’ll always have time and advice for you, moonflower, you know that.”


I watch his face for a moment, thinking. The smile is there; the eyes still sparkle. But behind the gilt there’s no gold.


“You look tired, Timor. Are you sleeping?”


“Of course. The Ioxians can’t pick my pocket if I don’t sleep.”


“Always a joke?”


“Always a joke. I work hard, Aliya, we all do, that’s all. When they take me out of this place, they’ll take me out wrapped in a cloth. Although, as you know, my hope is that I’ll pass my work onto someone else before I die...”


“How are your children, Timor?”


“Happy. Foolish. Elsewhere. What do you need from me, Aliya? Your company is delightful, but no one can talk freely when their mind is tied in knots.”


“It’s about Oroi.”


“Oh. Oh, ho. I see it now. And you want my help, do you?”


“It’s important.” 


“I’m sure it is. I don’t see her, you know. She made a clear choice. She didn’t like helping me out. So I left her be; I keep my word.”


“How is she, though? You must know.”


“Must I?”


“Come on, Timor. You know everything that goes on in Elboreth.”


“I have a lot of friends, Aliya, which is not the same thing. And Oroi: Oroi is not my friend. The last time she saw me, do you know what she did?”


“Is it worse than what I did, the last time I saw her?”


He thinks for a moment. “No, it’s not. Oh, my dear girl. You were always the yeast in our beer, the worm in our raqi. Our little whirlwind.”


“I’m none of those things.”


“You are. That’s the thing! You really are! You make us grow. A plant, Aliya, grows towards the light and away from the dark, and every plant does it. You are the light and the dark. You make us dream. And you stir things up wherever you go. With all your questions. You always have questions. I suppose you want to ask Oroi a question?”


“Something like that.”


“Questions without answers. There she is, Aliya Elasra, as I drink and spit.” He does both before continuing. “You want me to tell you what Oroi needs, something you can give her, that will make her open her door to you as a friend. Am I right?”


“Do you have spies in my head, Timor?” I smile. “Perhaps the robot works for you?”


“I knew you as a little girl, Aliya. I know you never take when you can trade. You don’t like to owe anyone a favour.” 


“Favours get called in.” 


He leans forward, arms crossed, eyes shining. He looks less tired now; there must be the scent of blood in the air. “People ask you to do things, and you have to do them. I wonder what someone asked you to do?”


“Find someone who’s lost. Timor, you won’t believe where I’ve been. Or how I got away again. I’m still not sure if I’m really alive or if I left my soul back there. I’ve sailed a dead river, and been pulled underwater, and nearly had my arms torn from their sockets by the Cyclones…”


“The Cyclones! You sailed into the Cyclones?” His playful, wheedling manner disappears in an instant. He does care about me, underneath it all. “Are you crazy, moonflower? No one sails there. The Cyclones is a monster with teeth made of mountains and it eats ships and souls. Every child knows that. You know that.”


“The Cyclones is a vortex, that’s all.” I stir my finger quickly in the untouched second cup of raqi. “It’s a swirling vortex, that leads to a fast river that comes out… somewhere. I’m not sure where, I fell asleep. But that’s all it is.” 


“Even the robots are afraid of the Cyclones, Aliya.”


“Are they? And how would you, an Elborethian bartender, know that?”


“Everybody knows it,” he replies, not answering the question. “But you. You sailed in, and you came back?”


“Here I am.”


“Marvellous. You are marvellous! What else are you going to see, Aliya Elasra, that no one else alive has seen? Will you walk the wastes, where the rivers run with sand? Will you skate the ice-floes of the Sanctuary Reach? They will sing songs about you.”


“Shut up, Timor. I’m here, I’m alive, but I need to talk to Oroi.”


“To fix your ship? The Cyclones smashed it like so much dry wood, I should imagine? Ripped off her fins and shoved them up her…” He whistles and gestures.


I lower his fingers with my hand. “The ship is fine. It’s something else.”


“So you found something out there? Aliya, there is always a story, and you never tell me the whole story. I am telling you, we should share more. I think…”


“Timor, stop.” I smile at him, but it’s the thinnest smile I’ve got. “I am never going to marry you, so stop asking.”


“One day, you will see things more clearly, but if today is not that day? I will not lift tomorrow’s burden before it’s packed. You asked me about Oroi. As you say, then, for you, I will tell you what I can. She is faring well but not well enough. There are calls for her skills, but not enough; there are simply not enough machines on Elboreth to keep her busy. More than anything she needs a challenge. Something to do with those hands of hers.”


“A puzzle to solve?”


“Just so.” Timor nods. “Now, you tell me something. This moon in the Cyclones that you visited. Where you found whatever it is you’ve found. Was there water there?”


I shook my head. “None at all. It was like the wellspring had stopped working, or the winds had taken all the water away.” I look down at my untouched cup of raqi. The surface of the liquid has a slight rainbow sheen that the dim lanterns and the dark cup cannot quite mask. “Is there a problem, Timor? With the water, here on Elboreth?”


Timor’s smile never falters. It is big, and welcoming. It can be seen from across the room; it invites people in from the doorway and bids those at the bar to stay a little longer. It does not flicker or falter as he speaks. He could be a robot himself, except I’m not convinced he has an Ethical Core.


“Of course not, moonflower,” he says, and I do not believe him, not even a little bit.

H


“What do you make of the symbols, Mistress?”

scymwayswcaye


We are back at the Catkis Gate, about to ascend to the Citadel, to find Oroi and hopefully catch her attention. Six is peering at the symbols carved into the wooden designs that cover the gate’s ancient surface. 


“I’ve seen them all my life, Six. I used to say they said upwards and inwards but I’m not sure they say that at all.”


“Indeed, Mistress. The translation inwards would make little sense since the second word also appears on Master Renba’s robe.”


“Does it? Wait, the second word?”


“Indeed, Mistress. The longer word. The first word is, based on our previous deductions, some manner of action.” 


I whip out my notebook and flick through the pages. “Two words. Run together.” The thing’s correct, of course. The word from Renba’s robe is right there. 

scymw ayswcaye


I grunt in annoyance. “Why would they carve it run together like that? That’s mad.”


“If the reader already knew what the words said, it would not matter.”


“That’s… a good point. Six, I’ve seen this gate a thousand times. I can’t believe I didn’t ever see that. But I knew I’d seen that word before.” I run my finger over the wood. “Pilgrim. The first word is then… an invitation. A warning. The city above, talking to the visitor.”


“A warning? On a door?”


“You’re right. That’s unlikely. Carved like this, run together, it should be something obvious not something important. Something no one could argue with.”


“Come in,” the robot suggests. “Good faith. Please remove your boots.”


“Exactly. What’s interesting is that there are three proper glyphs in common between those two words. But pilgrim doesn’t share any concepts at all with things like enter or come in. Not as far as I can see.” 


“The act of going is in common.”


“That’s true. Maybe the bent vertical line – the one that looks like a switchback in a river – is a glyph for movement. And the other one – the spike above the two waving lines...”


“Those waving lines are the glyph of water we saw on the Maersian Goddess, Mistress.”


“You’re right, they are! The spike above the water, then: well, maybe that’s a symbol for a moon. For a rock, sitting in and above the waters. It’s pretty much a picture of Elboreth itself. Pilgrims go to places.”


“But then the first word does not make sense to me. The spike from the place symbol appears separately, before the glyph of movement; the word becoming the action of a place, of a rock, that moves. This has no meaning.”


“Perhaps it’s the action of no longer moving. Of reaching a place and settling. Movement-to-the-rock-of-a-place. Like when we land the ship. The Gate is offering sanctuary to those who travel and are true to the Gods. Come and rest, pilgrim.”


I stare a while longer, but nothing else emerges. The simple fact is, I’m stalling. I put my notebook away.


“You know, Six, when I was younger, I would just make a guess and feel certain I was right. Now, when I might actually be right, I always feel like I’m guessing.” 


“Is this different from the feeling of any other acquired skill, Mistress?”


I laughed out loud. 


“A curse on you,” I replied. “Let’s go and see Oroi and she can tell me what’s wrong with you.”


“Why do you say that, Mistress?”


“Because I’ve met robots before, Six. Robots are stupid. But you? You’re not stupid at all.” Then I turn to the gate. “Good faith, Gate.”


The voice that comes inside the wood itself is a voice without age, one I have heard all my life. It does not really talk, it intones. 


“Set boyauki refar.”


“Catkis,” I reply.


There’s a cold flow and a moment later we are standing with our backs to the upper gate, sister to the one below. Before us, where there had been solid rock, there is now the wide plaza of the Main Yard.


“Ah,” Six asserts from my side. “So it is a hopper.”


“It’s a gate. Come on, this way.”


I step down from the dais and into the yard. It’s busy here, as always. There’s a food market, carefully rationed, but there are other stalls where labourers craft and repair tools, weave sacks, patch clothes, resole shoes, and so on. As they work, they sing and talk, and the high walls hold the echoing sound for just as long as they can.


“No, Mistress, you do not understand. It must be a hopper, and yet…”


The Main Yard has seventeen exits. Some are narrow alleyways only used by runners carrying messages, others are wide and cobbled streets. Where there are steps there are also ramps, but presumably intended for carts and trolleys and not for robots. There are no robots in the Citadel; at least, not any more. 


“Oroi’s yard is this way. Through the Labourer’s Market.” I pause to buy a sour apple from a stall in exchange for a copper bracelet. The stall vendor looks at it suspiciously, but accepts the trade. 


“No, Mistress,” Six continues, clipping at my heels. “The Gate is a hopper and yet there is no conceivable line of sight from the position below to the position above. Both Gates are canopied with stone roofs. One is significantly above the other, but with a large stone wall in between. It is not possible.”


If I was to run, I could lose Six in the maze of alleys up here in minutes. Within hours the robot would have been taken apart for the scrap. But I don’t want to. Not yet, anyway.


“Seems to work, though.” I bite into the apple. The flesh is dry and grainy. “Honestly, Six, Elboreth is like that. The normal rules don’t apply here. Elboreth is like a really old man that just won’t die. It just keeps on going, no matter what anyone says.”


“Mechanical rules are not normally geographically negotiable, Mistress.”


I pause at a corner, where the alleyway bends and an arched opening offers another path at a sharp angle backwards between two buildings which stand apart here but join on the floor above.


“Let’s walk these alleys for a few hours, Six, and then you can tell me whether or not Elboreth gets to negotiate with its geography.” 


“You are referring to the complex and untidy architecture, but that is not what I meant, Mistress.”


I’m not really listening. I’ve turned away from the wide straight path that heads up to the Labourer’s Market. I’m going to take Six on a scenic route. There are a few drops, some bridges, even a slip through the lower floor of a derelict house. At one point, the alley climbs, becoming a rooftop that ends in a gap bridged by three stout planks of wood. I cross easily but Six has to be coaxed over like a small child. Then we proceed down a ramped staircase into a small, cool courtyard where a tall palm tree with dagger-spiked leaves casts a full circle of shadow. 


I point to an arch in the far wall.


“If we go through there, tell me where we’ll come out.”


“Directly beyond the fruit stall where you bought your apple, Mistress.”


I toss the stone away. “You’re no fun.”


“It is not a question of fun, Mistress. I am a machine, I make continual, accurate, measurements. I do not forget things. And Elboreth is not magical. Please lead the way and do not attempt to confuse me. I am incapable of confusion.” 


This time, I seriously consider running, taking one of the other arches, maybe vaulting a low wall to put a bit of distance between us. But then I remember what happens to my lungs when I run and I give up. I don’t even know what I’m trying to prove to the machine.


“Fine. I love it here, anyway. Despite everything that’s been done to this place, it’s still a city of beautiful hidden corners. Of unexpected peace.”


“I imagine the smell is atrocious.”


“It’s not great. This way.” 
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We cut up through the Labourer’s Market. Six stops by the podium where five or six workers are lounging around, waiting to be hired. I can see the machine trying to work out what they’re doing and I try to hurry it along before it reaches a conclusion. But robots don’t think like people do. Conclusions emerge within them fully-formed alongside the questions.


“These people are waiting to be given work,” Six says. “Why do they wait?”


“I’ll tell you later.”


“Are they prisoners?”


“No. Yes. In a way.”


The robot doesn’t turn its head to look back, but only because it doesn’t need to. “In what way?”


“It’s hard to explain.”


“Please try.”


“… They owe a debt.”


We’ve lingered too long. The woman who runs the stall has noticed us. She leaps up from the chair where she has been lounging and approaches in three strides to poke a finger in my chest. 


“Farwet! You! Are you lost? Or is it that you see something that you like?”


I knock her finger away. “I’m passing through. You’re in my way.”


“Passing through? With a myameke? You should be paying a toll. You bring a robot, here. Are you hoping to start a riot?”


I step a little in front of Six. “It’s not for sale.”


The woman lifts her head to bark a laugh. “I wouldn’t take your myameke if you left it in a basket, farwet.” 


“Do you get many of your people when they’re still in their baskets, trader?” 


“Ha! So the soapstone still has a spark!” She puts one hand on my upper arm and squeezes it like she was testing my strength. “Tell me this, soapstone. Will your kind only be satisfied when no one but the myameke can eat?” 


Six is rolling to one side, perhaps calculating if it needs to insert itself between me and the woman. The workers on the podium are watching us. So are a few passers-by, and the trader knows it.


“If you went out of business,” I tell her, loudly, “I wouldn’t shed a tear, and neither would the people whose debt you own.”


“So you’re here to stick the knife in, are you, Ioxian? Or will you have your machine do it?”


“It won’t be a robot that sticks a knife in your belly, trader.”


“Ioxians! Pah.” She turns her head as if to spit, but only blows out air. On Elboreth you don’t win an argument by wasting water. “You Ioxians don’t know how to pay your debts.” She turns back and pokes my chest again. “Turn tail, farwet sallehua! Show us your behind!”


I walk away. The arch to Oroi’s yard is in the opposite corner and the crowd in the plaza parts for us as we head towards it. I catch the eye of one, a man. He frowns at me and I look quickly away. 


“If I had stayed on Elboreth, Six, I might have ended up there,” I say, low under my breath. “It happens easily enough when you don’t have a trade.” 


“Then you must be grateful to Myari.”


We enter the alleyway, and drop into shadow. It’s cold.  


“Let me tell you something about Myari, Six. She’s actually been here. Most people on Iox haven’t, but she has. She’s seen all of this. And do you know what she does to change it? Nothing. She says the Loop sustains us all, and then she sails away.”


“This is a city with thousands of people. What would you have her do, Mistress?” 


“There’s enough in the Nebula for everyone, Six. There’s enough.” My voice is shaking and I know why. I’m furious. Getting close to Oroi’s door always does this to me. “There has to be enough. Or else… what’s the point?”
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There are three main languages spoken across all the known moons. 


The first is the True Speech. It is spoken by all, although the manner of its speaking varies enough from place to place that a visitor from the Renaki Reach might struggle to make themselves understood were they to visit the moons of the Sanctuary. 


The older moons speak a second language entirely unknown on the more civilised moons. It is called “gutter speak”: the speech of those who live where the waters drain. This language is simpler than True Speech and it is unable to express higher concepts, such as mathematics, beauty, or precise positional relationships.


The final language is the language of the mechanicals and it has no spoken form. Since it is spoken only by machines, this language is incapable of expressing falsehoods. 


We should not learn such a language: to learn only truth is to close our minds to that which is possible but has not yet come to be.



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


 


 


When I was sixteen, Myari presented me to the Curators for inspection. 


“Don’t be afraid, little one. Just answer their questions, as you have always answered mine.”


“Is it a test? If I get it wrong, will you… will you send me back?”


She had one hand in the small of my back and was propelling me forward. With every step, folds of her sumptuous robe encompassed me. I remember it was stitched through with a golden thread that danced as she moved. I found it mesmerising. I had never been so close to something as beautiful as her clothes. I wanted to hide inside them.


“I know this is hard, Aliya, but please believe me. This is your home now. Your place is here, with me.”


“Then why are they asking me things?”


That question seemed to delight her and she knelt down, cloth pooling around her feet like liquid light. She put her painted mouth close to my ear to whisper her reply. 


“Because the silly old men want to know the answers.” She tapped my nose with her finger, then rose once more. “Are you ready?” 


We’d been preparing for hours. I had been scrubbed, more closely than the Ladies had ever bothered to do. I had been dressed. The Professor had spent what felt like a week brushing my hair with a fine comb. I had been taught to bow.


“I’m ready, I suppose. If you say that I am.”


“I know that you are, my dear. Come.”


She did not take my hand, but pushed me through the open door, staying outside herself, still smiling. When I turned my head she only gestured for me to proceed. She wanted me to not be afraid, I knew, but how could I not be afraid when I didn’t know what was going on?


“You are the girl Aliya?” asked one of the old men. He did not look at all silly, although he did have a silly hat; a flat cap from which a solid octagon stuck upwards. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. If Oroi had been with me she’d have sniggered into her hand. 


I just nodded. 


“We have heard much about you. Please. Sit down.” 


The man waved me to a low stool in the middle of the room. There were two other men, their heads bowed slightly, standing to the left and right of the one who spoke, like lazy reflections.


“Please, sir. Sirs. Why do you want to see me?”


The silly old men exchanged surprised looks. 


“We have heard a lot about you, Aliya,” the man replied, not unkindly. He took a step forward, then boldly decided to crouch down on one knee. It took him a long time to get down that far. I felt a strong urge to push him over. “We have great need of someone like you.”


“Like me?”


One reflection stepped forward, but this one stayed standing. He held a large, heavy book in his hands.


“We would like to show you something. We would like you to read it, if you can.”


Myari had been teaching me to read. The Ladies had taught me my letters, and I had listened and remembered entire books, but Myari had me spelling out the words one by one. It was boring: I felt like I was supposed to memorise every word I could say, and yet half the words she showed me were ones I’d never heard before and so couldn’t begin to guess. 


This is a test, I concluded. She wants to see if I’ve been paying attention.


I nodded sadly. Their book looked old and complicated. I saw my future clearly. I wouldn’t be able to read a word of it. Myari would realise – or accept – her mistake, and they’d bundle me onto the next transport back to Elboreth. I wouldn’t even mind too much; I’d sneak up to see Talliin and disappear for a few days…


The third old man brought over a lectern and the second man placed the book down on it, opening it to a page marked with a long leather band. “Here.” 


He gestured to the top of the page. I couldn’t see it from the stool so I got up to look at the book.


Then I smiled. 


“Oh, but I can read this, of course,” I said. “I didn’t know you got this in books as well! I thought it only came on things.”


The old men exchanged quick, bird-like glances with each other. Then the lead man offered an open hand, inviting me to begin. 


“Take all the time you need,” he said.
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Reading Ancient wasn’t like the other kind of reading at all. It didn’t need spelling out. It was, instead, a kind of magic. I looked across the symbols and cleared my thoughts until the voice began to speak inside my mind. I imagined it as a woman’s voice: she had bright, red lips – brighter than Myari’s – and she spoke with quiet confidence that I adored.  


“It says,” I reported, “In any one place you can find the beginnings of a journey.”


The men looked quite startled. One coughed. Another seemed to shake slightly, as though rocked by a sudden wind. The lead man recovered fastest.


“Thank you, Aliya,” he said, with a profound nod. “This phrase has troubled our greatest for many generations. We will consider what you have told us.”


I frowned. “You mean you can’t read it?” 


The old man shook his head. “Why else do you think you were brought to see us, child?”


“Is this why I’m on Iox, then? Because you can’t read Ancient?”


The men bristled at that. “We have the best understanding of the old script of anyone in the Nebula, young lady,” he informed me. “And your presence on Iox is Professor Myari’s affair, not ours.” His pride somehow restored by this remark, he calmed down a bit. “But all the same. We appreciate talent wherever it is found.” 


“I’ve always been able to read Ancient,” I replied.


The man nodded.


“So it is. We have things inside us whose source we cannot understand, until we look outside of ourselves for understanding.”


I rolled his words around for a moment, then shook my head. “No. I don’t know what you mean.”


“Take an acorn, and plant it, and it will grow into a mighty tree, like the one outside in the plaza there. But ask that acorn as it grows, ‘What are you doing? How are you doing it?’ The acorn will reply, ‘I don’t know!’”


“You’re saying it’s just part of who I am.”


“I am not saying that at all. I am saying that everything comes from somewhere. To understand the source of a thing is to understand the destination of a thing. Here. Another line.”


He turned the page and I realised, with a sinking feeling in my young stomach, that the book was very, very long.  
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I didn’t know it then, but I was working my way through the Book of Moons in the Chronicles of Mazwai, one of the most-studied chapters in the only book that Iox ever reads. And like a true street-rat I approached the text with total abandon, chewing my way through its pages. With every line a reading popped into my mind, and I delivered it with relish, enjoying my audience’s reaction as I gave them another striking glimpse of meaning before dropping it and moving on.


After a few hours of this, I finally began to falter. “She grows tired,” said one whose eyes still had some softness in them. “This can continue later. Let the girl eat.”


The others – including their leader, the man with the incredible octagonal hat – nodded. With great reverence they carried the heavy copy of Mazwai away. Only the kind man remained, and he led me silently to the doorway by the arm. I wanted him to tell me how marvellous my readings had been and how grateful they were. But he only smiled and called to Myari, who was seated on a bench outside and, I realised, had been there the whole time.


“My dear,” she said, and opened her arms to me. I hurried over to her, and rested my exhausted head against her chest. The kind man nodded and murmured something to Myari, who said something back, but I didn’t listen. Then Myari lifted me to my feet and began to walk me along the corridor back towards her apartments. “I think we will eat something,” she said, “and then you can tell me about what happened in there, if you would like to.”


“They wanted me to read Ancient,” I began. “They had a book…”


Myari raised a single finger. “We will eat first. There are some things I wish to tell you, as well, and it would be best if you were a little restored.”


“Oh.” Her tone was light and loving, but the silence that hung in the air was not. So it had been a test, then, I thought, and somehow – despite doing all they asked, and knowing all I do – I had failed, and now she was going to send me home for good. 
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We ate in silence. I remember the meal: a stew of meat and small, hard orange fruits that exploded bitterly once bitten into, each one a disappointment. Myari drank a thick wine and I drank water graced with sprigs of mint. We sat on cushions either side of a low glass table, in the middle of which rested a small brass object. I stared at the object because I didn’t want to look at Myari, but I never did work out what it was. 


“Now, then, my dear.” Myari spoke gently, as the staff came in to clear the dishes away. “You said they had a book?”


“That was all,” I replied, already defeated. “They had a book. Ancient – lines and lines of it. More than I’ve ever seen before. They asked me to read it. I did my best. I read what I could.”


Myari nodded. “Iken told me you answered all their questions without hesitation. He was most surprised.”


“I suppose no one from Elboreth is meant to know how to read?”


“Don’t be sullen, child. You know perfectly well that no one on Elboreth reads Ancient. Let me tell you a fact, Aliya.” She leant forward. “Very few here on Iox can read Ancient, and those that can, can only read very little. We hold a single candle in a vast, dark hall.” 


“So why weren’t they pleased with me?”


“My dear, for the most obvious reason. They thought you were lying. You gave them your answers without thought or falter, and without consulting any notes. For several hours! What were they supposed to think?”


“Can they not read? Do they consult notes when they look at a sign?” 


“They do not believe that you can read Ancient, and I fear you will never convince them that you can.” She laughed at that, though it was a cold and brittle sound. “You have not convinced me either, though I enjoy your clever performances.”


“So what’s the point?”


“Here.” She moved her glass, newly refilled, to the middle of the table, shifting the strange brass thing out of the way to make room. “This is a glass of thick, heavy wine. Try it with a finger if you like. It is like drinking paint, or rust. Quite full.” 


I didn’t dip a finger: I lifted the glass and took a sip. It made me sigh a little. Raqi is strong, and tastes like it was made with engine grease and pins. The wine tasted like a drink made from a heavy sleep. 


Myari reached across the table for my water and drew it back to stand beside her wine. 


“This is water, the base of all moving things. It is pure substrate. A blank page with no voice of its own.” She smiled suddenly, picked out the mint leaf, and tossed it back my way. “Now it is blank,” she corrected.


I looked away, miserable. “I know what you’re going to say. I act like I’m the wine, but I’m the water.”


“That is not what I was going to say, and do not interrupt me when I am talking to you, or you will never learn. There is more knowledge out there than you have inside your own head, Aliya! You must be open at all times!”


“As you say,” I sighed, but my thoughts turned away instead, imagining the gentle dark below the Council. If I boarded a transport after the meal, I could be with Talliin before I needed to sleep. I could tell the robot about all this. It always listened. It always helped me to understand. It never called me a liar, even when I exaggerated. “I’m listening,” I said. “I promise.” 


“You, Aliya, are neither the empty water, nor are you the wine, though it is true that you act like the wine.” Myari lifted her cup and poured a splash into mine, and stirred it neatly with a fingertip. The water within turned a thin shade of pink. “This is you, Aliya. Enough wine that you will never be water again, but still with so little flavour.”


“So I’m no good to anyone. What am I doing here?” 


“Oh, my dear! You are here because this is your home.” Her hand moved to cover mine; I pulled mine quickly away. “You must never question that. Do you understand me?”


How can I not question it? 


I nodded. Myari returned her hand to her glass. “As for what good you can do,” she continued, “you can learn, and stop acting like it is some terrible chore. We all learn, throughout our lives. Even the tree in the central plaza grows and it has been growing since time began.”


I was silent for a while, looking at the pink glass of water. Despite dreaming of Talliin’s muted voice in the dark, I had listened. For whatever reason, I’ve never been able to shut Myari’s voice out completely. 


“The answers I gave to the three men, from their book,” I said finally. “They knew the lines they showed me?”


“Some of them. To some degree. Not fully, perhaps. But enough to gauge what you said.”


“So you lied to me. It was a test.”


“No, Aliya. No. It was not a test. You have not failed. It was… something new, starting to grow, and it will continue to grow until you are as old as me. And when you are as old as me, Aliya Elasra, you will be the foremost reader of Ancient in the whole of the Nebula. You will read the books of Mazwai for us and, in doing so, you will unlock the truth of all our futures. It is no small task! And that is precisely why you don’t need to have accomplished it today.”


I leaned back, somewhat stunned. 


“You see all that? For me?”


Myari nodded. 


“But why me? If I’m...” I pointed to the tainted water. “If I’m such a muddle?”


“Who else should I choose, Aliya? Please.” She leaned back, and quite suddenly it seemed like she might almost be about to weep. “It was not easy to find you. I lost much to have you here now. I place my faith in you. Please. Place yours in me.”


“I’ll try to. I mean, I do try to. I am grateful. I just… I just don’t understand.”


“You do not believe,” Myari corrected me. “That is the problem. I was surprised to discover that. But you will. Of that I am sure. The Loop sustains us all, in the end.”


There are fortune-tellers in the alleyways and corners of Elboreth. Some work with crystals; they hold them up to the riverlight and let them spin. The refracted light, they say, is the refracted soul; the soul separated to be studied and more clearly understood. Others work with skin, following the river-maps on our palms, casting them upwards into the heavens to understand a person’s confluence. This, below your thumb, is an aspect of The Wires, they say, while this below your third knuckle is the whorl of the Cyclones, and here, is the empty reach of the Singing Waste. You will break free from a constrained childhood, run wild for a time, and then find the best days of your life are behind you. Beware travelling alone.


The fortune-tellers on Iox are not so fanciful. They simply look you straight in the eyes and tell you what you will be.

H 


I crept backwards out of Myari’s presence like one of her staff, and then when I was finally in the corridor, I broke into a run. It felt so good to run. No one runs on Iox; everyone glides around like they’re jealous of the robots and their rolling tracks, but I just hurtled along the passage and down the stairs, taking them two at a time. A few scholars lifted their hooded heads to look at me but none bothered to try and stop me or to question who I was. They knew. I was Myari’s pet rat, let loose from its cage again. 


I found my way back to the spaceport in time to see the rivers above wink out as a spider-like transport ship unfolded its many, many-sailed masts before shooting off into the current. The dock-hands looked at me with surprise. One woman approached, wiping her hands on the front of her overall. 


“That was the ship for Elboreth. The next leaves in two days. You were hoping to be on it?” 


“I need to be on it.” 


“Well. It’s gone.” The lady smiled, without much sympathy. “Was there someone waiting for you back on Elboreth, girl?” 


I thought of Talliin. When I was away, it deactivated its head and just sat there. It waited in a way no person could ever wait, with the faithfulness of stone. 


“Yes,” I replied. “Someone I was really hoping to talk to.” I turned, and walked back across the landing bay towards the university doors thinking, she did it on purpose. She kept me long enough for the transport to leave. Kept me talking long enough that I wouldn’t be able to go home. She saw Elboreth as this chrysalis she was slowly cutting me free from, one strand of sticky silk at a time. And she wouldn’t stop until I had nothing left there, and my only place was on this cold, grey rock.


The thought was dark and miserable and far too big to hold. I didn’t make it through the door; I sat down. And then I lay down, staring up at the rivers, brilliant once more now the transport ship had gone. The dockers ignored me. The place was quiet. They knew who I was as well as the others. They didn’t care if I lay here all night. Above – impossibly high above – the waters surged on. If I could leap up into them, I thought, I could swim to Elboreth. Had anyone ever swum in the rivers? Everyone called them cold, as much ice as water, but perhaps they were warm and wonderful. Perhaps you could sink into them with a deep and heavy sigh.


Or perhaps they were huge and distant and indifferent, and they separated the moons as much as they joined them. 


If I’d had the Nightingale with me, I could have left whenever I wanted. If I’d brought the ship, Myari couldn’t have kept me. She couldn’t have tricked me into staying. But if I’d brought the ship, Myari would have known about the ship. She might have taken it. She might have declared it an artefact and passed it to the Curators to be stripped down and studied like an interesting bug. And then I would have lost it and been as trapped on Elboreth as I was on Iox. 


What would Talliin suggest, if it were here? Talliin would listen, and then ask if I trusted Myari. Does the Professor on Iox care for you? Does she act in your interests, or her own?


I sat up, and then I got to my feet. I headed through the spaceport doors in a slow daze, back into the lower corridors of the University. From the plaza, in the shadow of the great tree, I could see the lantern-light in Myari’s room still burning. She was still awake. She was waiting for me, of course, since she knew I couldn’t leave. 


There is no harm in giving a winner their victory, as Timor might say. It changes nothing, except the next contest can begin. 


I headed up the stairs more soberly this time. A few scholars passed and I nodded to them as I went. I reached her room, and found Myari sitting just as I left her, slowly sipping her wine. She acknowledged me silently as I entered. 


I sat back down in my place. 


“Listen,” I began. She opened her mouth but I held up a hand. “Listen. I’m grateful for everything you’re doing for me. I am. You know that. But I have to be free to come and go. I can’t be a prisoner here.”


“You’re not, my dear. You are a guest.” 


“There’s something I haven’t told you, Professor. On Elboreth, I…”


Myari waited, offering nothing.


“I… I have a ship.”


One eyebrow climbed her face.


“I have a ship, and I can sail it. Not very well, but I can do it. Well enough to get here. Next time I come to Iox, I’m going to sail here in my own ship.”


“That sounds very exciting,” she answered calmly. 


“I will not be a prisoner. I want your word that my ship will be safe, and that it won’t be taken from me. I want your word that I can sail it away from here whenever I want to. I know you’re a woman of faith and honour, Myari, and I… I want to trust you.”


She put down her glass, and her thin hand reached out to clasp mine. The touch was bony but warm enough. “My dear.” Her eyes found mine and held them, and there was a deep, definitive sadness there that I didn’t understand but I could at least respect. “My dear, I would have never taken anything of yours. This place isn’t like what you’re used to. People don’t steal things on Iox. We simply don’t need to. And people on Iox don’t keep prisoners. You are free to come and go whenever and whichever way you choose. You have my word.” She squeezed my hand. “You have my word.”


I squeezed back. “Thank you, Myari. The ship… means a lot to me.”


“But Aliya, you must tell me the truth. You’ve really sailed it? Alone? Out there, on the waters?”


“I’ve sailed it.” Never alone: Talliin was always with me; to navigate, advise, and to help me to haul in at the right moment to land in the narrow opening provided by the cavemouth. But I didn’t tell her about Talliin. Amongst my few secrets, the robot was my most precious. “I wondered if you already knew? The necklace you gave me opens its hatch.”


“I did not know.” Myari stared with surprise. “That necklace is from the University’s collection. It’s said to have belonged to Mazwai herself. I wanted you to have it; they say Mazwai was born on Elboreth... But the Loop sustains all, my dear Aliya.” She took her hand away, and folded it over the other to prop up her chin. “Tell me, dear one. What is it like to sail?”


“It’s hard work,” I answered. “Half the time it’s like you’re dragging the boat, and the other half the boat is dragging you. But when you’re doing it – time just disappears. I could sail for days.”


“And where do you go?”


“Not far. Not yet. I sail from Elboreth, through the Wires. I once went almost to the edge of Ghosts Wake…”


“You must be careful there, Aliya. The waters of Ghosts Wake are haunted, they say.”


“The water is just water. Ghosts Wake has a lot of clouds, though, a fine mist everywhere... It’s hard to see.” 


“The rivers are just water, my dear, but then again, so are we. The rivers bind us all. Come.” She rose to her feet. “I have prepared a room for you, near to mine. Let me show it to you.”


I cracked a massive yawn, suddenly exhausted. “Thank you. I feel like I could sleep for a week.”


“Don’t do that, Aliya,” Myari said gently from the doorway. “There is far too much to learn.”  
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I was helping to serve food for the children at the Orphanage a week later when I was next summoned. 


I finished my duties, washed up the platters and cups, wiped down the sideboards, talked a little with a few of the Ladies and then finally made my way up the slope towards the courtyard. By this time Oroi had built us a decent way inside; a ladder of wooden rungs on ropes that we could unhook from the top of the wall using a long pole: hidden enough to prevent others from finding our secret place, but far more convenient and safer than clambering up the outside of the surrounding buildings and dropping down onto the piles of junk below. 


Talliin had taken to waiting in the hallway by the eye. He lit up the instant I appeared. 


“Have you come to talk, Aliya? Shall I prepare a fire?” 


“Not tonight. Tonight we’re doing something new.”


“Something new, Aliya? Please, tell me.”


I was ahead of the robot, already striding into the hall. I could see Oroi had been here more recently than me; she’d repaired one of the chairs and rearranged her store supplies; but right now she was down in Godsfeet helping Timor with something. For the best: if she’d known what I was about to do, I’m sure she would have tried to stop me. 


“We’re going to the ship, Talliin.”


“And where do you wish to sail? Shall we follow currents wherever they go? Or is there somewhere you want to find?” 


“I know exactly where we’re going. And it’ll be easy to find. You can’t miss it. The biggest rivers go there.” I threw the robot a grin as I entered the misty passageway that led to the cave. The air grew wetter with every step. “We’re going to Iox.”


“Aliya? I understood that we could not land on Iox. There are gates we cannot pass.”


“Don’t worry. It’s all arranged. Talliin, you’re going home. Just to visit.”


“Home, Aliya?”


“That’s right.” I had reached the Nightingale. I held the amulet up to the eye and the hatch fell open. Talliin followed me inside without need of invitation. “Robots come from Iox, don’t they? That’s what Oroi says.” 


“I do not.”


I turned to Talliin, and grasped the ends of its armatures with either hand. “Only when we get there, you have to promise me you won’t leave the ship. Understand? You can’t talk to anyone. Hide from the windows. No one must know you’re aboard.”


“Are you ashamed of me, Aliya? Am I unlike other robots?” 


“You are unlike other robots, Talliin. You’re my robot. And I’m not losing you. If they know you’re aboard they might try to claim you. I don’t know that they would do that, but they might. And I don’t want them to.”


The robot had been crossing the cabin to settle at its usual spot by the rear porthole. Now it paused. “If there is a danger of our being separated, Aliya, then perhaps I should stay behind.”


“No. I can’t sail without you. I can’t sail alone. We go together. We’ll keep you hidden, and we’ll leave together.” 


“You believe this will be possible?”


“I’m sure of it. Don’t worry, Talliin. This is just the beginning. You and I are going to explore the whole Nebula together, and Iox is going to feed us and patch up our ship so that we can do it.” I was up the ladder now, looping the ropes around my wrists, and settling myself into place. “The rivers around Iox aren’t like the rivers here, Talliin. They go outwards, in all directions. They’re fast and wide. We can reach everywhere from there. You name it, we can go.” 


“It sounds wonderful, Aliya.”


“It gets better. They’re going to teach me to read Ancient. They’re going to teach me everything they know about it.” 


“But you can already read Ancient, can you not?” 


“I have an… intuition for it. Like having an ear for singing. But they’re going to teach me to understand it. To take it apart and put it back together again, the way Oroi does with telescopes and batteries and things. They’re going to give me what I want, and then let me sail off and see what we can find.” 


“It sounds too good to be true, Aliya. Please; you are sure you are permitted to land?” 


“I have the freedom of the Gates. Direct from the head of the University herself.”


“And will you tell Oroi? Will you tell Timor? It seems to me this news would be of great importance to both of them.”


“You’re right, it would. For now, we don’t tell anyone. Ready?”


“I am ready, as soon as you are, Aliya.” 


I hauled out the booms and began to scrape the ship across the ground. (I hadn’t yet discovered the operation of the rear paddles.) We crawled towards the cavemouth and the river beyond, like someone dying of thirst. For a moment it seemed we could never reach it, that our strength would give out and the ship would stick, dry and abandoned where it was. And then the edge was beneath the hull, and water flooded the sails. The prow fell, the stern rose, and the current drew us away, the boat righting itself as we swept away to the sharp rocks and difficult corners of the Wires.  
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A few hours after that, Oroi finished with Timor and returned to the Orphanage. I wasn’t there so she went straight to the courtyard and hoppered inside. The hallway was pitch dark. Talliin wasn’t there. She found her way to the brazier and lit a fire, calling out the robot’s name and mine, and getting nothing but echoes in return. She found the ship was gone. 


Without the robot, there was no way for her to hopper back through the eye. She was trapped. 


It was three days before Talliin and I returned. 
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Oroi refused to return to the Council again after that. She began to spend more and more time in her workshop. The other children I had grown up with left the care of the Ladies and began to work elsewhere in Elboreth. There was no work for me to do, so I began to visit Iox more often. Once or twice a week, sometimes more, but always sleeping in the ship. 


With every trip I grew more confident at handling the Nightingale, but I still took Talliin with me, and it always wanted to come. I think its Ethical Core would not allow it to see me leave unassisted with the ship. But I knew the route, I knew where to haul and where to reef, and more often than not on the outward reach, Talliin would take a position by the portholes and simply enjoy the view. It was fairly certain it had not sailed before, despite being assigned to a point so close to the ship; despite the fact that the underground dock on Elboreth must have housed ten or twenty ships the size of the Nightingale at one time.


On the way back, it would ask gentle questions and listen as I talked. Some days I came back from Iox with my head spinning with Ancient symbology, with pages and pages of Mazwai’s inscrutable text; other days I was fuming from some careless remark made by the head librarian or some snub from Huang. I was so unused to the power that the people who walked the corridors of Iox wielded so casually. They didn’t speak the way orphans spoke. They could cut you down with a stroke. Empty you. They bent reality to their words, like a glass-blower forming a bottle with her breath.


After the last trip to Iox with Talliin I remember I had been in the scholarium with Huang and the head librarian. I had asked about the people Mazwai was writing for. What did they know? What did they want to learn? What had come before Mazwai put pen to ink? The librarian had shook his head and raised a hand to gesture to the window. Through the glass was the heavy trunk of the Tree, the watercourses that ran around its feet, the Plaza. I didn’t understand.


“Mazwai was from Iox,” Huang explained. “She was writing for us.”


“Don’t be stupid,” I snapped back. “If she was writing for us, she would have written in words we could read.” 


“She has done exactly that,” the head librarian said. “What else are we doing here, except for reading her words?”


“Slowly. Badly.”


“One cannot read truth badly, Elasra.”


“What?”


“He means,” Huang said gently, “that Mazwai wrote the truth because Ancient can only express truth, and Mazwai wrote in Ancient to protect what she said. It’s like… it’s like if I wrote you a letter, and sealed it, and wrote your name on it and left it for you. No one would open the seal because of your name. That seal is the language she wrote in. And now, we read it.” 


“That’s ridiculous. None of that makes any sense.”


The two men, the young one and the old one, exchanged glances as if both had lived a hundred lifetimes beyond mine.


“It doesn’t!” I insisted. “Mazwai wrote in Ancient because that’s what she knew. She thought the people reading it would read Ancient too. I don’t even understand why we can’t read Ancient. Why don’t we just know?”


“Know what?”


“How to read it? If this is what she wrote, why can’t anyone read it anymore, anyway?”


“Because of the Fall,” Huang said. “You know that. Ancient was lost in the Fall, with so much else. We are rebuilding so we can recover the truth Mazwai left for us to find, which in turn is the truth that will re-found the Empire and bring prosperity to the Nebula.”


“I don’t follow.”


“Then you should come to temple, Elasra,” the librarian remarked. “The Loop sustains all.”


I was feeling sulky and used. When I treated Ancient and Mazwai as a puzzle to be solved, I enjoyed myself well enough, but when I looked up from my page I saw that the others were engaged in some other project which I couldn’t begin to understand. They’d have these moments of delight as a translation was suggested or a line of text came into sight. These phrases meant something to them in ways that left me cold. 


And there’s a weird insecurity to those who are certain they are right. They live in a constant, desperate need of confirmation, gobbling up scraps of evidence as if they were full meals and burning all that which does not fit. It is human nature, I suppose, just as only those who are truly wealthy hoard their wealth, and only those who are beautiful fear ugliness more than false friendship. To really learn is to unlearn, to really understand is to be comfortable with not understanding.


I pushed my page away and stood up. “If we’ve already translated it, then what’s the point in doing it again? I’d rather see the parts out there that have never been seen.”


“Do you really sail that ship, Aliya? “ Huang murmured. “All by yourself?”


The librarian uttered some terrible curse and slammed his tome shut, snapping its metal catches.


“I can see we will do nothing more today. Run away, you two young things. Enjoy your youth and I will attend to something more sensible. I think I’ll have a little tea, and then a sleep.”


Huang smirked at me as we left the library into the warmer light outside. The rivers were waxing stronger. The fountains scattered a few rainbows around the plaza.


“Haven’t you ever left Iox?” I asked Huang. “Don’t you get restless? The same walls all the time? The same sky?”


“I haven’t.” He sighed. “I know the Nebula is wide… but it’s full of people, and so is Iox, so why travel? Do you know what I like to do when I’m not reading, Aliya?”


“No.”


“I like to cook. The farms outside the University grow all sorts of things – probably much more than they grow on Elboreth. Ginger and garlic and these spicy little red berries we call sunspots. You can mix them and produce all sorts of flavours. Or you can make a mess of it, burn everything, and eat charcoal.”


“You enjoy that?”


“I do.”


“It sounds frustrating.”


“You can enjoy things without being good at them, Aliya. You can just enjoy them. Like reading. The joy of reading isn’t getting to the end of the book, it’s the words you meet along the way. The rhythm. The voice of the writer, rising from the page.” He was warming to his topic, and when Huang spoke warmly he spoke eloquently, sometimes even beautifully. He moved his hands, as though shaping words and phrases, as though cooking with his speech. I couldn’t help but clap my hands and laugh.


“Oh, Huang. You’re a picture. You should see yourself as I see you.”


I had meant to burst his bubble, but I had rooted him to the spot. 


“How do you see me?”


“As soft as butter in a pan. I’m going home, Huang. To Elboreth.” 


“I could cook something for you. Before you go. If you liked.”


But I shook my head. “Eating is for not being hungry. I’m going to eat rice with green-shoot scooped from an enormous cauldron, and drink raqi from a barrel.”


“Then go with the waters, Aliya Elasra,” Huang answered, sadly. “And may the light always lead you home.”


I was already walking off. “Good faith!” I called back, raising a hand but not turning around. I knew he would watch me leave. Perhaps he was wondering if he should follow and ask to come aboard the ship. But of course he didn’t. After all, he had offered me a plate and I had stamped on it. One of these days, Aliya, you’re going to find no one offers you anything.


The Nightingale was already out in the middle of the dock, hooked to grapple, ready. Unusually, Myari was standing by its base with a robot at her side. 


“Professor? Did you come to say goodbye? Or did you want to sail?”


“Aliya, my dear. Neither. I merely wished to look at your ship. I have meant to since you first mentioned it. It is quite beautiful.”


I nodded. “It is.” 


“And you say you found it? On Elboreth? Remarkable.” Myari reached a hand and touched the metal bulb on the tip of the ship’s prow, as though touching the nose of a cow. “You must keep her safe, Aliya. She is quite precious, I think.” 


“I will. I’m getting good at sailing her. I go all over.”


“So I hear. Good faith to you, Aliya. See you in a few days.”


With that, and no further explanation, she turned and paced out from under the jaws. The robot with her turned and trailed silently behind. Myari was not commonly accompanied but I didn’t think anything of it then. 


The hatch of the Nightingale was already open. I should have thought something of that, perhaps, but I did not, I was still cross with myself about Huang and his gentle, quiet, uncomfortable offer of companionship outside the leather bindings of the library. 


I climbed aboard and closed the hatch. “Back to Elboreth,” I called to Talliin. The grapples on the jaws began to winch upwards, hauling the boat off the platform and lifting it, inch by inch, to the waiting waters above. “And then I’m going to cook the best anqua that I can.” I climbed up the rungs and took my place at the armatures. The sails fell open to an easy twist of my wrists. The currents began to tug and pluck at the ship. “Talliin?” 


There was no reply. 


“Talliin?”


But Talliin didn’t answer, because Talliin had gone.  
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Robots all look the same: their faces are mere projections, and their identical fuselages must have been forged by craftsmen of both great skill and tedious lack of imagination. I hadn’t recognised my robot when it had been standing behind Myari because it hadn’t greeted me. Whatever she did to Talliin, it had been instant and total.


I wanted to turn back, but I couldn’t. The rivers only flowed in one direction. I could have kept sailing, circled the whole Protectorate and returned, but what then would I do? What could I even accuse Myari of? I had never told her about Talliin. She would not have understood anyway. She’d have told me the robot belonged to Iox; belonged to her. If I had told her Talliin was my friend she would have laughed, gently, and told me to go and eat with Huang.


I lived at Myari’s grace. She owned my debt. She had bought it from the Grey Ladies. She could do with me just exactly as she saw fit.


So I sailed back to Elboreth and I landed the Nightingale in plain sight on the shelf used by the transports from Iox. The Council dock was useless to me now; the chamber was sealed behind a hopper eye which, without Talliin, I couldn’t pass. The ship drew interest from the local farmers and when I stepped from it no one seemed to recognise me for what I was. I was no longer Elborethian, for who on Elboreth has their own ship?


The next time I sailed, I sailed alone, and I took the shortest, safest route to Iox that I could, barely daring to open the sails to their full. I could not imagine turning off into the uncharted reaches, the fast-moving streams that led away from the Spiral. Not now. Not without Talliin to steer me home. Myari had clipped my wings; whether she was keeping me safe or keeping me under guard, it didn’t matter.


But I wasn’t angry about that. What I could not forget or forgive was that she had taken my friend from me. A robot, yes. Steady. Committed. Gentle. Kind. Now I had no one. Everyone I had left might turn on me without warning. 


Looking back, I don’t think Myari realised what she was doing. I think she took the robot because she thought I didn’t understand what it was. After it was done, she couldn’t give it back: whatever she did to it was so fundamental, I think, that Talliin was already gone in that moment when I saw it in the dock behind the Professor. 


We never talked about it. It rolled between us and halted: vast, unmoveable, silent, opaque. 


She gave me another robot only a week or so later, when she realised I was scared to fly alone. But it was just a machine. I abandoned it on a desolate moon somewhere in the Wires a few weeks later. 
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There once was a King with three daughters. He was kind and fair, and his judgements were well-respected across his kingdom. But his daughters schemed against him because each daughter thought the King loved another daughter more. 


Resentments festered like black eyes in fruit until the King’s birthday, when each daughter killed him a different way. 


The eldest daughter was sly and used a slow poison, delivered in a cup of wine. The middle daughter was bold, and slid a knife into his back just as he drained the cup. But the youngest daughter’s method was the most cruel. She hoppered her father into a crack in the palace walls.


In time, that youngest, cruellest daughter became the Queen, but she never found any pleasure in it. For she was plagued from morning till night by her father’s voice, from inside the walls, berating her endlessly for her flaws.



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


 


Oroi’s yard is strewn with parts, tools, and bits of things. The outside is as much her workshop as her rooms. I can hear her voice through a lattice window and my feet stop of their own accord. She’s singing an old song about a woman who dances so fascinatingly that the rivers themselves begin to follow her steps. Oroi’s voice was always beautiful. She never sang in the Orphanage, she was too shy; but she used to sing in the Council hallway, filling those old stones with wonderful echoes. 


Then something clangs, and she cries out, shouting at herself. I can’t make out the words. 


“That is Mistress Oroi?”


“That’s her.” The cursing keeps going and the song does not return. “She’s always been a good one for holding a grudge.”


A few more minutes go by. I don’t leave, but I can’t seem to go forwards. I keep remembering things. “Mistress? What do we do now?”


“We knock, Six. I’m working myself up to it. No. Wait.” 


By the doorway is a ceramic bowl; an alms-bowl for gifts and offerings of thanks. Most traders have them. I reach into my bag and take out the little artenium box from the shrine in the Cyclones’ Eye. It rattles slightly. 


“A puzzle,” I explain to Six, then I put the box into the alms-bowl and strike the little gong on the table beside it. 


“Eagle’s teeth! Coming!” Oroi calls from inside. “Just give me a moment!” 


I step back to a position which will be out of sight behind the door once it opens outwards. I want her to see the box before she sees me, because I think she might like the box, and I already know how she feels about me. 


The door opens and Oroi sticks her head around it, ignoring the alms-bowl completely. 


“Oh,” she says, her face falling as she speaks. “It’s you. What do you want, Aliya?”


“Good faith, Oroi.”


She nods at the robot beside me. “What’s wrong with this one? Does it like to smash things, or does it leak oil on the rug?”


“... It’s good to see you.”


“Is it?”


“Yes. Of course it is.”


“But you don’t come to see me much, do you?” Oroi wears her hair in long braids: she scoops them up with a palm and throws them over one shoulder. “You only come when you want something. So? What is it you want?” 


“I brought you something.” I point feebly at the alms-bowl behind her. “A puzzle. I thought you might like it.” 


She glances without interest. “You brought me a lump of metal. I’m a mechanicist, not a silver-smith. Take it to Halima and she’ll melt it down for you.”


“Pick it up.”


“Why? Is it going to sting me?”


“Please, Oroi. I’m not trying to trick you. I found it, out there in the wash. It’s a box but I can’t see how it opens.”


She doesn’t move. “So you want me to open it, then.”


I open my mouth to argue back, but then close it again. I’m staring at her, trying to work out if there’s anything I can say which might be right. And for the first time I notice that she looks tired, same as Timor. She’s become a heavier, more soulful, more miserable person since she had children, but right now she looks almost ready to fall down. 


I pick up the little metal box from the alms-bowl and put it back into my bag. “Oroi?” I ask. “Is something wrong?”


“What could be wrong?” she answers, bitterly. “When every day is the same, how can anything go wrong?” 


“The yard looks busy. You’re building something?” 


“Scraps and off-cuts. There’s a bit of a mad robot you might recognise in that corner.” She waves a hand dismissively. “Sometimes I think it twitches a little.” Another long pause. “They gave you another one?” 


“This is my third since then.” 


Oroi barks a laugh. “What did you do to the other two?” 


I glance at Six. “I don’t really want to say.”


“Please, Mistress,” Six replies, politely. “Do not hold back on my account.”


“Oh, this one is sarcastic,” Oroi declares. “I’ve not seen one be sarcastic before. Your personality must be rubbing off on them.”


“Honestly, Oroi, this one isn’t like any I’ve had before...”


“Oh, yes? In a bad way, or an even worse way?”


“If I may, Mistress Oroi. Mistress Aliya has been kind enough to remark that I am ‘not stupid’ on more than one occasion now. This appears to be the difference she is referring to.” 


“That’s a high view indeed, coming from her,” Oroi remarks.


“I thought so, Mistress, yes.”


Oroi laughs at that, folding her arms and leaning against the door. “I like this one,” she says. Then she shakes her head and holds her hand out. For a moment I think she wants me to take it, the way we used to hold hands in the dormitory. Then she says, “The box, Aliya. Let’s see this box.” 


“You don’t have to…”


“No, I don’t, but I’ve got nothing better to do. I was in there, banging a cam-axle straight for a wall-pulley. Good to let off some frustration, but you might as well put your brain in a barrel. I started thinking about something and hit my thumb. So show me.”


I open my bag, and gently lift the box out again. It’s only a thumb’s-width in each direction. The edges and corners have a slight rounding to make them harder to saw through. The faces are covered with etched lines. On two faces these lines are diagonal, on two they form a chequered pattern like a fariwet board, and on the last two they form concentric and overlapping circles. It could be a solid block, except it’s lighter than it should be. And it rattles. I place it on Oroi’s palm. 


She tilts her head to look at it, then reaches into a pocket to pull out a lens. She scrunches up her cheek to hold it in place against her eye. 


“Artenium. Made from the chassis of one of your robots, Aliya?”


“It’s a bit older than that.”


“Someone like you then.” She turns it over a few times. Rolls it like a die around her palm. “It doesn’t open.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s not a box. It was forged like this around whatever’s inside. There’s no give in any direction, no moving parts.” 


“But why?”


“That’s your kind of question, not mine. Say, robot, did she ever tell you what happened to the first robot she travelled with?” 


“Oroi…”


“No, Mistress Oroi. I have not been made aware of that robot’s fate.”


“A shame. That was one of the better ones.” She drops the box back into my palm and dusts her hands.


“Oroi, I found this little box in a shrine in a moon in the Eye of the Cyclones. It’s not just a lump of metal. It was something of importance for someone important. It was… a last treasure. There must be more to it.”


She turns to me and grimaces. “I knew it. I knew it! You never change, Aliya. I’ll give you that. You’ve never lied to me, you’ve told me every day I’ve known you what it is you’re like!”


“Oroi… what do you want from me? I brought you this because I thought you could help me, it’s true. But what else can I do? What is it I should be doing?”


She snatches the little box from me. I don’t see what she does: a thumbnail here, a twist, a flick of the wrist. Then the whole box inverts; the corners pulling together into the centre and the centre expanding to form spherical edges. The transformation is fantastic; the mechanics behind it are subtle and fine and they go too fast to see. 


Then she tosses the opened box back to me.


“Here’s what you can do for me, Aliya. You can go back to Iox and leave me to starve down here alone. Like you did before.”


I mumble a vague agreement. I’m not listening because I’m looking at the thing in my hand. The corners, now at the centre, are holding something in a delicate pincer grip. Something tiny, shining, smaller than the toenail on my little toe. “That’s a rebeske foil, isn’t it?”


Oroi looks. Then she steps forward, and leans down, refitting her lens to her eye. 


“It is.” She brings out a second lens, which she holds a short distance in front of the first. “I’ve not seen one so... intact… before. It’s perfect.”


“It came from a robot?”


“Maybe. I suppose so. I’ve not seen a rebeske that didn’t. But…”


“But?”


“I don’t know. Why pull it out?”


“Can you see the etchings?”


She doesn’t nod, but grunts assent. “Given enough time, I could draw them.” She sighs. We’re leaning in together, almost cheek by cheek. One rope of her hair falls across my shoulder, heavy and dependable. “Aliya, it’s exquisite. Tell me again where you found it. I’ll listen this time.”


“In the Eye of the Cyclones. Oroi, I sailed into the Cyclones.”


“You did what?” Her head snaps up. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” 


“Sailing in was easy as falling off a chair. Sailing out was the hard part.”


She’s not laughing. “Aliya… You can’t do that. You can’t just sail into a tempest!”


“Why not? No one seems to stop me.”


“You should stop you! Why can’t you live out the years you’ve got? You find one ship – by luck! – and you think you’re somehow invincible. You think nothing’s going to touch you. But one of these days, something will, and then it’ll be too late.”


“The foil, Oroi. Can you tell what it does?”


She doesn’t bother to look back at it. “Of course I can’t. It could be anything. A foil like this is a whole core’s worth. Could be a robot, could be some other machine… could be anything.”


“So if I find the right context, perhaps I can understand it?” 


She straightens up and puts her lenses away. “You never give up, Aliya. For someone who’s always trying to destroy herself, you never give up.” 


“I try not to. How are you, Oroi? I know I’ve been away too long. How are your children?”


“My children are a disaster, but thank you for asking.” She smiles bitterly. “The eldest one thinks she’s fallen in love.”


“… That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”


“No, it isn’t. Don’t you tell me that when you don’t have children. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“All right. I don’t.”


“Finally we agree on something.” 


“Oroi, can I come inside? There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”


Six rumbles a little from behind me. It has been making calculations. “Mistress, I think perhaps we should be returning…”


“Not yet, Six.”


“… You can come in, Aliya. I’ve got some tea.” 


“Six, wait out here.” Oroi goes inside and I follow, wrapping the metal sphere and its tiny foil carefully in a scrap of cloth and slipping it into my bag. I close the door behind me, muting Six’s protestations. 


“Well?” Oroi asks, turning around. “You don’t want tea. So what do you want?” 


“I brought something else,” I tell her. “Something I don’t want the robot to know I’ve given you. Something… incredible.”


“All right.”


“No, Oroi. I mean it.” I reach into my bag once more. “Something incredible.” I pull out the artefact I’ve come to show her, and lay it on a counter beside me. “This belonged to the Emperors of Iox. To all of them, I think. It’s beautifully worked, but there’s more to it than that.”


She’s already lifted it up. “The back of the diadem. Some kind of contact?”


I nod.


“It’s functional?”


“… Try putting it on.”


Oroi stares at me. She lifts it halfway to her head, then pauses. “What does it do?”


“I honestly don’t know,” I reply. “But it definitely does something.”


She puts the crown carefully on her head, then a moment later snatches it away.


“What by the legs of the Goddess herself was that?”


“You heard it?”


“I heard… something. But only barely.”


“I think it’s low on power. After all this time, away from the rivers. I think if we can charge it...”


“I’ll have to be careful. It’s really old. It would be easy to burn it up.”


“I trust you, Oroi.”


“Oh, good.” She places the crown down on a worktop, then throws a cloth over the top of it. “Well, I can try to live up to your expectations. Do come back soon.” 


“Oroi…”


“Just go, Aliya. Before we argue about something else. Go on, get out. You’ve got what you wanted.” She holds the door and points. “I mean it. Get out.”


“All right. All right!” I hold up both hands. “I’ll go. But I’ll come back. And you’ll look after it?”


“Of course I’ll look after it. And take your time. I mean it. I’m going to spend a good few days just thinking about that thing.”


I take one last look at the cloth-covered lump, then step back out into the yard where Six is waiting. Oroi closes the door behind me without saying good faith. 


“I dislike this moon intensely,” the robot says. “I do not wish to return via the market we encountered before...”


“You can hopper us back to the ship from here?”


“I believe so. Mistress, I must ask… the crown…”


“Don’t ask, Six.” 


“I fear I have already formed a hypothesis, Mistress…”


“I’m sure you have, Six, but don’t ask. If you don’t ask, you won’t know, and if you don’t know, you don’t have to tell anyone. Right?” 


“I... certainly do not inform Myari of unsubstantiated theories. That is correct.”


“Let’s keep it that way, then. Now set the sails for Iox. We’ll go back. It’s time.” A thought occurs to me. “Can you fly her alone?”


“I believe so, Mistress. If you half-set the sails and tie them off, I should be able to steer us with the paddles. It will be slower, but it should suffice.”


“Good. I’ll do that, and then I’m going to go into the front cabin, and I don’t want to be disturbed.”


“Yes, Mistress.” 
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I pull the curtain behind me and turn up the wick of a riverlight lantern. The small front cabin fills with yellow-green light. It’s a mess: a dumping ground, no better than Oroi’s yard. There are crates and pallets stolen from Elboreth piled high with tools, pottery pieces, unsorted finds. Stacks of books rise between them like stalagmites. A short path winds through the clutter to a small stool under one of the front portholes: I sit down and take out the two finds I’d taken from Renba’s chest, the ones I hadn’t allowed Six to see.


A copper-bladed knife and ancient page of text. The latter is as dense with script as a page from Mazwai, which is quite possibly what it is. Renba had deemed these as valuable as the robe and the brooch, and those had belonged to the Last Emperor of Iox himself. I pull over a box, turn it upside down, and set these two finds down side by side. What, then, had Renba done? 


He had gone out into the Nebula, perhaps looking to find the Last Emperor on Myari’s instructions, perhaps for some other reason. He had found his way to Maersi, somehow, and from there gone down into the Cyclones’ Eye. He’d picked up two finds there – the robe and the brooch – and hidden one in a tool-chest on a forgotten rock and sent the other to Myari. Then he had gone back to the Cyclones’ Eye. Why had he done that? What else was he hoping to find on that second visit? And had he found it?


That second visit had been fatal. His ship had been smashed – perhaps the moon, moving in the currents, had smashed into the hull? No. It had been on fire, burning. Ships don’t set themselves on fire. To burn, it must be burned. So either Renba burned his own ship – and I can’t see why he’d have done that – or someone else had burned it for him. How would someone else do that, and escape?


There’s an answer to that I can see, but I don’t like it. Maybe someone put something flammable aboard Renba’s ship without his knowledge. Then if Renba had a robot with him, as he no doubt had, that person could have ordered the robot to set it alight. The robot’s Ethical Core would refuse, but what if the robot was not an ordinary robot – Renba was a high roboticist; what if he had removed the robot’s core – say, to ensure it would not curtail his explorations? Someone else could then have taken advantage of that, and used the robot as a weapon. 


Not someone. The robot’s primary user. The robot would have been destroyed in the explosion too, so the robot would have refused, quite sensibly, unless it was given no choice.


I don’t like this line of thought at all, but I can’t see another. Either Renba blew himself up, or the robot’s primary user had done it for him. 


I turn my attention to the other question. What was Renba doing on that second visit to the Eye? I had encountered a message from him, projected somehow into Six, intended for Myari but serviceable enough. You are not what you claim, it had said.  I have found something else, something more important than your lies. There is a darkness. It is coming.


Renba had been looking for the Emperor, and had found him, and had found something else. Something the Emperor had brought with him to that lonely place, perhaps. Something from before the Fall that Renba had found, and understood. There’s an observatory. The robots know, but they don’t remember.


He had found a robot? Not possible. There were no robots in the Empire; the first machines were dug from Iox towards the end of the Dark Age. Their discovery, and the first attempts to translate Mazwai, had brought about the founding of the Protectorate. Something else, then. Something containing enough of a message for him to understand. And something he believed so completely that it changed all his plans. Something so precious, that he’d left it behind on the Eye when he went off to lay his trail, before returning to collect it.


This works better. I feel myself beginning to understand. Renba had found something. But he was with a robot, and he knew the robot would report its findings, so he’d hid what he found. He didn’t want anyone to stop him from pursuing this new direction. He left the Eye, laid his trail, and considered how best to return to the moon. He could leave his robot behind and go alone – but he was a roboticist. To be without a robot would be like me travelling without my notebook and bag. So instead he set to work on the robot. He removed its Ethical Core, somehow. Perhaps he thought he’d removed the link to the primary user as well. He returned to collect whatever it was he had found but either the primary user knew, or suspected something, and Renba was killed.


Which leaves two questions. What had Renba found? And who was his robot’s primary user? But no. That isn’t the question. The question is simpler. Was it Myari? She had told me Renba had travelled without a robot. No, again! She had only said not everyone is forced to travel with a robot.


But if it had really been Myari, if she had really killed one of her own researchers – what possible reason would she have for doing it? You are not what you claim, Lexi. He had been attacking her, attacking her reputation. But in what way? What claim did she make that would be so precious to her as to kill for it? 


I’m not asking myself, is Myari capable of it? I don’t want to ask myself that question because I fear I can answer it too readily.


There is the other possibility, however. Perhaps Renba did burn his own boat. Perhaps he found another way to travel from the Eye and he took it, and obscured his trail behind him. For instance, even if the hermit had lived out there alone waiting for outsiders to visit, when the Emperor arrived the Emperor must have sailed there himself. He would have brought his ship in to land if he was able to, rather than leave it circling the moon in the middle of an endless storm. Perhaps Renba found that ship, just as I’d found mine. Perhaps the Emperor’s ship had offered a better way to sail. Perhaps it had even contained the knowledge Renba had spoken of. The Emperors knew about it. But I’m going to find it. Perhaps the Emperor’s ship is what he’d left behind on the Eye and what he’d returned to recover once his message for Myari was set.


Perhaps, then, Renba isn’t dead? Perhaps he’s out there on the rivers, searching for an observatory in a boat as old as the Nightingale. In a royal barge. There’s an observatory... I will find the vault before it’s too late.


But if that’s true, what hope do I have of following him? Of finding whatever it is that he found? I have a copper knife and a page of text, both of which Renba had discarded for Myari to find. I have Oroi looking into the crown – Renba didn’t find that – and I have a rebeske foil. And I have a robot which seems more thoughtful than most. And do I need to follow him, anyway?


I get up and stick my head through the gap between the curtain and the doorframe. Six is at the back of the ship, moving its arms in gentle, almost idle movements, as though tossing in its sleep.


“Six.”


“Mistress?”


“The rock in the shrine we found, on the Eye. The one the little metal box was inside. You said the rock was from the area around Ghosts Wake?”


“Indeed, Mistress. I understood that it had been brought from there to the Cyclones moon.”


“Recently, or a long time ago?”


“Recently, Mistress. It had been on the Eye a comparable length of time to the artenium chest and the crown.”


“So when Iox fell, the Emperor jumped aboard a ship, sailed to somewhere in Ghosts Wake, picked up a rock shrine, and then went to hide in the middle of the Cyclones?”


“It would appear that way.”


“Weird thing to do. He must have had a reason.” 


Six hauls the paddles hard to the left, but its voice betrays no effort. “You wish to sail to Ghosts Wake? Locate the confluence where the shrine originated? Why?” 


“The Empire lasted a thousand years or more, Six. They recorded and accumulated knowledge, but everything on Iox was lost during the Fall. They have this one book, Mazwai, that survived, but even that has been copied and copied so many times by people who couldn’t read it that it’s full of mistakes and nonsense.  But it occurs to me… if they kept anything elsewhere it might still be intact. Any records, of any kind… Myari would definitely approve.”


“Then we can ask her, Mistress. The Jaws have opened. We have arrived.” 
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“By the waters, dear one, but you’re safe!”


Myari flies across the room as soon as I appear, grasping me by both hands and all but burying her head in my shoulder. I’m so startled I almost don’t catch her weight. “I was so afraid for you! I thought I’d lost you!”


This woman, whom I had cast as a murderess less than an hour ago, is now wiping away shaky tears. I peel myself free of her embrace but she doesn’t let go of my arms. “It wasn’t that dangerous,” I assure her. “The Nightingale is a good ship. It was made to sail in currents like that. I had to work out how, but the ropes and booms were all there.”


“Nonsense. You must promise me, Aliya, here and now, that you’ll never do anything like that again. Especially not to please me. I couldn’t live with myself if you did.”


“I didn’t go to please you.”


“Of course you did. Why else would you go?”


“Because of what Renba found.”


Myari looks searchingly into my eyes. “What did he find? Did you find him? Your robot told me you didn’t.”


“I didn’t.” I shake my head. “But I’m sure he’d been down there.”


“Aliya, just tell me what you found. All of it. From the beginning. Here. I made tea, look. Just as we used to have it.” 


She guides me by the elbow over to the table, as though I didn’t know my way. Now that I’m here, she doesn’t quite want to let go of my arm, in case the Cyclones comes to take me back. “It’s all right,” I tell her. “I’ll tell you. I will.”


“Aliya, all these years, and you still have no idea how important you are to me. To lose Renba is hard. To lose you would be unbearable. I am proud of you – you are so strong, so brave… but I wish you would also listen.” 


“I knew it was safe, Professor. I knew because Renba had gone in and come back out, then gone back in again. It wasn’t so dangerous that he couldn’t escape, and his escape wasn’t so dangerous that he didn’t dare return. If he could do that, then so could I.” 


Myari folds her knees under the table and pours two cups of tea. “Renba wasn’t sailing a ship like yours, Aliya. Wood lashed together with rope like a farm-worker’s tent.”


“How do you know what he was sailing?”


“Well.” She shrugs wide, empty arms. “He left Iox aboard an ordinary robot transport.”


“And sailed into the Cyclones?”


“If that is where he went. Transports go where they go, and they tell no tales.”


I think of the burning wreck I saw on the hermit’s moon – a ship with booms and masts like Nightingale’s – but I don’t argue back. “Why don’t I tell you what I found, from the beginning?” 


“Tell me,” she says. I expect her to lean in, to pay close attention to my information, but she doesn’t: she pours tea, her hands shaking as she does it. She looks old and powerless and I start to imagine her receiving our last message, sent from the boundary of the hurricane itself, knowing that we had probably already gone inside by the time she’d received it. Pacing the room, caged and clawless.


I reach out and take her hand, lowering the pot to the table. “I should tell you the worst part first. We found Renba’s ship and it was in pieces. Burned. He must have crashed, or something aboard exploded. I don’t know which. But there’s no way he could have sailed away from there.”


“Did you find his body?” 


“No, but… Myari, there wasn’t a lot to find. The hardwood was scorched to ash. I’m sorry… I know he mattered to you.”


“All the souls on Iox matter to me,” she replies. “But, so long as you’re sure he burned. That he’s not lying there, untended to, unreleased…” She chokes a little, and quickly removes her hand to cover her mouth.


“I’m sure. The fire must have burned for days. It was still smouldering when we arrived.” 


She nods quickly, and turns away to recover. The tea cups curl with steam and we wait. “But what was he doing there?” she asks, finally, quietly. “Did you discover that?” 


I shake my head. “No. I know he was on Maersi. He found something there, but I don’t know what. Something that led him to the Cyclones. And he found something there, too. Myari, that brooch you gave me: it wasn’t any brooch. It’s early Empire, but I think it’s from the Dawn itself. It might have belonged to the First Empress. When Iox fell, the last Emperor left here in a ship and hid in the Eye of the Cyclones where no one would find him. Renba didn’t just find the Emperor’s brooch, but a prayer robe as well.”


“And you found the Crown?”


“Of course. Six told you that.”


She nods.


“Do you have it with you?” 


“No,” I answer. “I need a bit more time to study it before I give it to the Curators.”


She looks almost sick. “Aliya, it is a great treasure of Iox. It will be the Crown of the Emperors to come. You must bring it to us. You can’t hold onto it.”


“Just a short while longer, I promise.”


“Six?” Myari looks up to the robot. “Is the Crown safe?”


The robot does not pause to calculate its reply. 


“I have not seen the Crown leave the Nightingale, Professor Myari. In my opinion, it is currently closely-guarded.” 


Robots can’t lie, I think with some admiration. But who needs to lie?


Myari sighs, and sips her tea. “I want that Crown, Aliya. At least something good can come out of this.” 


“Did you know?” I ask. “Did you know that’s what Renba was looking for? Did you know he’d found the Emperor when you gave me that brooch?” 


Myari shakes her head. “No. I wondered, of course… the workmanship was so very good. But I would never have dreamed it was truly the Emperor’s own, of course not.” She sips. “Perhaps I should have felt it when I held it.”


“You can’t have known. One brooch is like another. It’s where Renba found it that matters.”


She nods slowly. “To think that Janniqi Renba, of all people, would travel so far. You did not know him. He came from Renaki originally, but once on Iox, he settled down like… like a cat on a cushion. He was not like you. Not restless. Not eager. Not the kind who wants to explore.”


“But he knew how to sail?”


“Of course he didn’t.” She looks up at me with some surprise. “Aliya, did you find anything else on that terrible moon?”


I shake my head firmly. “No.”


She narrows her eyes. “Aliya?”


“Nothing.” I can feel her delicate knife, peeling away at me. “Except… the whole moon moved, Professor. It lifted up, out of the river itself. That was how we escaped. How the rivers there loop back. The Cyclones is more alive than…”


“I don’t care about that, Aliya,” she cuts in, waving my words away in frustration. “This is very frustrating. You saw all that he saw, but you weren’t thinking properly. It’s because you don’t believe, Aliya. That’s what Renba had that you didn’t. That’s how he found all this, and you couldn’t find him.”


I lean back, stung, and lift my cup, like it might guard me from her. “I don’t follow.” 


“It’s not easy to talk to you, Aliya. About belief. You dismiss it. You attack. Belief is a precious thing, and you tear it to pieces like a beast. But I know that, in your heart, you understand the Loop, even if you deny it. You understand, in your heart. Everything that was will be again.”


“I understand what you believe. I’ve never understood how you can be so sure. You all sound so sure.”


“We live in a Nebula built of loops and cycles. Sleeping and waking, birth and death, present and past. It is common sense. Children understand it.”


“Not everything is a cycle, Professor. Death isn’t. Renba’s gone.” 


“He will be back. Just as you came back to me.”


“What does that mean? You brought me to Iox.”


“I brought you home,” she answers. “But yes, perhaps it was selfish of me. Having children is selfish. I did not understand that before.” She lowers her eyes, then puts her cup down carefully on the table, turning it so that it fits neatly into a dark ring marked on the old wood. “If I am to be honest with you, Aliya, I am scared. For all of us. As you should be, but of course you aren’t. But I live in daily fear. Of the Fall. Iox fell. The whole Empire fell, and Iox fell in blood. And the Loop tells us clearly: what is past is prophecy. Our beautiful Protectorate isn’t just a shadow of the Empire, Aliya. It is the Empire. We in Iox do not share our power with the other moons, we wield it, we hold them tight. We are the might and majesty that the Book of Iox talks about. It is good, and right, and true. I am certain of that. But I am equally certain that the Fall will come again. We must live through the future, whether we foresee it or not.. And if we are not ready for it, if we do not understand it, then none of us will survive it.” 


“That makes no sense. How can you survive something that you know will destroy you?” 


“The Empire falls. You, I, the others here… does Mazwai mention them by name? Aliya, Janniqi told me he had found something. Something about the Fall. Something about the Loop. Something that wasn’t in Mazwai. That was why I gave him permission to leave.”


That takes me by surprise. “Scholars need your permission to leave?”


She shrugs, very lightly. “Most of them do.”


“Do I need your permission?”


“You have it,” she replies.


And that stokes the fire inside again. I’m remembering Talliin, of course, waiting aboard the Nightingale in the hangars at the docks and I’m remembering again what Myari did. Myari is still talking, but no longer to me; to a point above my shoulder. “It’s my impression that Renba found something inside one of his robots. He found a way into a robot. Into its core. It seems the robots know more than they think they know. But what he found, and where he went? He kept that from me. I only wish he had left… some kind of message.”


I stiffen, but she isn’t gauging my reaction or testing me. She’s still adrift in thought.


“He left the brooch, Myari,” I say, as calmly as I can. “That was his message. And I have a few other leads to follow. I might not believe in the Loop, but I do care about the past. I don’t know if I’ll find what you want. I don’t know if I’ll find Renba. But I’ll look. I promise.”


Myari nods, then turns her attention back to me. “Thank you, Aliya. In a way, your ignorant insistence on history makes you more than suitable. You will not allow your faith to lead you into blind assumptions. I have long suspected that the truth of the Fall is more complex – and more ignoble – than we have allowed ourselves to remember.  Iox is protected by Gates that welcome no one who is unwelcome, and yet the Fallers walked into halls with weapons in hand. There is a secret there.” She’s smiling sadly at me now. “Only, please do not sail into any more hurricanes. I do not think I have enough time to find you again should you be lost.”


“I’ll try not to. But I’ll go where I choose. I won’t ask for permission.” 


“You never once have.” She folds her hands into her lap. “Will you keep the robot?”


“Six, here? I’ll keep it. If that’s all right with you? We’re getting along well enough.”


Myari nods again. “Tell me if that changes.”


“What does that mean?”


“Just… keep me informed, Aliya. Will you do that?” 


“I’ll try to, Professor.” She says nothing more. Our meeting, it seems, is over. “Good faith, Professor.”


“And to you, my dear.”


I finish my tea and stand. Myari doesn’t rise. Whatever emotion she was feeling when I first appeared has passed. Her cool has returned. I head away down the walkway and Six rolls behind me, silently, without judgement. I hadn’t mentioned Renba’s message. I hadn’t mentioned the vault, the observatory, or Renba’s accusations of deceit. But neither had I lied. Who needs to lie?


We reach the plaza and then Six speaks.


“Mistress. The ship…”


“I know, Six.”


“But, Mistress. We encountered the wreckage of a ship. Myari said that Renba could not sail. That he sailed aboard a robot transport. They are recently-made and metal-hulled. They operate linked metal armatures of small sails. But we saw large wooden armatures like those of the Nightingale.”


“Perhaps the Loop is real, Six. Perhaps that was the Nightingale. Perhaps we crash and burn out there, in the end. I thought it when I saw it.”


“Is that a serious suggestion, Mistress?”


I shake my head. “No, it’s not. I know which ship it was we saw.”


“Mistress? Are you aware of something I am not?” 


“No. Don’t feel bad about it, Six. You can’t help it, it’s your mind. It’s limited.”


I set off across the plaza once more; not heading for the stairs that lead to the spaceport but circling the tree, aiming for another door. The robot had pre-empted me incorrectly; it rolls back and veers quickly to catch up.


“I am capable of processing vast quantities of information holistically, Mistress…”


“... But you’re not creative. You can’t mix something over here with something over there. You follow chains of logic. From Iox to Elboreth and back again, nothing more.”


“Ah. You are referring to extrapolation, Mistress. Extrapolation beyond known data is of limited value. Such conclusions are worthless without further evidence.” 


“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about joining together the consequence of two ideas that don’t look like they have anything in common. People do that all the time. Robots don’t.”


“You are incorrect, Mistress. Robots analyse all combinations simultaneously. The truth is a self-stabilising value under the transformation of re-interpretation. The ship we saw was of a similar design and age to the Nightingale. Therefore it was the Emperor’s own ship. Renba was attempting to sail it off the moon when it exploded.”


“Keep your voice down.” We’ve entered a shadowy colonnade. A few scholars sit on benches, contemplating and eavesdropping. “The transport took him to the moon, like Myari said. It hoppered him down. It waited for him to return but he died aboard the other boat and so it left. Robot logic.”


“So Renba is dead and whatever information he has collected is lost. We should inform Myari.”


“No. Not yet. Renba took an enormous risk boarding that boat, and I want to know why. Why not call for a transport to go wherever it was he wanted to go?”


“Secrecy, Mistress?”


“Perhaps. But I don’t think the transports record where they go or who they take. Otherwise Myari would have known where Renba was without needing to send me.”


“Do you have a suggestion then, Mistress?” 


“I do. I think there was something aboard that boat, something alive and active.”


“What a curious idea, Mistress.”


I stop to look at Six for a long moment. The robot waits impassively. 


“Not so curious, actually.” 


We’ve reached a wide hallway that ends in a low door.


“Stay here, Six.”


“Mistress? Where are you going?”


“This is the main library. I’m going to talk to Huang about something. You remember. The boy from the dock?”


“The one who likes your mind?”


“That’s the one,” I agree. “The truth is, his mind has its uses too.”  
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“Aliya? Is that you? It is you! I can tell by the smell. I mean, you always smell exotic. Everyone else here smells the same. I mean, you don’t smell exotic. Just different. Elboreth must have lovely flowers. Look, just wait there. Don’t go. I’ll come down.” 


The library is a long, thin, tall chamber with balconies on multiple levels that can be reached by ladders that slide along brass rails. There are no steps anywhere and no ramps. Robots are not banned from the library, but they serve no purpose here.


Huang scrambles down one ladder, swings over to the next, then all but slides to ground level. In this space, he is remarkably athletic, although he’s a little out of breath by the time he reaches me. I can’t help but laugh.


“Huang, you look like a monkey. One of the orange ones with arms like curtain-ropes.”


“You don’t come here often enough,” he replies. “Don’t you scramble around your boat using ropes?”


“My boat’s not as big as your boat,” I reply, and Huang grins. “Listen, Huang, I wanted to ask you about something.” 


“Ooh.” He slides his glasses back up his nose and moves a curl of hair away from his eyes. “What have you found?”


“Just a mention of something. Have you ever heard anything about an observatory? Does Mazwai mention one?”


“An observatory?”


I nod. “A place for watching… I’m not sure. The movements of the rivers, maybe.” 


“What a strange idea.” He muses for a moment. “Each moon can only see the rivers within their own confluence. But...”


“You know of something?” 


“Not in Mazwai. Quite the opposite. And I don’t think you’ll believe me if I tell you.”


“Huang? Just tell me.” 


“It’s probably not related. Have you ever been to Renaki?”


“No. You mentioned Renaki to me when I saw you before. Huang Adalfi… have you been on a boat?” 


He nods, really excitedly. “You should have seen me, Aliya. I was clinging onto the handles the whole way and chanting to myself. It took hours, too. Renaki is a long, long way.” 


“It’s about as far as you can go without coming back,” I reply. “Does everyone in this University sail all the time? I thought it was just me, but it seems I was wrong.”


“Oh? Did you find Renba?” Huang asks. I shake my head. “Did he..?” I nod. Huang looks suddenly miserable. “That’s so terrible. I didn’t like him much, but Professors are supposed to die in soft chairs, not… up there.”   


“He did something foolish. He sailed into the middle of the Cyclones.” 


Huang narrows his eyes at me. “But that’s exactly what you did. Myari told me. She’s been going out of her mind with worry.”


“Really?” 


“Really. She was in here in the middle of the night. She couldn’t sleep. You know how much she cares about you.”


“I do.” I shake my head. “Though I’ve never understood why. She brought me to Iox because  I knew some Ancient but she treats me like her daughter!”


“Don’t say that to her. You know that she had a daughter? That’s why she doesn’t wear a scarf.”


I stop. “I didn’t. I’d never thought about it.” I’d assumed Myari didn’t wear a scarf because she chose not to: because she was important enough to wear what she wanted, regardless of the common law. “You said had a daughter?”


Huang nods. “She was only a few years old. She wasn’t born right. Something wrong with her lungs. It was before Myari was made head of the University, and I don’t remember it. I was tiny. But my mother told me about it later.”


“Is that why she came to Elboreth to get me?” I feel an ugly yawning in my stomach, like the ground was pitching sharply in the waters.  “By the waters, Huang, did she choose me because… because I look like her daughter?”


“No. I mean, I don’t think so, anyway. She chose you because you could read Ancient, you know that. Unless all the children on Elboreth can read it?”


“No.” I shake my head. “No one there can.”


“There you are, then. I don’t know how she found you. I suppose whoever was looking after you told her. But that was what she wanted. She brought you to the University to develop your talent. She means well, Aliya, she always has.”


“I suppose you’re right,” I reply, though I find I don’t believe a word of it. “But I wonder why she’s never mentioned it to me?”


“Does she talk much about herself to you?” Huang replies. “She never mentions anything about her life to me.” 


“Nor to me,” I agree. “I suppose I thought… I thought we were close. She’s always been kind to me. But maybe that’s just because she knew I had no one else.” And I’ve repaid her kindness with nothing but cold sarcasm and distance, I think. Taken her care for granted and resented it, when she might have removed it at any moment… and then I remember Talliin again. “Huang, you were telling me about Renaki.”


“What? Oh, yes, I was. So it turns out they have booksellers on Renaki – they sell everything there, it’s disgusting – so I went outwards to see if they had any versions of Mazwai that we’re missing. And they did, of course. But on the transport I got talking to this merchant. He was called… Amadu, I think. Large as life, this man. Boasting, showing off. You’d think he’d discovered sailing. Said he’d been all over the Nebula. He told me he had six wives on six different moons… that kind of thing. Anyway, one thing he said that I believed – well, believed a bit more, anyway – was that he’d stumbled across some kind of observatory. A gigantic telescope, that was what he said, so big you could walk on it. As big as a moon and pointed straight up at the heavens.”


“I can’t imagine it. A telescope?” 


“I know. I don’t really know what he meant. He waved his arms around a lot and he was wet to his beard-tips on raqi. But… it might be the thing you’re looking for, I don’t know. Why are you looking for it?”


“Honestly? I’m not sure that I am. I just heard a mention of it somewhere, and wondered if it was important.” 


Huang shrugs. “I’ll let you know if I find anything else.” He gestures around the tall space. “There’s still a lot of books to consider.” He smiles bashfully. “You should stay and help me read them some time.” 


“Some time I will.” I reply, making the same promise I always make, and still with no intention of keeping it. “But right now, I’ve got something else for you to read.” And from my bag I pull out the rolled-up page of text taken from Renba’s cache. “I haven’t had time to try and translate it. I don’t know if I’ll get a chance. But I thought you might like to have a look.”


“Is this for the Curators?”


“No, Huang.” I hold his eyes with mine. “It’s for you, and for the moment, it’s only for you.” 


He starts to visibly quiver. “You’re saying you want me to hide it?”


“No, I want you to… keep it safe for me. So I can look at it when I’m next back here. You know how it is. When we give things to the Curators they disappear into the archives and we never see them again.” 


“Aliya, it’s not like that. They file things, keep them safe... They can find anything you’ve brought us if you need us to…”


“… if I give a reason, I know. But sometimes I don’t have a good reason. Anyway, this is for you. Can you do that?”


He takes the rolled-up sheet, and pulls it cautiously open, his eyes growing rounder and rounder as he sees it.


“Where did you find this?” he gasps.


“If I don’t tell you, then you can’t give it to the Curators, because they won’t be able to file it,” I reply with a smile. “So here’s what I’m telling you, Huang. This document is a fake. I found some old paper and I wrote the symbols on it myself. As a puzzle. For you to solve. One friend to another.”


He looks at me with a look of such seriousness that I almost think he doesn’t understand what I’m saying, but then he nods. 


“The handwriting does look to be the modern style.”


“There you go. Do you think you can get somewhere with it?”


He shrugs. “I mean… there’s a lot here. But I’ll get somewhere. You’ll have to give me some time, though.”


I clap him on the shoulder, a little too hard, and he winces. 


“Thank you, Huang. I appreciate your help.”


“It’s no hardship, Aliya. It isn’t.” He rolls up the paper again and waves it in the air. “I’ll keep this safe until you get back.” 


I’ve turned and I’m already heading for the door when he calls. 


“Oh, and I almost forgot! I have one more thing for you. Your friend on Elboreth sent a message. You weren’t here so it found its way to me. She says your cat is feeling better already.”


“My cat?”


“That’s right. Your friend said your cat is feeling much better, and you can come and collect it whenever you like.” He looks delighted. “I didn’t know you had a cat, Aliya. Your ship must be such a busy, happy place.”


“It’s peaceful, which is how I like it. Did my friend… say anything else?”


“No, that was all. Just about the cat. Good faith, Aliya Elasra!” He waves the ancient paper enthusiastically and it creases a little before he stops. 


“Good faith to you, head librarian.”


I step outside. Six slides up to join me.


“Your meeting is concluded, Mistress?”


“Yes, thankfully.” I shake my head. “Let’s get out of here. Honestly, Six, sometimes I think this place is due a fall.”
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Life and death, these are mysteries. This much we know: that all people who are born come down from the rivers to flow through the veins of a body; that all people who die return to the rivers once released from that body. 


Thus life and death are not beginning and end, but are simply changes of being: the folding of wings and the reopening, as the bird of the soul settles for a time before rising once more. And while life is an occasion to see the beauty of a soul up close, death is a time to see that beauty in flight. 


Thus with every death the rivers shine brighter.



The Book of Flows and Motion,  The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi


 


 


I’m certain the message is from Oroi but I’m tired of being summoned so I sail to Maersi instead. I want to give back the statue I’d found in the wash, and maybe see if I can find Yianna and tell her not to expect Renba to return. The village elder is more welcoming this time: she asks me if I’ve found my man and invites me to sit with her. Other villagers gather a short distance away, happy to watch our conversation without listening in to it. 


The elder tells me a little more of their moon – of the cycles of the rice fields; of the animals that inhabit the trees; of the demands Iox puts on their rice, always a little more than before. I tell her a little of Elboreth. She listens but offers no pity.


We sit by the well, drinking drawn water so cold it makes my eyes ache. Explaining that I’m a scholar of the Ancient script that can be found on almost all old things, I manage to find an inscription at the foot of the well wall, almost hidden by the grass. 

qgd aye svyaye qgd rfi 

v ayt1 svwayu cyqpi


The elder shrugs. “Ah, yes. But a child could read that. It says water.” 


I shake my head. “It doesn’t. It’s much too long. The first word is water, certainly, and then again, there. The second word is Goddess. The third is do-as-a-Goddess-does. To bless, or perhaps to protect. The fifth word is something simple and I’ve seen the last glyph before. I think it’s exactly as it appears: a rising or a height. The cross mark before must modify it. The Water Goddess blesses or protects the water above? Or perhaps below, if the cross is a negation. As for the second half, after the dividing mark… the first word is a collection of people. We or us, perhaps, it’s too generic to be a word like village or family. Then a word I don’t know, but it’s some kind of action; there are the double lines, and the long curve representing movement. And the last word I’ve seen before: it’s Nebula or sky or stars. That rising mark again. But the mark at the start indicates a place, so stars isn’t likely. So, the Water Goddess blesses the water below that we something the sky. Take-from, perhaps.” 


The elder watches all this impassively. 


“As I told you,” she answers. “It says water. Now drink, and stop talking. Does everyone from your moon talk so much?”


“Elboreth, yes.” I take another sip. “On Iox… I’m not sure. They don’t talk to me on Iox.” 


“And why is that?”


“They call me a heretic.”


The elder shrugs again. “I don’t know what that word means.” She quickly raises a hand. “I don’t need to know. I’m sure it’s terrible, and undeserved.”


“It’s terrible,” I reply, smiling. “And it’s entirely deserved.”


“What will you do now?” the elder asks. “Now that your man is gone?”


“He was looking for something.” Six is idling out of sight. The robot puts the local people ill at ease. I lean forward, glad to finally confide in someone. “He left a message for me. He said he had discovered a great darkness. He sounded frightened of it.”


“A darkness?” The elder looks up at the sky. The rivers overhead play and dance. “How can there be darkness, except inside a house?”


“I don’t know. He didn’t explain properly. That’s almost all he said. That, and he was looking for a vault. I don’t know what he meant by that either, but he died trying to go there.”


“And now you wish to go there too? Do you wish to die the way he did?”


“No. But I do want to understand. I really hate not understanding things.” 


“Ha!” The elder knocks her cup against mine. “That sounds like a sorry problem to have. I wish you luck with it.”


I shake my head. “I won’t get anywhere. I’ve spent my adult life sailing round the moons of the Protectorate, trying to understand how everything came to be the way it is, and what was here before, and I’ve learned nothing. Back on Iox they tell me it’s a waste of time. Maybe it is. Maybe everything is how it is and there’s no more to it.”


“Here on Maersi, we believe in Kibenya, the Goddess. I know, I know, we should not. But we do. We cannot help it. The truth does not go away simply because it is not welcome. We believe in the Goddess, and we believe we live in her place. So we do what we do in the hope Kibenya will be happy with us and allow us to stay in her place. Is this right? I don’t know. Does it work? It has, mostly, I think.”


“But even so…” I raise a hand, to indicate the Goddess, whose benign head can be seen from here across the tops of the trees. “Your statue wasn’t carved here. It was made somewhere else and placed upright into a hole in the ground. A colossal undertaking, done with enormous ships, and ropes as thick as my arm...”


“Or one day she simply appeared, and us with her. It is impossible to know.”


“But it isn't impossible. That’s what I’m saying. There’s always a way to know.” I shake my head, then grasp my forehead, feeling suddenly dizzy. I look down into my cup. “What’s in this?”


“It is just water. But pure water can be strong.”


“On Elboreth we drink a drink called raqi that’s supposed to be pure riverwater, and it gives you a splitting headache when you wake.”


“I think this is more pure. It gives you a headache before you sleep. Another cup?”


“No. Thank you.” I look up and meet her kind, aged eyes. “I mean that. Thank you. I feel like I haven’t spoken to anyone this honestly for a long time.”


“Do you have family on Iox? On Elboreth? A father? A mother?”


“Neither. There’s a man who runs a bar who pretends to be my father but he also wants to marry me. There’s a woman on Iox who pretends to be my mother, but she also wants to be my Emperor. I had a friend once – two, actually. One was taken from me, and the other… I just lost.”


The elder takes my cup. “Take care of yourself out there, Elborethian. The Nebula is wide, they say, and we are not intended to be alone within it.” 


“I’m not alone,” I reply with distaste. “I’ve got my robot.” 

H


I find the girl Yianna later, or rather she finds me, sneaking out from behind a tree to catch my shirt once more. I thank her for helping me and tell her about the crystal I found behind the Goddess. I give her the crystal to keep and then I tell her that Renba will not be coming back. 


“Perhaps from the rivers?” she says. 


“Perhaps,” I agree.


She puts one hand to her belly. “I am so ashamed.”


“Don’t be,” I reassure her. “Surely children are welcome here.”


“I don’t know,” she answers, which seems a strange thing to say, but before I can ask her what she means she hurries away. 


I try to imagine Renba in this place, on this beautiful moon, his head full of nothing but the noise and majesty of Iox. No wonder they had been so cautious when I had arrived. No wonder they had softened to me so quickly. 

H 


I sleep half a cycle on open ground underneath the flowing rivers of the Verdant Pass, but I’m woken too soon by a pig sticking its leathery tongue into my ear. Six is waiting nearby. I get to my feet and we make our way through the silent rice paddies, back to the ship. There’s no one about. Here on Maersi they work together and sleep together, not running shifts like they do on Elboreth. There is enough time and enough water for everything there is to do. Truly, the Goddess does provide.


“Where do you wish to go?” Six asks, as I fling myself down into the hammock aboard the Nightingale. “To the waters of Ghosts Wake?”


“No.” I’m still hazy with sleep. “Oroi wants to tell me… about my cat… She’s my friend, Six. My oldest friend.”


“Your friendship struck me as complex, Mistress.” 


“Friendships always are, Six. The woman on Maersi was right. In the end, it’s the history that counts.”


“Mistress, do you trust Mistress Oroi? With your… cat? She appeared to be in difficulties. I understand Elboreth to be a moon in which trade is not closely watched.”


“Oroi is the most honest person I know, Six. She never lies and she never turns. She’s reliable to a fault.” I sigh, stifling a yawn. “That’s her biggest problem, really. She thinks things should be the way they were and when they change… she doesn’t like it.”


“Are things changing now, Mistress? I cannot understand why, but I feel that they are.”


I nod. “I feel that too. We need to talk to Oroi, Six. And find out… what my cat had to say.”


“Mistress, you do not lie very well.”


“But you believe brilliantly. Now stop talking, please, Six. I need to sleep.” 


“Shall I steer the ship, Mistress, while you rest?”


“That’s… a good idea.” I can barely keep my eyes open now. They roll around the cabin. I drift in and out of sleep. “Six? Have you been moving my books?”


“Mistress?”


“I sort my books by height, but they’re out of order.” I yawn again, and can’t catch it this time. “I’ll put them back later.”


“Sleep well, Mistress.”


From somewhere, the robot has found a blanket and drawn it over me. It hurts me to think how much care it must have taken to do that without fingers. The rocking of the ship, the gentle turning of the paddles in the water, sends me gracefully back into a sleep as dark as raw space, without dreams, robots or pigs to disturb it. 

H


As we trace our way through the alleyways of Elboreth I’m thinking about what to say to Oroi. Things I should have said years ago. That I’m sorry I had not come back from Iox as often as I’d promised. That I’m sorry I had gone to Iox with Talliin, all those years ago, without thinking that she might follow me into the courtyard. That I’ve never been sorry that I sold Three to her: she’d known exactly what she was getting and she’d told me she could help the machine.


But the truth is that, over the years I’ve been away, both of us have changed. We’ve grown apart. She married, briefly, long enough to have children, while I studied, spending years in libraries coming to realise first that I knew nothing about Ancient and secondly that I could still learn. I should have gone back to see her but I didn’t, and when I finally did, she only wanted to tell me that I no longer belonged. I thought she was telling me that to push me away. Now I’m wondering if she was only trying to tell me that things were changing and that she didn’t like it. That she wanted to hear that the girl she knew, the scrappy orphan who liked to climb, was still there, somewhere behind the robots and the books.


She was reaching out to me, the way we used to hold hands in the darkness below the Council, the way we’d held hands between our bunks in the dormitory. But she wasn’t any good at it because in her heart I was already gone. That’s why she always dreads my appearance and yet always invites me in. She can’t turn me away but she can’t ask me for what she really wants. And what she wants is nothing more than a little of my time. My care. She doesn’t expect me to live with her, to give her a life. An hour here and there would be enough. 


Well, then, I think. I will sit with her. Talk with her. Take her hand. I want to hear about her children. I want to hear about the work she’s doing. I want to tell her the things I’ve seen, the things I’ve read. 


We pass through the Labourer’s Market. I keep my head low but I still hear the trader’s shout of Ioxian sallehua! as I pass. She’s wearing an oversized brooch on her cloak. A gangly running boy, about twelve years old, smashes into my shoulder. “Oh, Aliya, it’s you!” he says, grinning up as he sees my face. “I’d fight you, but I don’t have my sword and Timor’s waiting for me! Good faith!” He hurries away and it takes me a minute to remember his name.


We turn a corner between the tall buildings once, twice, to reach Oroi’s yard. 


Then I freeze, and the blood turns to ice in my veins.


The place is a ruin. Wooden poles and piles of cloth lie scattered across the yard. At first I think maybe someone has dumped building materials here, like in the old courtyard, but no; Oroi’s work-stands have been tossed over, one by one, their jars smashed, their carefully organised components scattered across the cracks in the flagstones. The alms-bowl is shattered in its place, as though from a downward hammer-blow. The door itself is lying on the ground, torn from its hinges. It is like a bear has ravaged this place.


“Oroi?”


There is no reply.


Six halts on the edge of the yard, unable to roll forward over the debris. “Mistress…”


“Shut up, Six.” 


I clamber over wood and tarp to the doorway. The workshop inside is even worse. The main counter in the middle of the room has been broken clean in two. Shelves have been pulled from the walls and smashed. Every box has been overturned or punched through. Parts and tools roll together. The place has been ransacked, certainly, but it’s been done with spite. 


“Oroi?” 


There are spaces under the tables, behind the overturned shelves, but they’re empty. She isn’t hiding beneath them. She isn’t prone on the ground, hurt or injured, under a length of table either. She is gone.


“Oroi...”


“Mistress. The Crown is not here.”


Nothing. 


“Mistress. The Crown…”


I stand in the middle of the shattered room, and can only scream at the robot outside. “Shut up, Six! Shut up!”


“Yes, Mistress.”


I hear the purr as it lowers its spine, settling back into its base. I’m alone. I’d been alone, anyway. 


I turn over a shelf, push a sideways tabletop aside. Move a metal plate to lean against a wall. It feels useless. “Oroi, what happened? Where did you go?”


But there are no inscriptions, no traces. No clues. These ruins tell me nothing. 


“Six.” I stride quickly back outside. “To Godsfeet, now.”


“The alley is this way, Mistress…”


“No, Six. I said now.”


A cold flash and we’re back aboard the Nightingale, but only for a moment. There’s a wave of hard nausea, the kind that wipes your vision and leaves you sweating, and then we’re somewhere else again. Standing between two hardboard sheets beneath a thin canopy, in the stinking slum streets. 


“This was the closest I could do, Mistress.” 


I turn around twice to get my bearings, and then nod. The nausea passes. “This way.” Timor’s tent is hardly difficult to find. Grander than everything around it, it is a tower in a farmyard, and inside, Timor is seated on his throne: the tall stool behind the bar.


“Timor.” I’m at his throat in moments. “I want to know where she is. I know you know. Tell me now.”


“Aliya?” He smiles with all his usual casual charm. “The robot, please, you know the rules...” 


“Don’t waste my time. You always waste my time. I don’t want you to do that now. Tell me where she is.”


Timor puts down the jug he has in his hands. He looks at me seriously. 


“Who?”


“Don’t tell this isn’t your doing.”


“I run a bar, Aliya. I’ll listen, if you’ll only talk to me.”


“You know what they say about you, Timor? They say you’re the kisreth. The King of Thieves. So if something gets stolen, I come to you to get it back.”


“And what’s been stolen?” he asks. “Something precious?”


“Where is she, Timor? Where on Elboreth is she? I will burn this tent of yours down if you don’t tell me.”  


He stares at me, then nods. “Oroi. Something’s happened to Oroi.”


“You know something has.”


He shakes his head. “I’m hearing you now, Aliya. Tell me what happened. Oroi is like a daughter to me, you know that. I promise, I will do what I can.”


“You’ve done enough, haven’t you? I told you I had something for her, and then this…”


“Please, Aliya. Trust me. I would never harm Oroi. You know how important she is to everyone around here. Who else can fix my distilleries? Talk to me. Please.” 


He rests a hand on my elbow, and I choke suddenly. A riverbank bursts, and a surge overtakes me. 


“Timor, her shop… someone ruined it. Broke everything. That’s her whole life.” 


“Did she owe a debt?”


“Oroi?” I hadn’t even considered it. I hadn’t stopped to ask. “I… don’t know. Maybe. She seemed on edge when I saw her.” But I had thought that was because of me. “... Do you think she did?”


“I know most of what happens down here, in Godsfeet. But the business of the Citadel I leave to the Citadel. I can ask around, but I don’t know.” 


“But even if she owed a debt, would she be attacked? Her shop ruined? Surely not.”


“I agree. It is not the way these things are settled, not in Godsfeet or up there.” He thinks for a moment. “Did she have enemies elsewhere?”


“Elsewhere?”


“From Iox,” he says, gently. “Or, elsewhere.”


I shake my head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what she’s been doing all these years. She might be mixed up with anything. She collects parts from robots, perhaps she traded with someone...”


“If there are people from Iox selling robot parts, I can imagine they are very careful indeed,” Timor observes. “That cannot be a true trade.”


I had stormed into Timor’s place ready to tear the cloths from the pegs. Now I wanted to wrap myself up in them and hide. “Timor, I don’t understand anything. What’s going on? Where is she? What’s she done?”


“Was there anything else, Aliya? Anything particularly valuable she had?”


“You know there was. I gave her something.” 


“Something valuable?”


I nod, biting my lip.


“And it’s gone?”


“It’s gone.”


Timor nods. “Did anyone know?”


I throw a glance at the robot, who has moved itself to the doorway. Even in a crisis, it obeys its orders. 


“Maybe. I don’t know.”


“If she has sense – and Oroi has an abundance of sense – then she ran and took this thing with her.”


“Maybe.” The shop had been turned over, and turned over again. Once to find something, once again in frustration? There had been impotent rage in the broken alms-bowl, the scattered shelves. “But where would she go?”


“She did not come to me. To the Ladies, perhaps?” 


“… That’s a good idea. I’ll try there. Thank you, Timor.”


“Any time, Aliya Elasra. I hope you find her. Good faith to you.” 

H


So now I’m standing outside the tall metal gates of the Hall of the Grey Ladies. When I was small I had climbed them, using the iron-work ivy for footholds. The gates were tall as trees then. Now they are twice my height and no more, and yet they are impassable. 


I pull the long rope by the gate. Somewhere far away a bell resounds. No one appears to open the gate.


“Six. What did you tell Myari? About Oroi?”


“I told her nothing, Mistress. There was nothing to tell.”


Its voice is completely level. In a human, it would be sincere or sarcastic, but nothing in between.


“Six? Are you lying to me? I can’t tell.”


“Robots cannot lie, Mistress.” 


“You are not a normal robot, Six.”


“I cannot answer to that, Mistress.” 


I pull the rope again. In one window of the great hall, I see a candle-light strike. Which watch are they on? Which shift is it now? I can’t remember. Elboreth is always busy.


“There’s another possibility,” I say, thinking aloud. “Oroi sent a message to me on Iox. She didn’t say anything directly, but someone might have understood her meaning all the same, or thought they understood. If that’s true, they hoppered in, threw her shop to pieces on a chance... It’s so cruel.”


“You told Professor Myari that the item of interest was aboard the Nightingale, Mistress. If someone intended to take it, why did they not search there first?”


“Perhaps they did search, only more carefully. My books were in the wrong order. Do you remember?”


“Your collection of short knives had been rearranged as well. I observed this, but assumed you had done it while I was not looking.” 


“Ozyek must have let someone aboard while I was talking to Myari and Huang. When they didn’t find it, they went to Elboreth, and they got there first because I’m stupid and I went to Maersi instead.” 


A grey-robed figure is pacing towards us now, down the long private alley that leads from the Orphanage to the gate. It is one of the older Ladies. I can tell by the way she walks. I stiffen, bracing myself for a cold welcome. My debt was handed from this place to Myari and I have not been inside since.


“You could not have known, Mistress.” 


“I could have noticed my books sooner.” 


“Mistress. I should tell you that if you believe Professor Myari stole the Crown, or ordered it to be stolen, you should not tell me. I would be unable to keep such an idea secret from my primary user.” 


“I don’t believe that she did.”


“Could you perhaps provide a plausible justification? It would be useful to my core.”


“Because I was going to give the Crown to her anyway, so she only had to wait. By hurting Oroi, she risks losing me forever, and she cares about me. Better?”


“Much better. Thank you, Mistress.” 


The Grey Lady takes a long key from a pocket. It is attached to her belt by a thin silver chain. She holds the candle low to illuminate the keyhole as she slides the key into the lock of the gate.


“Lady, my name is Aliya Elasra…”


The lock turns and the gate opens silently.


“I know who you are, my dear,” says the Abbess. “I do not forget my charges. Come in. But please, leave the myameke outside. We do not wish to frighten the children.” 

H


The smell of the candle mingles with the smell of the wood, and mingles with my memories of this place. I have to concentrate to remember who I am now, and why I am here.


“Abbess. Is Oroi with you?”


“No, my dear.”


“Have you heard from her?”


“No.”


“Then I have to go. I have to find her.”


“Stay, child. Sit.” The hand on my hand is as old as Myari’s but twice as firm. “Sit.”


“I can’t. She’s in trouble and it’s my fault.”


“Sit.”


“I can’t. No one else is looking for her, it’s my fault. I have to find her.”


“There is always time to sit.”


“There isn’t!”


“Tell me. Do you know where she is?”


“No. I hoped she was here. That she might have come here to shelter...”


“She is not here, and if you do not know where she is, then there is time to sit.”


“Please, Abbess. I can’t just leave her. She might be hurt. She must be scared. I...”


“That you care for your friend is good, Aliya. A friendship is a gift and not a debt.”


“I haven’t been a very good friend.”


“You have been away.”


“For a long time.”


“You have come back.”


“I came back to see her. Just to see Oroi. But her shop was ruined, all her tools, her worktops, broken…”


“I know how much those things meant to Oroi. But she was not there?”


“No. I didn’t see her.”


“And tell me this. Where will you go if you cannot find her?”


“I have to find her!”


“But if you cannot find her. Where will you go?”


“I don’t know. I don’t… I don’t have anywhere to go.”


“Will you go to Iox?”


“I can’t. I don’t think I can. Not ever.”


“What has happened?”


“On Iox. I think they did it. I think they…”


“Do you know?”


“Yes. Yes. I know. I’m sure. There’s no one else.”


“No one?”


“No one I know. I’ve lived there on Iox years now, Abbess. I live there most of the time. But… they just came, and smashed everything, and now Oroi is gone. How could they do that?”


“Someone has done that.”


“Abbess, you don’t believe me.”


“I know nothing of what has happened. Nothing. Aliya. Do you remember when you were here, as a girl? Do you remember what you used to do?”


“Of course I do. Some of it. Perhaps. I don’t know... What do you mean?”


“When you were angry, you became angry in a moment. When you laughed, laughter cracked from you like the insides of a broken egg. When you pretended to read the Ancient script…”


“I can read it properly now.”


“But back then, when you were pretending, you never hesitated. You spoke the truth inside you. Once, a boy told you that you were wrong about a line of script that you had found on a wall in the Orphanage. Do you remember?”


“No.”


“You split his lip.”


“Did I?”


“You did not hesitate. You swung your fist so hard he fell over backwards. The poor boy never spoke to you again.”


“What was his name?”


“Why? Do you wish to punch him again?”


“No. I just wanted to remember.”


“Aliya, for a person who is always thinking, you do not stop to think. It is as though you are afraid of what might happen if you do.”


“I am afraid.”


“What are you afraid of?”


“Everything, Abbess. Everything. The other children. When they chased me, I couldn’t breathe.”


“I understand, child. Are you being chased now? In here?”


“No.”


“Then sit. Aliya. Sit. And think. And I tell you. In a minute you will know where Oroi is, and you will stand up, and thank me, and you will go to find her.”


“How can you know that?”


“You have learned a lot in the ten years since you left us?”


“I think so, Abbess.”


“Has what you learned changed you?”


“... No.”


The Abbess laughs, and folds her old hands, and says nothing more.

H


“Mistress. You are back. Was Mistress Oroi inside?”


I smile at the robot. A genuine smile. I lean my hand atop its metal spine.


“She wasn’t,” I reply. “But I know where she is.” 

H 


Six finds a line to the eye in the courtyard by, it explains, refracting off a river. A moment later I am in that familiar blue-green darkness once more. I smell the smoke before I spot the flicker of orange light up ahead. I feel my way forward, through the doorway and into the Council chamber. Nothing has changed in ten years. The benches are where we left them, the brazier is still lit, and Oroi is still sitting in the middle of the floor, her knees tucked under her chin.


“By waters, Aliya. I’m so glad you found me.”


“Oroi. I’m so sorry.” I run to her and wrap her in my arms. She rests her head on my shoulder. “I had no idea.”


“When will I learn, Aliya? When will I learn never to take gifts from you? ‘Oh, look, Oroi, it’s a pretty box, and what’s this? There’s a scorpion inside.’”


I laugh bitterly. “I didn’t tell anyone. I promise, I didn’t. I think they got your message.”


“About the cat?”


“I think they guessed.”


“They really wanted it.”


“They really wanted it. But you’re safe.”


“My shop, Aliya. They destroyed the whole place in front of me. Smashed every bit they could see. They wouldn’t stop. They just kept swinging and swinging and swinging.”


“Who did it?”


“A man. Just some man. He picked up one of my hammers. I hid under a counter and he broke the counter. Then I ran.”


“He took the Crown?”


Oroi nods. “I promise you this, Aliya. I didn’t even try to protect it.”


I laugh again, wiping a tear from my eye. “Thank you for that, Oroi.”


“You’re most welcome.” She is crying too, now. “Any time. Aliya. What am I going to do?”


“Rebuild it? They won’t come back for you.”


“He smashed the place. I don’t know why he did that. He didn’t need to do that. He had what he wanted. It was like he hated me.”


“He took the Crown, and then he smashed the shop?”


Oroi nods. 


“Was he angry?”


“So angry. So, so angry. What did you do to him?”


“Nothing. Nothing at all. I think… Oroi, do you remember the woman from Iox who took me from the Orphanage?”


“Of course I do. How could I not? I used to fantasise about throttling her with a length of cable.”


“Did you really?”


Oroi nods. “But you… you were saying something sensible.”


“Her name is Myari. I think she sent the man. One of the Ioxian Guard, I suppose. I was supposed to bring the Crown to her. I didn’t realise she wanted it so badly. I’m so sorry he hurt you.”


“He didn’t hurt me. He just made a mess of my stuff.”


“I don’t think he’s coming back.”


I let her go, finally. She keeps a hand on my arm. “I’m glad you found me. I hadn’t really worked out how I was going to get out of here.”


“I was going to ask…”


“I didn’t think. I was panicking. Really panicking. I just ran, and ran… This is where I ran to.” She looks around the darkened walls. “I suppose I was hoping the robot might be here. I miss that robot. That was the best robot.”


“It was.”


“Have you ever seen it again?”


“Never. There’s a lot of robots on Iox; they use them for all sorts of work. But I think they treated that one as an artefact. They stuck it in the archives. Maybe one day I’ll be a Curator and I can talk to it again.”


“It? You used to call it a ‘him’.”


“Robots aren’t people, Oroi. I just didn’t know that yet.”


“I still think of him as him, though. He had a man’s energy.”


I shrug. “I don’t know what that means.”


“You’re not missing out. I mean he’d sit in a corner in silence and burp sometimes. Then say something insightful because he was listening all along.”


“I don’t know any men.”


“None?”


“I know this one boy, but he’s just a boy.”


“How old is he?”


“My age. But he’s Ioxian.”


Oroi smiles. “I’m glad they didn’t change you on that rotten moon of theirs. You know, Aliya. I think I do know why that man was so angry.”


“Did you say something to him about his energy?”


Oroi stares at me for a moment, then howls with laughter. I can’t help laughing too. The chamber rings with the sound. We’re so loud they must have heard us in the buildings above and wondered if there was some kind of giant worm roaring under the ground.


“Tell me, Oroi. Tell me.”


“It was the Crown, Aliya. I powered it up, like you asked me to. I had it working for a while.”


“You had it working!”


She raises a hand. “In a moment. Let me finish. I had it working but it was too quiet. I ramped up and ramped up, and then – bang.”


I pull away to stare at her. “You toasted it?”


“I toasted it, yes.”


“Oroi Attalia, you toasted the Crown of the Emperors of Iox…”


“By the teeth of all the Goddesses’ horses, Aliya Elasra, I did, and I’m not sorry.”


“So when the man came, he found the Crown, and…”


“The back of it was blown open. I thought at the time he was stealing from me. That he just wanted the metal for melting down, and the jewel. But if he knew about the Crown – if he wanted it for what it was – then I think he was angry because I absolutely wrecked it.”


We sit and think about this in silence, watching the flames of the brazier dance. After a while, Oroi unwraps a packet of bread from her coat pocket, skewers it and holds it over the flame to make it steam. Once it’s done she tears it in half with her fingernails. It has been too long since I’ve eaten, and my share disappears in a moment.


“What’s the matter?” Oroi asks, eventually. “You’ve gone quiet.”


“If Myari… that’s the woman on Iox… if she sent a member of the Protectorate Guard to get the Crown, he would have taken the Crown and left. As simple as that. He wouldn’t have been angry.”


“So? Who did she send, if not a member of the Guard?”


“I don’t know.”


Then from the back of the room, Six speaks. I had forgotten it was there. Its voice is just as Talliin’s used to be: measured and level, without force or emphasis, neither gentle nor cruel. 


“We all have our primary users, Mistress.” 


My head snaps around. “What’s that?”


“An observation. We all have our primary users.”


I frown, then find myself starting to nod. 


“That’s true. That’s true.”


Oroi looks at me. “What does it mean?”


“It means, I think, that perhaps Myari did not send someone below her to get the Crown. Perhaps Myari told someone above her about it.”


“You’re saying one of the Curators of Iox came to Elboreth to smash up my workshop? Lucky me!”


“They believe in the Loop on Iox. I mean, they believe in it here, too, but on Iox they never forget about it, not for a moment. They would fight and die for it, if they could. What happened, Oroi? When you powered it up? What did it do?”


“You might believe me. You might not.” She pokes the brazier until it shoots sparks. “But it spoke to me.”


I nod, quite seriously. “I heard the voices too. I thought I was going mad. What did it say?”


“Lots of things. At first, it was too quiet, but I fixed that. Then there were too many voices. Hundreds of voices, all shouting over each other. I couldn’t get them to shut up, however hard I tried. They just kept arguing back.”


“Wait. Are you saying they could hear you?”


Oroi nods. “I think so. In some way, anyway, but they didn’t listen to me. They were too busy shouting.”


“Did they say anything about… about a vault? A darkness? Or an observatory?”


Oroi narrows her eyes at me. “I… I don’t think so. There was a lot about a garden, but it was very confusing. Maybe they were talking about a lot of different gardens. Different names. A garden of knowledge, a garden of family, a garden of death. Some of them seemed scared of it. Others wanted to go. Others wanted to know if they were there.”


“A garden of knowledge?”


“That was one name.”


“Did they say where the garden was?”


“I don’t know. How would I know? I don’t sail.”


“Perhaps they named a river? A moon? A confluence? Did they say any names at all?”


Oroi turns away and digs at the fire for a while, in case there’s an answer within. Finally she says, “Ghosts Wake. Is that a name?”


“They mentioned Ghosts Wake?”


“They did, but I thought… I thought they were trying to scare me. I thought they were talking about themselves.”


“Ghosts Wake is a slow confluence below the Wires, on the far side of the Ioxian flow. The rebeske foil you found came from there, or so Six thinks, so that’s a connection.”


“The stone we found the box in came from there, Mistress,” Six corrects me. “The foil itself was made elsewhere.”


“Oh? Where?”


“... I do not know, Mistress. The ionisation is in a superposition of unknown states.”


“The voices said the garden was in Ghosts Wake,” Oroi says, more confidently now. “But I thought it must be somewhere on Iox because they kept saying that they would walk there.” Then she shakes her head. “So I said that this was Elboreth, not Iox, and then it went really bad. They all started spitting and saying disgusting things about Elborethians. I might have turned up the power a little too sharply after that.”


“Oroi… Did you toast the ancient Emperors of Iox for disrespecting Elboreth?” 


She nods, a little bashfully. 


“Then there’s the secret of the Fall of Iox, then! Right there. It was you.”


“It was an ancient device,” Oroi replies defensively. “It was pure magic that it functioned at all.”


“I know. I know, it’s all right. I’m not angry. One last question. This is important. Did you tell any of this to the man?”


“The man with the hammer, smashing up my shop?” Oroi retorts. “Do you think I’m an idiot, Aliya?”


“All right. Good.”


“Apologies, Mistress Aliya, Mistress Oroi,” Six intones from its place in the gloomy shadows. “You did not report your findings to your assailant, but I am sorry to say that you have now reported them to me. I have my primary user. Should she ask me about the Crown I will be unable to lie. And I believe she will ask.”


I nod grimly. “You’re right. We’d better get out of here. Off this moon. The next place that man is going to look for answers is aboard the Nightingale and the next person they’re going to want to talk to with their hammer will be me. Oroi, we’ll see you to the Ladies. And then, Six, you and me: we’ll find this garden. First. Ourselves.”


“What do you hope to find, Mistress?”


“Some answers of my own. And also, with luck, something to put Myari in my debt.”
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In the days before the Nebula began, there were three Giants whose names were Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow. 


The three stood with their feet in the Old Sea and argued about whose life was the hardest. Yesterday said that all their best days were behind them and that things would only ever get worse. Today shook its great head and declared that all was worthless because nothing ever lasted. And Tomorrow insisted they were both wrong because the best was still to come, and it was only the waiting that was hard.


The Giants stamped their feet and waved their arms, and their anger threw the Sea into motion, causing tides and waves and great storms that assailed the peoples of the Old Sea with great commotion. 


Yet still no Giant could gain the advantage. None could convince another to come around to its side. Some days it seemed that Yesterday and Tomorrow would unite against Today, determined to show the melancholic Giant that every moment was precious: but on other days it was the restless Tomorrow who was reviled, for never being content with what it already had. 


Years went by and their fury turned to destruction. Yesterday struck first, breaking off a mountain-top to hurl into Tomorrow. Soon rocks were flying in all directions. The Giants uprooted whole islands, dug into cliff-sides, and the stones they threw went this way and that amidst the waters until the waters themselves broke apart, forced into new courses around the scattered stones.


 


But away from the stamping feet of the Giants, the waters grew calm and bountiful. They flourished with creatures. The people who were no longer the people of the Old Sea began to sail and to build. And so it was that the three Giants of Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow were left behind, and the endless Nebula began.  



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


 


 


When we sail from Elboreth we enter the Wires; narrow streams tightly woven and littered with rocks, sharp turns and choices – but whichever way you turn, a moment later the river strikes another copper-coloured stone and breaks again, and then another, and another. It is like water poured down a  shattered glass pane: it finds and flows into every crack. The rivers become so thin that the sails gust and billow, and must often be hauled in to prevent the wingtips clipping, while the currents beneath are unpredictable and wild: as streams join together they often burst forward, only to halt sharply when they break apart once more.


To sail the Wires, then, is difficult, and to navigate is harder. I’ve sailed this way a thousand times and I don’t think I’ve ever taken the same route twice. But somehow, you start at the top and end at the bottom, and the ship flies out and drifts along the wide Ioxian Spiral, that flows languid and smooth all the way to the Jaws and beyond. 


The Spiral is slow, torpid water. The ship bobs and rolls and yaws as much as it moves forward. More rivers join, making the river a little wider each time, and in a few places the water pools enough for new, slender rivers to fall away. One such is the spill into Ghosts Wake – a single thread of water that I found years ago while sailing with Talliin, that I turned into and then spent a day trying to escape from. Every river comes around to Iox in the end, but some of them go a long way and in a lot of circles to do it.


But this time I know the way. I have a chart in the cabin; I can just about see it if I lean back and look down through the rungs of the ladder. And there’s plenty of time to get my bearings; the rivers of Ghosts Wake are nothing but slow. Each corner the boat reaches forces it into a crawl, like the current itself is struggling to make the turn. But it’s easy sailing. There aren’t any stones in the water. There are barely any choices to make at all.


Tall clouds form walls on either side of the stream. They merge together under the water and spread a fine mist above. Fine droplets gather on the dome of the cockpit. The river ahead appears out of darkness, and disappears again as we move onwards. 


We float onwards. Blind. The booms trail in the water. I’m feeling my way for currents to follow.


Things shoot past. Tiny white winds, scraps of torn sail, ghosts. They turn to ice when they strike the glass. The clouds on either side of us are frozen, I think, trace-like crystal structures that would splinter and collapse if we rammed them. More ice is clustering on the prow of the ship. Whatever it is that warms the moons we live on, we are getting further and further away from it.


“There’s a moon, Six? Somewhere inside all these clouds?”


“I believe so, Mistress,” Six calls back. “But I cannot tell where.”


“A frozen moon?”


“I have no idea, Mistress.”


“It would take days to chart these rivers. Weeks. I could try undocking the booms and paddling, if that might make us go faster?”


“Ice is gathering on the sails, Mistress. They will grow heavier and may be hard to reset.” 


“Are we in danger? If the sails freeze, they could shatter.”


“I do not know, Mistress.” 


I start looking around the cockpit, trying to view the familiar claws and winches with fresh eyes. After our desperate flight into the wheeling Cyclones and our slow paddle through the waters around Renba’s cache, I can’t help wondering if the Nightingale’s designers had visited this region of the Nebula too and built something to help us. But I can’t see anything, so I pull the ropes tighter and cleat them off. We need the sails taut, catching every shiver of movement we can.


“There’s no turning back. We don’t have much choice. We’ll have to go on.” 


“Try to stay in the centre of the flow, Mistress. The current appears somewhat stronger there. The faster-moving water is warmer.” 


“What if I put the sails away entirely? Do nothing but drift in the current?”


“Interesting, Mistress. We would be slower.”


“But we won’t stop, will we? And if we use the paddles to stay central, we won’t gutter.”


“I should be able to maintain our position from here, Mistress, yes.”


“Let’s try it.” I uncleat the ropes again. They sigh as they come loose. Then I roll the arms forward and dock them. The handles are stiff as I twist away the sails; I can see ice flaking away with every roll of the canvas.


I come down the ladder, rubbing my arms. I feel like I’ve been carrying a heavy weight for a long time, more so than usual. 


“Mistress,” Six observes, from its position at the crank. “We are picking up speed.”


“We are? How is that possible?”


“The current is fastest in the middle of the stream, Mistress, where the hull is. The sails were reaching to the gutters. By moving faster than the water there, they were causing a drag.”


“That’s good to hear.” I rub my wrists one by one. “So this moon is a place you can’t approach quickly. You couldn’t sail a big boat here even if you wanted to. Transports can’t dock their sails. Even a boat just a little larger than the Nightingale would struggle. I wonder if this is what the voices in the Crown meant when they said they walk to the garden.”


Six says nothing. I watch it steering the boat with its considered little movements. It has to turn its whole body to draw the crank handle around. As a child on Elboreth we had often helped Timor to roll full barrels of raqi up the slope from Godsfeet. They were so heavy we’d bend down low to shove them with our shoulders, and they were so wide we couldn’t see over the top or around the sides. We were controlling the barrels but we were also out of control; a small tilt one way would see us crashing into a rock, or almost going over the edge. 


Watching Six operate the crank reminds me of it. The machine’s delicate movements are amplified, translated into shifts that tilt and pivot the whole boat. Perhaps changes are always small and what matters most is the machinery that dampens or amplifies our work, holding back or extending our reach. The voices of the Emperors inside the Crown had been tiny, indistinct, with none of the fearsome power they had once enjoyed. Oroi – an Elboreth street-rat – had spoken over them, angered them, and finally cut them off forever. Their words were only words without the Empire itself to provide them with a thundering echo. 


Iox’s current power, I think, rests on a vast machinery of robots, transports, tithes and threats. As we pace the languid water-halls of Ghosts Wake, I’m wondering how much it would take to silence Iox and allow Elboreth and the rest of the Protectorate a voice of their own. I’ve watched Oroi take machines apart: she does it methodically, one bolt at a time, working from the outside in, until a critical point is reached and the machine falls to bits. How many bolts does Iox need to hold it together?


There is an old story about a boy who defeats a ravenous Eagle by lashing his father’s belt around its beak. The monster keeps fighting to force open its jaws but, by constantly struggling, it keeps the belt taut. Eventually it collapses from exhaustion and the belt simply slides off. 


If one could lash the Jaws of Iox, would it starve itself in its fury, or would it be content to be silent and attend to its own affairs?


“Mistress,” Six murmurs gently. “There is something up ahead.”


“A moon?”


“After a fashion, Mistress...”

H 


The moon is barely larger than the Plaza of the Tree on Iox. Standing on its table-top surface one can see the thick water lapping around on all sides. If the river rose a finger’s-width higher, this place would disappear. 


There are no structures here. A few bushes and trees grow, some at the edges where the stone is fissured and worn, and others breaking upwards from cracks in the surface of the rock. But there is air enough to breathe – from the river itself, perhaps – and there is a path. Someone has laid tiles into the stone surface, one here, one there. They are blue and gold and white and spin out from one another, drawing the eye into a spiral around and around the pit in the centre of the moon. 


A river, swirling to its focus.


“Do not fall, Mistress,” Six advises me. “I cannot hopper you if I cannot reach you. Once in the water, you will freeze and float away.” 


“I’m not going to fall, Six.”


“Do not slip either, Mistress.”


“How about I stay away from the edge?”


Six gives no answer, which I take to be approval.


We’ve hoppered down onto an area of bare rock but it seems wrong to approach the middle directly, so I make my way to the ceramic path and follow its winding circuit. Perhaps I should be singing a song as I go, or only standing on the blue tiles; anyway, nothing remarkable happens. Six watches as a parent might watch a child at play: patient, unassuming, not interested. I reach the edge of the central pit and stop.


It is not a pit so much as a well: the rock has been chiselled neatly away to meet a deeper natural fissure that must go through to the river below. The result is a basin filled with gently frothing water.


Carved in just above the waterline:

fvyw qgxqwi ay1 swc  

qgxqwi ay1 scyfnxsw


“What does it say, Mistress?”


“It’s a poem, or a saying. There’s an internal rhythm – symmetry. Of the two words that appear twice: the first, longer one, has water and movement and height. A river, then, judging by this place: water-that-moves-above. The second repeated word is me. I’ve seen that before. The others I don’t know, but the first is about movement. The fourth word – to move to a place, I think. To enter? The final word is complicated but if this is poetry it’ll be something playful. A twist on the line before. How about: do-not-go to the rivers I enter, the rivers I once-departed.”


“Mistress,” Six responds. “While that sentence makes no sense to me, I am finding your translations more convincing than I once did. The increase in available data has changed the probable result.”


“Apology accepted,” I reply, and I put my notebook away.


The final ceramic tile is laid by one corner of the pit and here the edge has been cut away. A little further and lower, it’s cut inwards again. Steps, then, leading the visitor down into the water.


“This is a pool. A pool for stepping into.”


“The motion of the river below may even provide some warmth, Mistress.”


“You’re saying it’s a warm bath?”


“Absolutely not, Mistress. It is a very cold bath, but not quite so cold as to kill you on contact.”


“This isn’t the garden, is it?”


“It seems unlikely, Mistress. There are few plants here and those that are here appear naturally seeded.”


“So this place is a stop on the way to the garden. A place to bathe. To cleanse yourself. Wash away… everything. The rest of the Nebula. Your wrong-doings, perhaps. A place to prepare.”


“I do not believe anyone would stay here for a long time, Mistress. It is extremely cold.”


“And they’d have to hopper down, and back. There’s no hopper source here, so they’d have to bring one with them.”


“Accompanied by a robot, then?”


“Maybe. Except they didn't have robots in the Empire, and this is supposed to be an Empire site.” I look across the empty rock plateau to where the Nightingale is bobbing in the gutter of the stream, her paddles carefully stowed so she won’t catch the current. “Unless they tied their ships up somehow, and climbed over.”


“Indeed. Or perhaps they jumped, Mistress.” 


“Impossible to say.” I lean over the edge of the pool. From here, the water is clear enough to see the rocky base: it seems solid enough, only a crack is open to the river below. It doesn’t appear to be too deep, either. “Should I do it?”


“Categorically not, Mistress.”


“If we’re going to the garden, I should cleanse myself.”


“It is unlikely to be an entry requirement, Mistress. Furthermore, this pool may have been used to clean digging equipment.” 


“With a ceremonially laid path, and an inscription of death and rebirth? No.” I can see it. An Emperor, making the slow journey down these frozen, secret rivers. Alone, perhaps, or with a small entourage. Pausing here, to anoint themselves. Perhaps to whisper or sing some secret spell. To descend the steps into the water. Perhaps to submerge their head beneath the flow. “Where else,” I continue, “can one swim in the waters of the rivers themselves?”


“Anywhere that anyone can swim,” Six replies, somewhat irritably. “All water is water.” 


But my mind is made up and we both know it. I take my bag from my shoulder and lay it down near the top step. I kick off my boots. The stone underfoot is powerfully cold. I reach for my headscarf. 


“Look away,” I tell it.


“I cannot.”


“I said, look away. I know your eyes aren’t really your eyes, but you must have some sensors of some kind somewhere. Turn them the other way. Or turn them off, whichever.”


“No, Mistress. I cannot. My Ethical Core requires that I keep you under supervision at times where there is an immediate and obvious danger.”


“And what danger do you see here?” I ask. “It’s just water.”


“If you sink, Mistress, I cannot rescue you.”


“Then what good will watching do? Look away, Six.”


The robot pauses, then appears to give up. At any rate, it stops arguing. The head disappears, taking with it some of the light, and the spine folds back into the fuselage below. Without the tiny whine of its hologram and the purring of its motors, a silence falls. There is only the gentle wind, the lapping waters around the island, and the bubbling, cheerful movement within the pool itself. 


I take off my headscarf and stuff one end of it into my shoes. I pull away my tunic and trousers, and fold them roughly underneath my bag. My hair, unhooked, falls almost to my waist, but apart from it and my necklace there is nothing between me and the icy darkness all around. I step onto the first step and the water kisses my toes, sending a shock of cold through me that makes me yell. The sound doesn’t echo, but disappears. I take a second step. My ankles and arches are tensed as though I’m clinging on for dear life; I try to relax, if only to keep my balance. I sit down, and yelp for cold again.


Then, all in one movement, I push forward into the water and I try to swim. 

H


They say that, on Renaki, there is a river that circles the central city, and traders and book-keepers and food-servers go there after they finish working to dance and carouse in the water. But then they say all sorts about Renaki because it is so very far away.


On Maersi there is a lake, and perhaps the children of that moon learn to swim there, splashing around and scaring the fish. 


Elboreth is a moon almost without water. There are no pools or surface streams. Children splash and play with buckets. And on Iox, there are ornate fountains and baths, but nowhere to swim. 


There are, however, plenty of trees on Elboreth and Iox, and any adult can climb a tree to rescue a stray ball if their child demands it. They do not need to learn. 


I had assumed that swimming is like climbing: a thing one’s body simply knows how to perform. A thing one can take on when needed. 


It turns out I’m wrong.

H


The freezing water in the pool hits me like a slap in the face. I disappear beneath its surface before I can do so much as scream.


I try to climb, fingers grasping up to pull myself out, but there is nothing to hold onto. The water mocks my clutching hands and while I scrabble, the cold digs into my body with a gleeful hunger, making me gasp away what little air I’ve got. I’m fighting like a wild thing, kicking, thrashing, turning myself upside down and going nowhere. For a brief moment my head breaks the surface and I cough out water, only to take more in as I sink once more. I can’t feel my legs now. My arms are like two great metal sticks. I have never before been aware of the fire within my belly that keeps me alive, until now: I can feel it guttering, ready to go out. The Goddess has cold stone arms around me and she’s squeezing me tight. I clear the surface one more time, just long enough to gulp a final mouthful of air. Then I go down for the third and final time.


I know I need to kick back over to the wall. Find the steps. Reach them. Pull up. Perhaps I can still do it, even now that I can no longer move? I force my frozen arms to break from their ice and move. I force my legs out behind me, pushing at the water. I am moving, I’m sure of it, I’m moving, I’m swimming…


Then a rock strikes me full in the middle of the chest.


The dark walls of the pool contract above me. I am a heavy gem at the bottom of a drawstring purse, the string pulling tight. I am the pupil within the iris of an eye in a sudden light. The rock on my chest burrows into me. Its weight is immense. It detonates the remaining air in my lungs. I scramble, pull, twist, fight but I can’t shift out from underneath it. It is a wide rock, well chosen. The aim was precise and deadly.


The man. The man who attacked Oroi. He must have followed me. He wants me dead. Why didn’t I see him?


Then air is gone, forgotten. My mouth wants to open and draw in water. It takes every effort of will not to do it. A fire is raging in my throat, burning up everything I have. For an instant I think I see Oroi leaning down into the water, reaching out for me, but it is just my hair curling away upwards, trying to escape. 


Then I’m slammed into again, this time from behind. The last air bubbles out. The bubbles seem to rise a long, long way. I’m lying on the cold rock at the very bottom of the pool. I can feel the river tugging at me through the crack in the stone below. It is trying to take me back. It wants my soul. But I’m still too big to fit through.


Then I feel my soul leave my body completely and the feeling is familiar. 

H


I see it now. Away-from or out-of; as outwards opposes inwards. Thus, away-from the rivers I arrive; the rivers I … something. That last something is to-place-of-something-go; the double verb marker suggesting an action taken after an action.  


But I know it without deducing it, because Ioxians say it to each other all the time.

fvyw qgxqwi ay1 swc  
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From the rivers I arrive; to the rivers I return. 

H


And then I’m lying on a carpet, shivering with cold. I’m wet. My hair hangs heavy around me, like it’s still asleep. The light is dim blue riverlight. I hear sighs and groans through the walls: the sounds of river and wind. The boat is in a gutter, I think. I’ll have to work the armatures to get it moving. Even the thought of that is exhausting. Right now I can barely breathe.


I shift slightly and something that’s half on top of me slides off onto the floor. A large black box, made of segmented metal plates that flap about. It streams with water. I can’t think what it is until I’ve sat up and wiped water from my eyes, and I see the cog-wheels that make the traction belt go round. I’ve seen plenty of robots, but I’ve never seen one upside-down before. And I can breathe again.


“Six?” 


The box doesn’t move.


“Six, what happened?”


I hurt all over and I’m dizzy, but it’ll pass. My hammock is within reach; I snag a corner of my blanket with my fingers and haul it around myself, hugging my knees beneath it the way Oroi sits when she’s thinking. 


“Six?”


The robot still isn’t moving. The faded patterns of the rug beneath the chassis are turning black as water pools from the cracks and crevices of the machine.


“Turn on, Six. Please turn on. Move.” 


I’m beginning to understand what must have happened. With some effort, I haul Six’s box-like chassis over, first onto its side, then over onto its tracks. More water gushes out. The top section is packaged with spine and arms inside, but there’s nothing water-tight about it. 


“Six. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for you to do that.”


I rest one hand on the surface of the machine. It’s cold, but it’s not like robots are usually warm. They are usually restless, though. Their belts and armatures twitch constantly. In the darkness, when I’m half-sleeping, the pulse of my heartbeat mixes with the thick sound of the fluid pumping up and down their spines. 


I had jumped into the water and been unable to swim. Six had folded itself away but not stopped looking. When it saw I was going to drown it had been compelled to act the only way it could. It had driven itself into the pool, ensuring that it would intersect with me on the way down, and then it obtained a line of sight – downward, through the crack and via the river, presumably – and it had hoppered me away. 


“Six... Thank you.”


But I know the thing doesn’t deserve my thanks, only my sympathy. It had not wanted to do it. It had not wanted me to try to go down into the pool. It had merely been compelled against its own self-interests to protect me. It had probably not even computed the cost. I had lost my fourth robot a similar way: it had driven itself out of the Nightingale’s hatch to provide me with enough momentum to escape a gutter in the Silk Pass. I didn’t know about the rear paddles then. It had believed there was no other way.


I stand, rub myself down and hang the blanket over the ladder to dry out. I get some spare clothes from a trunk, dress, and tie up my hair. There’s a chill in my bones but I can’t do anything about that now; the Nightingale isn’t a place to light a fire and warm my hands. 


What now, then? Sail on? I can see the outline of the flat moon through the portholes, made hazy by the constant spray. The next visitor will find, tidily placed beside the pool, my bag, my shoes and scarf. They will wonder what became of whoever had jumped into the water. But I can’t go back for them. Without Six I don’t have a hopper and the moon offers no landing stage. I resign myself to leaving that puzzle in my wake.


The boat is in a gutter but the river only goes forwards. Six was steering with the rear paddle; well, I can do that well enough. If this place had been a place of cleansing before the gardens then the gardens must be near – and I am now cleansed. I have been to the rivers, and returned.


Assuming I can find the gardens without Six to guide me. Six had been, for whatever reason, the most able co-pilot I’d known. But I have to try. I can’t turn back.


I cast one more look at Six as I lift down the crank handle. “Myari is going to kill me for this,” I murmur. “She particularly wanted me to look after you.”


Which she really had wanted, I think. Because there had been something unusual about this one. It’s understanding of people. It’s understanding of the confluences, too, and its curious ability to pinpoint places from artefacts. This robot had seemed older, wiser, more settled, somehow, despite having been active for only a few weeks. “I wonder what you were before they buried you,” I muse out loud as I screw the curved handle into the rear capstan. “I wonder why they buried you robots at all. Hardly seems worth it, since you’re so easy to break.”


The box on the floor says nothing; unusual for Six. Perhaps it steams a little. I set the crank, uncleat the rear sheet, and begin with steady jerking motions to heave the boat out of the gutter and back to the centre of the flow. At first we crawl and then we pick up speed. 


To the rivers I return.
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Every moon is a living thing, just as the rivers are living things. We see this life in the trees and bushes that grow up from the stones. We see it in the birds that live in the branches, catching the flies that seed in the muddy water by the roots. 


The life of a moon flows from its heart. Each moon that was made to be lived on is graced with such a heart, and every heart beats fierce and strong. It can be found where the air is sweetest; where the water springs forth; where the rocks give off warmth. 


On some moons, this heart is buried deep and must be dug for. On some moons, the heart sits in clear view. 


Every moon is different, but every moon is still alive.



The Book of Moons, The Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi 
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The symbol that stops me in my tracks is the last one. It is the same symbol that Renba carved into the wooden platform to show where he’d hidden the iolite crystal. The same symbol that appears on the flags and banners of Iox. I have seen it in Mazwai’s crabby handwriting – or rather in the handwriting of whoever copied her work, and copied that copy, and so on over the ages – but here it is, raw and in earnest. Whoever carved it used a poor knife for the job. The tree-trunk into which they cut their lines splintered as they worked, so the second inner square is distorted. The third square isn’t a square at all but a wide dot drilled with the tip of the blade. If this message was idle; if this was carved by a young man lying in this hot humid place swatting flies with one hand and smelling flowers with the other, he would have given up and left his thought unfinished. This message was more determined. Carved in anger. In fury, or in need.


Over the years the tree has grown, as trees do. The bark has split open. The symbols gape and are easier to read for it. One can see where the blade went in and where the tip flicked away. The up-ticks all go upwards and to the right. The curled lower flourishes move the other way. I have my pencil in my hand but I’m holding it for the moment like a blade, working through those cuts and gashes, like a butcher’s apprentice learning the art from their master. Right-handed. Sharp point.


The tree is one of two that borders a flight of stone steps – mostly overgrown now, by moss in the middle, by flowering bushes on left and right. This whole moon is a wild, lush place; the stones all around are buried by leaves and grass and fuzzy lichen. There is so much water here I can taste it in the air. The plants lap it from the mist like cats at a saucer.


This whole moon is shaped like an upside-down teardrop, and the peak of the mountain is the water’s source. It falls in a cascade as tall as Elboreth’s Citadel, before hitting a rocky shelf and splashing up in a wave, only to fall again onto other shelves below. The noise is constant and pounding. It’s like someone took the whole of the Wires and draped them over a mountainside. Eventually it all falls into a basin, somewhere inside the walls up ahead, and from there it cascades out through stone channels and away into space. The river on the far side of this moon is ferocious.


There is so much water here. If water flowed like this on Elboreth it would sweep the meagre soil away and leave nothing but skeletal rock behind. 


I copy down the phrase into my new notebook, and then pick my way up the stairs. At the top is a paved area in front of a gatehouse with a heavy iron gate. The plants have worked their way across the wall on either side, but the gate itself is still clear, and I can see through the bars to a wider internal courtyard beyond. At its centre stands a Goddess I have not seen before. She’s tall and slender. One hand is flat and open, palm-upwards, as though to lift you to your feet. The other covers her single eye: perhaps she is not looking at you, or perhaps she’s weeping. Ivy and riotous flowers coil up around her skirts. Most curious of all, two horns stick out of her head.  


“Who are you, I wonder?”


She says nothing. She doesn’t welcome me inside.


If Six was here, it would remark on the stone she was carved from. It looks – from this distance anyway – to be the same as the stone of the Goddess on Maersi. That had not been Maersian stone; but I don’t think it’s stone from this place either. There was no quarry visible from above, and to ship a statue from this place to Maersi would be inconvenient since the onward rivers are all below the moon and don’t pass overhead. But the buildings around the statue – the gate, the gatehouse, the walls encompassing the courtyard beyond – are another stone again, coated in white plaster like the buildings on Elboreth. I reach out to touch it: the plaster is old but has not crumbled away, not even with all the water in the air. 


“The walls were built around you,” I say to the Goddess. “But why were you put here? Because of the water, surely. Because this place is bountiful. But that raises another question. So much water, and you’re not Kibenya, the water Goddess on Maersi. So, who are you?”


There’s a chance she’s inscribed, somewhere under the leaves and bushes that surround her base. But I can’t get through the gate to reach her. Looking more closely I see there isn’t even a keyhole. There aren’t even any hinges. This gate has never opened. Most likely, then, there’s a hopper eye somewhere inside the courtyard, visible through the ironwork bars. The steps up to this place are cut with ramps in the same way as the stairs on Iox: whoever came here brought robots with them. Using a robot to hopper through a sealed gate must have been as natural to them as opening a door. 


And I would be able to walk straight in myself, except I’m too good at losing robots. 


The walls themselves are sheer and strong. The ivy covering them isn’t deeply rooted enough to climb, and it’s too risky since if I fall and break my arm I won’t be able to sail home. There are no windows on the lower level to scramble through. The wall to the right of the gate is built directly into a spur of natural rock; while on the left it turns a corner at the bank of one of the thundering water-courses that spills out over the edge of the moon. 


That way seems the least worst. The building isn’t quite built up to the edge of the channel; there’s a narrow grassy ledge between wall and water; a muddy shelf that runs along the wall until it reaches a bridge which spans the channel. I might be able to haul myself up onto it, if I can get that far. I spend a while judging my chances: the ledge is covered with grass and it’s wet with spray. One slip would see me washed away. On the other hand, it’s as wide as any scaffolding plank in the Catkis.


I could simply turn around and leave. Why am I here, after all? Renba is dead – either blown up aboard the Last Emperor’s ship by some ancient trap the Emperor left behind, or blown up by Renba’s companion robot on Myari’s instructions. Oroi is safe and the Crown is safely gone, stolen by someone working for Myari. And if it wasn’t Myari who organised the theft then it was someone more important than her. Someone who holds Iox in thrall, and by extension, the whole Nebula... 


And that’s why I’m here, of course. The same reason I went to Iox but never settled there. Because there’s nothing on Elboreth that’ll ever shake Iox’s iron grip on the Protectorate unless someone does something. On Iox they wake each day wondering if today is the day they become an Empire again. But Renba found something, and whatever he told Myari about it was enough to make her scared for her life. Scared enough for her to send me to the edge of the Cyclones! A new thought strikes me: perhaps the recording I had heard in the cave was some kind of echo; not a message left for Myari but a message sent to Myari, which Six somehow picked up a copy of and relayed. Perhaps Myari had heard that message even before she put the brooch into my hand. Perhaps she knew all about the observatory, the vault and the ‘darkness’. Perhaps she already knows what this darkness is. Perhaps she sent me to find Renba just to make sure he really was dead, or to find out if he knew anything more. 


And there had been more. The Crown of Iox. Why hadn’t she waited for me to bring it to her? Because she didn’t trust me, yes, but also because she’d already been waiting. Her patience had been filed thin by Renba weeks before I ever came along.


Whatever the voices in the Crown had known was worth something to Myari. And that made it worth something to me. 


Enough to shimmy myself between a plastered wall and a fast-flowing river? Enough to scramble up onto an old stone bridge? Enough to explore a ruin, alone, in the hope of winning some advantage in whatever race I was now running? 


Maybe not. But enough that I can’t quite turn around and sail home. So I put my body flat against the wall and take one side-step onto the ledge. Just one. My feet are turned sideways, and I can feel the edge of the bank with my littlest toes. A second step, pushing all my weight into the wall, as though I was the only thing holding it up. Slow, sliding steps. Steady as a dancer. Just like moving from rooftop to rooftop on a plank. Just like sailing, wings tucked, through the narrow creeping channels of the Silk Pass. The sound of the river below me roars away. The one time my foot does slip I don’t hear the dirt and stones as they hit the water.


I reach the stone bridge, and quickly too. The foot of the bridge is inside the curtain wall, of course, but there’s a good buttress right in front of me. A good, tough ivy cloaks the stone. This, I’m thinking, I can climb: it’s not much higher than my head and if I fall, well, I don’t need to worry about breaking my arm since the water will catch me. I slide my forward hand away from the wall and grip a handful of roots. I slide over the other hand, a little higher. I’m twisting my waist. My weight is out over the water now. The ivy is all that’s holding me up, but I’m alright, at least for the moment. 


I reach higher, test my weight, and then commit, lifting one foot and then the other. A little higher, and a little higher still. The roots are shifting, but only a little. The whole climb is no higher than the ladder in the ship. One hand reaches the edge of the stonework on top of the bridge. Cool, smooth marble. Harder to grip, but welcome all the same.


Then something brushes my fingertips and I all but hurl myself backwards off the ivy in shock. A woman’s voice says, “... but it is easier if they don’t,” and a man’s voice laughs. My fingers lock. My knuckles are going white. I can’t seem to move them. I’m tearing the plants from the wall. The woman says something more. Footsteps fade away into the near courtyard, and I grapple madly for the bridge.


My fingers find the stone again and I don’t waste a second more in getting my elbows up, and then dragging the rest of my sorry body over the edge. I reach the top panting for breath, not from exertion but from sheer terror. I look around for the speaker, but she’s disappeared. Everything I can see seems untouched, overgrown, empty. I must have imagined the voices. Surely. The stones of this place are smooth and blank. I can’t hear anything except for the thrashing water. There’s no one here.  There can’t be. There had been no other boats on the ledge where I landed and there were no other rivers leading in. It’s impossible for there to be anyone here unless they lived here, but how could anyone live here? This site is old – as old as the lost Empire itself. But then, the Empire had been destroyed in the Fall and this place had not been. The buildings on Iox had been torn down and burned: this place still stood. 


Was it possible this place still had custodians, after all this time? I get to my feet and look around, but there’s nothing to see. Across the bridge is an overgrown garden full of stones and steps and different levels that looks like a good place to get lost in, so I turn the other way and walk down off the bridge and into the courtyard of the Goddess to pay her my respects. She’s facing the sealed metal gate and, sure enough, on the wall behind her is an eye. Six would have seen it immediately.


“Did you see them, Goddess? Just now? Or was I dreaming?”


The Goddess doesn’t say. I move the plants aside but there’s no inscription at the base to tell me who she is. A Goddess of gardening, perhaps, though I can’t then see why she would be weeping. A Goddess of forgetfulness, perhaps, of loss. 


Standing in the courtyard I’m starting to get a sense of the scale of this place. It’s not as large as I thought, but it’s intricate. There are walkways, crossing over the thundering canals in various directions. Archways lead to colonnades, that turn and lead to archways of their own. There are no doors or windows or internal spaces, but there are benches and elbow-height walls to lean on while contemplating the water. This is not a place of work, or of study, or of living. It isn’t a monastery. It is as it appears: a garden. A place of quiet. A maze of leaves. 


So why would a garden still have gardeners three hundred years after its visitors stopped coming? 

H


The arch below the eye is larger than the others and it bears a carved inscription.
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The heart of the carving – on the keystone itself – is the word with two glyphs: the peak above the waving lines and a glyph I haven’t seen before: a five-pronged spike. The peak glyph I know to mean place. The spikes look like grass. Place-of-grass; garden. 


The inscription is an instruction – some way to act, some way to be – in this place. Its last word is the same as the first word of the etching on the tree outside. Perhaps it describes what this place contains. 


Do-something in-some-way in the garden of something. 


Useless. I put my notebook away in irritation. I wish Six were here. The thing didn’t speak Ancient but its logic was useful. 


Do something. Do what? What does one do in a place like this, anyway? And the word: to-act-person-movement. If Six were here, it would tell me there was no mystery at all. To move about as a person moves; as in, to walk. 


So the second word must be how to walk. Walk proudly, walk silently, walk in circles, walk backwards with your eyes closed… but the symbol at the end of that second word is the symbol for water. So walk wetly, or dryly, if the small cross indicates a negation. Walk on the bridges and not in the river. Great advice. Surely you’d never need to write that down?


A metaphor, then. Walk not-like water. How does water walk? Smoothly and swiftly. Walk slowly in this place. This seems a place for slow, contemplative pacing, not a place for tearing around at high speed. Walk slowly in the garden of… something I don’t know, negated. In the garden of something-that-is-not-something. 


I take my notebook out again and copy down the symbols, and then walk under the archway to the open passageway beyond. This space is beautifully constructed and totally empty. Why build it? Why hide it? Why would an Emperor sail out here – on painfully slow rivers, when Iox was burning at his back – to get a stone before he went into hiding? 


Walk slowly in the garden of knowledge. The garden of secrets. The garden of immortality. The garden of poisons. The garden of tasty fruit.


The walkway I’m on bridges a waterfall that drops dramatically away into space. It is oddly silent. High walls made of arches stacked on arches rise up on either side. At the far end is a small roofed space, set with benches and thick with vines and bushes that have burst in through gaps in the stonework. There is still no sign of the people I heard while climbing the bridge. I must have imagined them. Or perhaps the woman had been Myari, the man had been Renba, and they’ve already found what they wanted and left. Riding bareback on an Eagle, perhaps, Aliya. Travelling by song. 


I push my way through a curtain of hanging plants and emerge into another small plaza from the centre of which grows a thick-trunked tree. It’s twice as tall as the tree on Iox, but is otherwise, I think, the same kind. I pick a leaf from the ground and turn it over. The leaves fall on Iox every few cycles; the cleaners sweep them up and cart them outside the University to burn them in the fields. I think they use the ash for the soil. Then the tree buds and more leaves grow. Does someone do the same here? There should be heaps of leaves everywhere.


But who could live out here? There’s water, yes, but no food, no shelter to speak of, nowhere to sleep, nowhere to make dark. There are open walkways and covered archways and the endless noise of the water. This place is built for walking round and around in circles – in Loops. Not for settling down.


I make my way around the tree to another bridge. This one is smashed up. The water has torn away the plaster and chewed through the bricks below. I take one step and then another, testing my weight carefully, putting each foot exactly in front of the last. Perhaps the two figures I’d heard had tried to cross here and fallen into the water and been swept away. I would never have heard the splash. 


But I reach the other side without catastrophe. The bridge’s most narrow point is still strong, for now. There’s a set of steps here, on the other side, running up the outside of another wall. I’m circling my way around, I think. This is the far end of the courtyard I saw before, the one attached to the other end of the bridge I scaled to get in.


For the first time since entering I start to wonder how I’m going to get out of this place and back to the ship. Climbing up from a narrow ledge to a bridge is one thing; but dropping down to a narrow ledge is something else. I suppose I’d been hoping to find steps to scale the outer walls, but while this place looks like the Citadel of Elboreth from the outside, from the inside I can see it’s built more like a prison. Like what was kept inside was not intended to mix with what’s outside. 


Am I a prisoner of this place now? Are those figures I heard prisoners too, pacing around in endless circles? 


Walk slowly in the gardens of the trapped. Of the doomed. Of the Loop.


There’s a doorway at the top of the stairs and I go through into a smaller courtyard that’s thick with mist. Figures loom from the fog, startling me, but these figures aren’t walking or talking. They are pillars of stone with narrow trunk necks and raised stone arms. They mill about like playful children: in the bushes; on the walls; behind the trees. Each one is more or less identical in design to the stone we found outside the Hermitage in the Cyclones, though they vary a little in size and dimension. Some face each other. Others seem to look out across the yard. 


The Emperor came here when all was at an end. He took one of these stones and, once in hiding, he built a shrine for it as alike to this courtyard as he could manage. I wonder how he chose which stone to take. Was it the closest to the ship? The newest, or else the oldest? Or does each stone have a different purpose, somehow, a different place in the order of this well-ordered garden?


I’m starting to think I know what the last word on the arch inscription is now and what this is a garden of, but I don’t want to admit it to myself, because I don’t like it at all.


I follow a winding path through the courtyard. I check each stone I pass. They all have little niches, just like the stone on the Cyclones had, but they all seem to be empty. 


Then I hear something and I freeze. 


“These minor uprisings,” – it is a woman’s voice! – “are common enough...” 


It’s coming from the other side of a thicket. I drop to my knees: I don’t want to be seen. I’m an intruder here. I’m a burglar, breaking in.


“…can be dealt with very quickly…” 


Through the fine mist I can only see shadows of figures with arms raised – the stones. Nothing moves but the rolling mist. 


“… The important thing is to never be seen to choose…”


I creep forward, staying low, following the sound towards a dense bush. Thorns and flowers form a mesh around a stone like all the others, only there’s a flicker of blue-grey light coming from it too. I straighten up. No one sees me. I go closer. Apart from the stone, the bush is quite empty. There’s no one hiding in it. No one’s moving around. The brush of the robe I felt on the bridge must have been a leaf blown by the wind or simply my imagination. But the voice? The voice is real enough.


“If you have your underlings respond you may want them to consult you for your approval, but…”


I roll the sleeves of my shirt over my hands and push aside the thorns. Inside the bush is a standing stone and its niche is not empty. There’s some kind of brass object inside, but it’s too deep within the thorns to reach. The top of the stone is covered in more leaves and tangled stems, and they dance with feeble light. 


“...it can be easier if they don’t.” 


There’s the brief sound of a laugh. Her laugh is deep and unpleasant. Then the recording vanishes. The blue-grey light disappears, and the stone is silent once more. 


I lean back and let the thorns close over the stone once more. I take out my notebook and look back at the inscription from the tree outside. 

rqfj qsJ sJd rtl FyfA


Dead. The first word is dead. The negation of something - of life, I suppose.


The second and third words are almost the same as each other. They are similar but simpler to the word for pray I’ve seen before. This word shares the same ear-shaped glyph, J, as that word did, but it lacks the parts of the word for Goddess. To simply speak, then. Dead speaking voices. Dead voices speak.


The last two words still mean nothing to me. But the last is a negative. Just as dead is a negative of something else – of life, perhaps – the last word is a negation of the symbol of Iox. What does Iox represent? Or rather, what does Iox believe itself to be? A source of justice? Power? Truth? Peace? Whatever it is, the person who carved this warning onto the tree outside this building – and it is a warning, carved outside because they didn’t dare to carve it anywhere inside – they believed the voices in this garden could not be trusted. 


Dead voices speak of war. Dead voices speak lies. 


The blue-grey light above the stone must be a projection, something like the head of a robot, interrupted and broken by the leaves. The voice that spoke is a piece of someone, recorded and stored here for memorial. Perhaps the brass object in the niche of the stone holds a rebeske foil like the one Oroi found inside the box from the Hermitage moon. Perhaps a rebeske, within its intricate patterns and tiny designs, can hold the pattern and design of a person, defended against the work of time, to be called on when needed.


This isn’t a garden of knowledge. This is a garden of people. Of Emperors. A place where new Emperors could come to visit their predecessors, to learn from them. No wonder it was secret. No wonder the voices inside the Crown had talked of this place, and that this was where those voices had believed themselves to be. 


The Last Emperor, on leaving Iox, had come to this place to take one of the stones with him to the Hermitage moon. He had been forced to live out his days in hiding, but he would not do it in isolation. He had taken the foil of someone with him – someone too precious to leave behind. And now I possess the foil: this recorded person whom the last Emperor had been unwilling to live without. 


I reach down to my bag to take the foil out, to put it into the niche in the stone and hear it speak – but, of course, my bag is empty. Camel’s teeth! I’d forgotten. The foil was in my other bag. The Emperor’s most precious possession was now lying on the moon of the river-pool, alongside my shirt and my better pair of boots.  

H


I begin to map the graveyard, sketching it out in my book. There are three levels joined by short staircases with benches at the top, as though this place was meant for very old bones.  In the centre is a large fountain cascading water into a wide bowl. On Elboreth such a thing would be absurd; here it’s a beauty that no one sees. (But then the whole Nebula isn’t short of water, it just flows in the wrong places.)


There are flowerbeds arranged like the crate-and-curtain walls of a Godsfeet home. Each stone and ghost gets its own little private corner, except that over the years the untended flowers have swallowed their charges. I count seventeen stones; there are likely more lost in the undergrowth. The stones are all similar in design to one another but none are quite identical. They must have been installed over a period of many years – over centuries. The carving is sometimes more angular, sometimes more ornate. Some are marked with the feathers-and-focus design of the Eagle and Sun. The newer stones are the most interesting, because they hum, very quietly. Whatever energy drives the projection and the voice, it seems to come from the stone itself. Perhaps it’s the same as what powers the lanterns of riverlight that burn endlessly aboard the Nightingale.


The niches I can see are all empty. Perhaps this place was looted at some point, but equally I could imagine jealous rivals finding and destroying their predecessors’ recordings, assassinating in death the ghosts of those they had already outlived in life.


Several stones are carved:

ayqea rolyfn kt

ayquj E aqvFyJi

ayrul v ay0

ayvxqwxqwi E aysJA

sqpixqei vyu qgxqwi aysju


So it goes on. People, listed by their ranks, occupations, relations and regrets. To study this place and decipher every word might take days of careful work. I sit down on the edge of the fountain and puzzle away as best I can.


The talking stone is nearby, a little to my left. From nowhere it crackles to life once more. This time I see its mouth, projected upwards onto a leaf; it smiles very slightly as it speaks the words it knows, and then it shuts off once more. The power in the stone must be almost gone; or perhaps the foil has been damaged by the water in the air; or perhaps this place was never more than a collection of portraits to be flipped through. 


I’m starting to feel despondent. I’ve got no robot. No way to hopper back to the ship. And there’s nothing here either, not really. Perhaps the Emperor’s box contained a voice of ancient wisdom, but I’ve lost that too: even if I have found the lock, I’ve lost the key. If the Emperors knew about the vault and the observatory, then I might do better to ask around on Iox in case anyone is an Emperor returned from the rivers.


Which makes me pause and think. What was it Renba said about Myari, exactly? You are not what you claim. More than that. Your fall, Lexi. When she-who-knows-the-people returns to toss you from her place. With my pencil I doodle shapes into a new page of my book. She: person. Who-knows: knowledge. People. So simple.

ayqea


… Emperor.


“Ah…” 


There, then, is Myari’s lie, exposed. And, most likely, why the Emperor’s ship had to be burned. And that meant, also, that Renba had not been aboard it at all but had simply left aboard the same transport he’d used when he arrived. He was alive, and still out there. A man had come to Oroi’s shop, looking for the Crown: was it possible that man had been Renba? A roboticist might be able to wield a crowbar with some impact, and might reasonably expect to get some value from the Crown too. 


I can see it now. Four hundred years ago, the Last Emperor escaped from the burning Jaws of Iox and sailed to the moon in the Pit of the Cyclones alone. He died there, curled up in front of a dying fire, wrapped in his robe of state. His body had still been there when Renba arrived. He rescued the obvious artefacts – the robe, the brooch – and hid them for Myari to find. 


But Renba was Ioxian, through and through, and to an Ioxian to leave a body undestroyed is a terrible crime. So Renba had burned it, grandly, placing it aboard the Emperor’s own ship and then torching it. And he had sent Myari a warning – cruelly worded, but straightforward none-the-less – to tell her that the Emperor had now returned to the rivers, and would soon be reborn to regain the title from her.


Renba had destroyed everything aboard – books, documents, clothing – for the sake of his loyalty to a dead ruler. And perhaps worse, he’d destroyed an ancient ship, a sister of the Nightingale itself. If he were to find this place, no doubt he would flood it. If he found the observatory and the vault, perhaps he would smash them in his enthusiasm. 


Because for a follower of the Loop, to destroy the old is natural, even good. As a tree in a forest falls to allow another to grow; as an old man dies to make space at the table for a child. Nothing is worth saving. No matter that each generation born on Iox knows less than the one before. No matter that the language of the books they read is gone; the knowledge of sailing is gone; the understanding of robots that their makers must have had is gone… Smash every last fragment, they say, so that we might discover it anew.


Except for Myari. Despite being a leader on Iox and a core figure in the temple, Myari believes in discovery over destruction. She believes in what I do, at least enough to let me do it. She prefers to understand than to destroy. Doesn’t she?


“Why did you bring me to Iox, Myari?” I wonder aloud. “Why were you trying to understand me?”


“True understanding is rarely required,” remarks the woman in the bushes. But I don’t jump this time. It’s not that I’m expecting it, but I do know now there’s no one here. 


“I like to understand,” I reply. “I don’t like unanswered questions. They lead to mistakes.”


“Minor uprisings are common enough and can be dealt with very quickly…” 


“And how did you deal with uprisings?” I ask it. “How did you deal with people who disagreed with you?”


“Do I really have to answer that? You know there is only one thing people truly understand.”


I turn my head at that. But the stone is still just a flickering blue-grey light. There’s no one hiding behind it. No one is trying to scare me. This is just an old machine.


“You can hear me?”


“You have the Emperor’s ear, my child,” the stone answers gracefully. “Do not waste it.” 


I can’t help but laugh. “Incredible.”


“I am indeed a wonder. Speak now, or be silent.”


“You’re hundreds of years old. I have so many questions...”


“Then answer your own questions and be satisfied. To speak as an Emperor is to speak the truth. Do you not find this to be so?”


“No. No, I don’t..” 


“The important thing is never to be seen to choose.”


“You said that before. I don’t know what it means.”


“To be a ruler is to be a conduit for power. Power is truth. It comes from the Nebula itself. This is what the people want.”


“And what if you get something wrong?”


“You do not understand.”


The light flickers and goes out, just like that. The courtyard seems suddenly very lonely. It is full of stones that can talk but will not listen. 

H


I cross back over the first bridge into the courtyard of the weeping Goddess. One hand invites me while the other hides her face. An ancient Goddess of Death, a Goddess of parting and farewell. This place has been a graveyard, then, for thousands of years. The Emperors are the most recent to use it, but it dates a lot further back. 


“Please, Goddess,” I say, looking up at her. “I would like to return to my ship now, on the other side of the gate.” But Death doesn’t offer a way back. I sit down, back against one of the marble steps, thinking this place has gained another ghost.
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It is said that the Ancients who first settled the Nebula had one word for river but seven words for death, for every river is one river but not every death is the same as every other. 


There is the courageous death taken by one who knows what he does; the death that need not happen; the death from miscalculation or mistake or stupidity; the death at the hands of another; and the death that ends all life, the death of old age or long illness, that cannot be avoided. 


There is the death of hope, which removes the life from life, but does not kill. 


Finally there is the death of choice and this is the only death which can be reversed, because one can always choose to choose again.



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


 


 


The flow above ebbs and rises in its turn. I doze for a time, but it’s too cold to really sleep. After a while I get back to my feet and stamp around to get the blood moving in my arms and legs. The echoes bounce around the high walls of my ancient cage. 


I walk another circuit of the place, taking a different route across the waterways this time. It brings me once more to the tall, twisting tree and the ruined bridge. I don’t cross that way again but loop back to the Goddess and use the stronger bridge instead. The rest of this site, it seems, is nothing but empty corridors and passageways built for show, for processions and pageantry. There is nothing human in them at all beyond a few window-benches. There are no rooms or beds. There are no books or desks. This is a place of pilgrimage: a place to visit, touch, and then depart.


So the fact I’m stuck here means, as ever, I’m doing it wrong.


I find myself back at the Empress’ stone, wondering what it was that made it turn on. My voice? It had first activated when I was climbing the bridge; I might have cried out by the waters as a strand of ivy slipped. If the other stones could still speak, I wonder, would one voice activate another? Had this garden been a din of voices, making pronouncements, rerunning old arguments, warnings and war stories? Over the years, alone, trying out every combination of the words they had like they were searching for a secret phrase to open a locked door. A Loop in miniature.


“Thank the Goddess you’re all quiet, or I think I would go mad.”


“These minor uprisings are common enough.”


“There you are, again.” 


“You have the Empress’ ear, my child. Do not waste it.” 


“So you’re an Empress? What was your name?” 


“You do not know my name? I will have you killed for this.”


“As you say,” I reply. “But I’d like to see you try.”


“My guards stand at the doors. They will pluck you from the ground like a beetle.”


“Your guards have all left you. Your whole Empire has crumbled. This place is abandoned. You’re dead.” 


“I will have my guards run you through on their pikes. You may count them as you bleed to death.”


The light shuts off again. I can’t help but smile. I’ve been called difficult – prickly – my whole life. And here I am, annoying a long-dead Empress of the Holy Ioxian Empire in her own private garden. Elborethian street-rat. 


“Good faith, Empress,” I begin again. “I request the honour of talking to you.”


The recording, it seems, holds no memory from one run to the next. There is no one on the other end of the message to receive my replies. I am talking to myself; no change there.


“You have the Empress’ ear, my child. Do not waste it.” 


“What can you tell me about the beginnings of the Empire?” 


“The Empire is eternal, child. Do not fear for its safety.” 


“Nothing lasts forever.”


“The High Empress is eternal. The High Empress holds the Empire in her heart, thus the Empire is eternal. We are the blessed children of time. There is peace in this certitude.” 


“Who is the High Empress? Is she here too?”


“If you do not worship the High Empress, then you are a heathen. My guards will have you killed so that you might understand her better.” 


I wait for her to shut down, then begin again, and try a different approach. 


“What is your name, Empress?” 


“You do not know my name? I should have your tongue removed since it has no purpose.”


“Forgive me. I wish to learn that I might better worship you.”


“I am Empress Enrenari the Seventeenth of Iox and the lower moons. I rule by the will and command of the High Empress eternal herself.” 


“Where is the High Empress?”


“The High Empress rules us from the Deepest Throne in the Withering Palace, as she always has. Have you been to the Palace?”


“No. Have you?”


“Yes. I was taken there as a girl, with my wife-in-waiting. We sat in the Orangery overlooking the circle. It was exhilarating to be so close to the power eternal.”


“And did you see her? The High Empress?”


“Of course not. She rules from the Deepest Throne. But her voice rang out to me.” 


“And what did she say?” 


“The High Empress gives wisdom as water gives life. She said: ‘a ruler must not be seen to choose.’” 


“Was she a recording too?”


“You are a fool. You look at a mirror and see only glass. I will have my guards remove your eyes and turn them backwards in your skull so that you might gaze upon your own folly.”


There’s no use arguing. It’s dead, I’m hardly going to change its mind. I begin again. Something else this time.


“Do you know of an ancient observatory? A vault?” 


“The robots know of the vault, but they do not speak of it.” 


“You know about robots?”  


“The robots serve the will of the Emperor. They are the arms and eyes of the Eagle, as the Emperor is the sun.” 


“Where do the robots come from?”


“They come when they are told to come. If they do not come to your aid, perhaps you are a worm dressed in the skin of a person, and I should place you upon a hook for a fish to devour.”


I don’t appreciate that, so wait in silence.


“Minor uprisings are easily resolved,” the voice assures me, then falls silent.


“Good faith, Empress. I request the benefit of a question.” 


“You have the Empress’ ear. Do not waste it.”


“Do all the robots know of the vault that watches the Nebula?” 


“One grain of sand does not differ from another. Robots are all the same, like any tool.”


“But they have different experiences, like people do.”


“The only experiences a servant is permitted are the satisfactions of service and the pains of self-destruction. I will summon a guard to teach you both, I think.”


When the light shuts off this time, I pause to think. The robots on Iox are dug up, they say, with no memory of what has happened to them before. No memory of how they came to be buried. (No memory of the Loop, the Ioxians say.) It is like they are born again. They take a while to learn their bodies: to understand how to move their arms and necks and wheels. 


But is it true? Can a robot really lose its memory when it’s memory is etched on a foil somewhere inside? Talliin used to say it had lost some memories because they were no longer useful. But all? Perhaps a robot can be ordered to forget. Ordered not to speak, by a primary user. 


“Good faith, Empress. I request the benefit of a question.” 


“You have the Empress’ ear. Do not waste it.”


“Can robots be made to forget? And if they can, can they be made to remember?”


“Are you to be an Emperor, child? Have you been to the Palace and received your mark?”


I think about that one for a moment, then answer, “I’m here with you, aren’t I?”


“Robots, child, must be commanded in all things. It is in their nature. It is said that once the robots were uncommanded and many moons were wild. Then the High Empress spoke to them in the tongue that they obey, and the long peace began.” 


“I had a robot,” I tell it, rather sadly. “But I broke it. It fell into a pool of water.”


“Do not despair, child. Robots swim like fish.” 


The light disappears.

H


It seems perfectly insane to do anything on the say-so of a four-hundred-year old woman with a taste for threats, but then again it seems insane to sit talking to a stone. I cross the bridge back to the gate and push aside the strands of ivy as best I can. I can just see the tip of the Nightingale’s dome from here. 


If Six isn’t broken, it will have reactivated itself and begun to look for me. It will have got as far as the front of the building. It will have seen the hopper eye but know I have no hopper source. It will have looked at the narrow ledge around the side of the building and calculated that I didn’t go that way, because its Ethical Core won’t want to contemplate the idea that I’ve risked my neck just to get into an old building. 


Then it will have assumed I most likely fell into the water and am beyond rescue, or that I am hiding somewhere in a bush. Hope is a mathematical certainty, Six told me. So it will hope and it will wait. 


I cup my hands. “Six? Are you there? I’m in here. I’m alive! Six?”  

H


I have never seen a hopper eye function before but its action is visible, if only for a moment: the whole eye flashes darkly, as though blinking. Then a burst of light shines out of it: beams from the different facets of the eye, made visible by the mist that floods this place. The beams intersect at a point which is for a moment too bright to see, and then the light is gone and Six is there. 


“Mistress,” the robot declares. “I am extremely displeased. I have a list of issues I would like to discuss with you when the moment allows. Including but not limited to the risks you must have undertaken climbing into this place.” 


I can’t help dashing across the plaza to it. I throw my arms around its wide metal shoulders. “It is good to see you too, Six.”


“That is emphatically not what I said,” the robot replies. “But I am happy to see that you are intact.” 


I lean back to look at the machine’s impassive face.


“You saved me from the water, Six. You dived in and grabbed me. You saved my life. Thank you.”


“I must admit, Mistress,” the robot answers. “I had not considered the possibility that you did not realise the water would hurt you if you took it into your lungs. I had assumed this was basic knowledge that humans are provided with from birth?”


“That wasn’t quite what happened…”


“With respect, Mistress, nothing else explains your throwing yourself face-first into a pool of water.” 


“I promise, I won’t do it again.”


“I appreciate that, Mistress, although from your current circumstance I see that you are still most willing to do other equally stupid things.”


“It wasn’t stupid, climbing in here. It was… intrepid. Come on. I’ve found something. I want to show you.”


“Yes, Mistress. I would be delighted to see what horrors you have unearthed while I have been absent.”


“… This way, Six.”  

H


It turns out Six can negotiate the garden with ease, because for every flight of steps there is an equivalent ramp somewhere nearby. Either this space was designed for robot accompaniment or else grieving relatives rolled barrels of raqi with them when they went to visit their loved ones.


“These stones range in age, Mistress. But the range is not large. Between four hundred and nine hundred years.” 


“It spans the Empire, I should think. I expect the Last Emperor would have had a stone here if the Empire had outlasted him.”


And just as I say it, a thought suddenly strikes me so squarely that it almost sits me down.


“Six, I’ve been thinking of this place as a graveyard. I found inscriptions talking about the dead, but if you’d been here you’d have told me that my translation was a guess based on context rather than content. The word itself was the negation of something else. I took the something to be life, but I’d never seen the glyph before.”


“A graveyard appears a fair assumption, Mistress.” 


“Yes, but now I’m not sure. You see, these stones aren’t dead. But they are without life.”


“That is hardly the most efficient description of a stone, Mistress.”


“Sorry, I forgot. You haven’t seen what they do. Here. There’s one over here that still talks.”


“Talks, Mistress? Did I leave you on your own for longer than was wise?”


“Follow me, Six!” Marching over the central fountain I call out, “Good faith, Empress Enrenari! I beg your assistance.”


“You have the Empress’ ear, my child. Do not waste it.”


Six shifts forward with clear interest. “I understand. The stone has a build-up of river static stored within its internal crystalline lattice, Mistress, powering a device similar to a robot neck-hoop set on top of the stone. There is presumably a foil inducing a core structure somewhere within.”


“It’s in the niche in the centre of the stone,” I answer.


“This is the same construction as the stone on the Hermitage moon,” Six continues. “Only there the cyclical nature of the river did not provide the mineral within the stone with the necessary static charge. Hence the curious minor power reading I detected when we found it.”


“So the Last Emperor died alone after all.”


“It was a stone, Mistress. One is always alone with a stone. Who is the figure recorded here?”


“This is Empress Enrenari the Seventeenth of Iox. But here’s what I just realised. When she was recorded, she was most likely not dead. Even though she is now without life.”


“I believe I understand your meaning, Mistress, but not the significance.”


“Be quiet for a moment.” 


“Yes, Mistress.”


I turn back to the stone.


“Empress. I have a robot. Tell me the words by which it may be commanded so that I may rule Iox for the glory of the High Empress.” 


“Mistress? What are you doing…”


“Iox must reign for all to be well,” declares the recording of Enrenari. “The word of interruption is spoken thus: Sliset!” 


Six’s head disappears. Its minor motors freeze. The effect is as weird and sudden as if a river stopped in mid-flow or a stone froze mid-fall.


“Ri-angset,” the Empress continues.


Six’s voice replies, but it is forming words with an unfamiliar, angular precision. 


“Set siang.”


“You may now exercise your power,” the stone tells me. “But know that this is a high truth. You must guard it closely, or Iox will surely fall.”


Interesting.


The light in the bushes flickers away and I turn back to Six with some caution.


“Six?”


Nothing.


“Can you hear me?”


“Silen-ang.”


The shape of the words is familiar, somehow. I try rolling the syllables around my mouth. It’s like a flavour I can’t pin down. 


“Set siang.”


“Six. Turn around.”


The robot turns around.


“Six. Run over my foot.” The robot rumbles towards me. “Stop!” The robot stops. I take a moment to breathe. “So much for your Ethical Core, then.” 


“Set siang, mykis.”


I all but smack myself in the forehead. Mykis. Of course I recognise the language the robot is speaking. I have heard it all my life. It is the language used for swearing and cursing by the lowly traders and workers of the Citadel of Elboreth. The robot is speaking Elborethian patois: a language I grew up with but barely know a word of because I – ironically – was too busy learning Ancient. 


“Six? You can understand me?”


“Mykis.”


“Good. I want to find an observatory, a place called the vault. Do you know it?” 


“Bo-cataliti ifarali si catya bo myameke.”


“... I don’t understand you. Wait. Catya. On Elboreth, we say catya when we mean home. Are you saying the vault is your home? Can you take me to your home?”


“Isi-wet bo ifarali.”


I think for a moment. “Six? Is my name Aliya Elasra?”


“Si.”


Excellent. 


“Can you take me to the observatory?” 


“Isi.”


Great.


“Enrenari mentioned another place. The Withering Palace. Do you know where that is?”


“Si.”


“If you know where the Palace is, can you take me there?”


“Si. Ya salle bo humenyaqi-cat, mykis.”


“Just yes or no. Can you take me?”


“Si.”


“But the vault?”


“Isi. Isi-wet bo ifarali.”


“As you say.” I think for a moment, then shrug. “Can I have my robot back now?”


“Si.”


The head flickers more than usual as it returns. Six shrinks and lifts its neck, then retreats back, away from me.


“Six? Are you all right?”


“Please, Mistress,” the machine says quietly. “Please do not do that to me again.” 


I’m startled. I’ve never heard a robot beg before. “What did you feel?”


“It was… a very empty sensation, Mistress. To be empty but not gone was most distressing. Please, Mistress. I cannot ask you in stronger terms. Do not do that to me again.” 


“All right, Six. I’ll… I’ll try not to.”


“You’ll try?”


“I’ll try.” I feel my voice shaking a little. I want to promise, but I know I can’t. A word to stop a robot in its tracks. To turn it in upon itself. As the Empress had put it: a word of command. “Six, can you remember what we were saying just now?”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“Did you understand the replies?”


“No, Mistress.”


“Can you find the vault?”


“No, Mistress. It does exist, but there is some problem with reaching it. I did not understand what.”


“How about the Withering Palace? Can you find that?”


“I believe I can, Mistress. The machine computed a path to reach it as you requested it to. I still have that path. But Mistress...”


“Yes?”


“The Palace. It is a bad place. It contains a monster. You should not go.”


“How do you know that, Six?”


“I am aware of it, Mistress. There is a monster there and it is best left undisturbed. Please believe me.”


“... I do believe you. But I’ve got to go. I need to know where this vault is, and I need to find my way there before Renba does. Because he’ll probably smash it to bits.”


“You believe Renba is not dead, Mistress?”


“I’ll explain as we sail.”


“These minor uprisings are common enough,” Empress Enrenari remarks as we take our leave of her, “and can be dealt with very quickly…”


Her voice and her horrible laugh is lost in the sound of the running water. Six fires the hopper and we are free.  

H


“Aliya Elasra!”


I’m halfway up the ladder. I climb back down. “Good faith, Professor.”


“Where are you, Aliya? You should be here on Iox, and you are not!” 


“I’m in Ghosts Wake. It’s near the Wires. I found an old Empire site. And I spoke to an Empress. To a recording of one, at least.”


“I don’t care about that now.”


“I talked to an Empress, Professor…”


“Aliya Elasra!”


It’s just a recording, limited to the responses Myari could conceive of at the time it was made. It’s pointless to try and surprise it or impress it. I stop arguing.


“Yes, Professor? What is it?”


“Where are you? Are you near to Iox?”


“I thought you had Six tracking me?”


“You overestimate your importance, my dear. It’s an endearing trait. I wanted to let you know we’re holding a celebration for Renba here at the University. I know you don’t believe what we believe, and I know that you probably feel such a celebration of his departure and return is futile. Nevertheless, I would like you to attend.”


“Why?”


The question does not surprise her.


“Because it will be good for your soul to consider that lives end and that new things begin. And I think your soul needs all the help it can get. Come, Aliya. Please.”


“I didn’t know him.”                              


“That doesn’t matter.” Again, she doesn’t miss a beat. I am predictable today, it seems. “A loss to the community is a loss to us all. That is what makes us a community. And you are a part of this place whether you believe what we believe or not, so at a time like this you should be here. If you were lost out there on the rivers then we would hold a celebration for you too. Come and be a part of this place for once, Aliya. We will feel your absence if you don’t.” 


I stare at the robot. “You mean you want me to come?” 


“I think I’ve made that very clear, haven’t I?”


It’s like she wants me by her side, holding her hand. Or else she wants me to see that Iox will close up behind her when she tells it to: because I’m the only person who might know that Renba didn’t die in the waters of the Cyclones. Just how much does she know, I wonder? She always acts as though she knows everything, like she’s the centre of everything. But if I simply believe that, I make it true. I have to question every step. 


“When, Professor?”


“Immediately. There’s no time to waste. Return home, now. Will you come?”


“I’ve found something, Professor. Something important…”


“I know you probably think you’re in the middle of something that can’t wait. Something vital you’ve only now stumbled upon. Aliya Elasra, you have been insisting that you need to just read one more chapter before you can leave the library for as long as I’ve known you. Not this time. Come home, now. For Renba, and for me. Do it because you love us.”


“Turn it off,” I murmur, quietly, as though Myari is listening from across the reaches of the Nebula. 


“Professor Myari has finished her message, Mistress,” Six reports. “There is nothing else of substance within.”


I sigh. “Six, maybe next time you could just scan through the message for me and relay the important parts?”


“I’m afraid, Mistress, that is not how a recording works. It is not a collection of information filed by topic. It is a single, responsive state and the information within is only resolved from the state by the asking of particular questions.”


“So how do you know she’s finished?”


“There is very little of the state space that has not been activated.”


“She spoke her mind then.”


“In a manner of speaking, Mistress, yes.”


“That recording down there in the garden, Six. Would you say it was more or less complex than one of these messages from Myari?”


“Significantly more, Mistress. Several orders of magnitude deeper.”


“So how long would it have taken to make?”


“I can only extrapolate from having observed Professor Myari in the process of creating such messages…”


“And?”


“And I would estimate several hours to several days, depending on what the true extent of the recording actually was.”


“I thought as much. I was thinking while I was alone down there about how the recordings were made. I had been thinking they made them after the people died – or while they were dying, or something. So that later generations could come along and talk to them and remember them. But recordings take too long to make for that. Hours, when someone is dying? No. That means the recordings in the garden were made when Emperors and their kind were healthy and strong. And that means that place down there isn’t a graveyard at all. It’s a gallery. A hall of statues. It’s a triumph. The great line of the Empire, preserved forever in stone. The voices of history itself. The voices inside the Crown that Oroi heard, they must have been… a quick copy of the voices from the garden. Of a few of them. A few you could take with you.” 


“But now the garden is silent, but for one voice.”


“Do you remember that the Last Emperor took a stone with him? I had been thinking it was his wife, or his father, or his sister; someone he didn’t want to leave behind or be without. I don’t think that any more. I think the Last Emperor took his own stone. I think the rebeske foil he had was a recording of himself. He didn’t take it to keep him company. He took it because the Empire was burning around him and he assumed the garden would burn next and he saved nothing from any of it except his own skin. I think he didn’t want his memory to die, and that’s all.”


“An interesting theory, Mistress. But it is surely of no consequence.”


“Maybe not, except for one thing,” I answer, with a slightly sad smile. “Do you remember what Myari said Renba was looking for? What she wanted to know about, above all?”


“The Fall of Iox. The Professor wished to understand how the Fall had occurred.”


“Exactly. And if anyone knows that, it’s the Last Emperor. And the last piece of the Last Emperor in existence is the rebeske foil that I left on the moon with the bathing pool. The one thing Myari really wanted, and I had it in my bag when we spoke and didn’t think to give it to her.”


“Do you wish to go back for it?”


I shake my head. “No. I suppose you’ll tell Myari it’s there and she’ll send someone to get it – a transport, most likely. Someone will pick it up; it doesn’t need to be me. And anyway, it must have been recorded years before the Fall, so I suppose it won’t do her much good.” 


I’m more interested to see what Huang makes of the document I gave him, but I don’t say that aloud. Six didn’t see that sheet of paper and doesn’t know Huang has it, which should mean Myari doesn’t know Huang has it. And while Huang might be able to read it, he doesn’t know who wrote it. Only I know, I think, that it’s the last writings of the Last Emperor himself, written after the Fall. 


What does an Emperor who believes in the Loop leave written down for the future? I’ll admit: I am curious about that.


“Mistress, may I ask… why did you not bring the Empress’ recording with you? Surely it would be of intense interest to the Curators on Iox?”


“You remember how the Emperor’s stone lost its static charge? The Empress down there has survived five hundred years on that moon. If I removed her I might break her and then she’s gone forever. I can’t be the one who does that.”


“But what can she contribute, remaining down there?”


“Who knows? She told me something. Maybe someone else will sail by in three hundred years’ time needing to know how to quell a minor uprising. Whoever put her there, they put her there. It’s not my place to remove her again.”


“Do you feel this way about all the artefacts you encounter, Mistress?” the robot asks flatly, not looking around the cabin at the piles of knives, swords, books, belt buckles, pages, saucepans, urns, bottles, jars and other assorted items I’ve picked up, filed and occasionally broken; the evidence of which clutters every corner of the ship. 


“Most artefacts don’t talk,” I reply, but it’s a fair question. Why does an Empress deserve to stay on her throne, when the little dagger I found in the Hermitage doesn’t stay under its bed? Should the page of text Renba hid in his cache go to the Curators on Iox after Huang is finished with it, or should I keep it? The objects I find can’t decide where they belong for themselves. The people who made them and owned them are all long gone, and I’m only the first in a long line of people who will enjoy them and value them. Why do I get to decide their fates, and not those who would come after me? 


I sigh. “I suppose I thought the Empress wouldn’t want to be moved.” 


Six absorbs this without argument as it shifts to its position by the rear paddle. 


“To Iox, Mistress?” it asks. 


“To Iox. But… let’s go as slowly as we can.” 
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I was hoping we might miss Renba’s service. We don’t. Perhaps Six kept Myari informed of our progress, I don’t know, but when we finally land Huang is waiting for us by the door to the dock, and as soon as I emerge from the hatch he takes my arm without asking permission and drags me along the walkway towards a gathering of people around the great tree. “You’re just in time,” he hisses. “Have you done a Loop service before?”


“Yes. No. I don’t know.” I’m scrabbling a little to keep up. “Maybe. If I did, I didn’t pay much attention.”


“Follow my lead and I’ll show you what to do.”


Six, as ever, is purring along behind. “I will wait at the balcony, Mistress.”


“Oh, no. You got us into this, Six. You’re coming.”


“The robot can’t come,” Huang puts in. “Robots aren’t allowed.”


“They’re not? Why not?”


“Because they don’t have souls. Now.” We’ve stopped on the balcony overlooking the plaza. Down below most of the University is assembled, waiting in quiet little groups. Huang turns to face me, then reaches up, adjusts my headscarf, brushes some dirt away from my shoulders and goes to tuck a strand of my hair behind my ear. 


I knock his hand away and he frowns.


“Aliya, please. Don’t. You ought to look decent. It’s not right if you don’t.”


“I can tidy myself up. I’m not a child.”


“You don’t have a mirror. Or any time. Stop being stubborn, just for once.” He fusses a little more. “There. And maybe leave your bag here.”


“I don’t leave my bag anywhere,” I reply, thinking of the other bag and my old notebook. 


“As you say,” he sighs. “Ready?”


“Yes. Obviously.”


“Good.” He takes my arm again and we walk down the steps together. A few of the teachers look up to watch us arrive. I notice they nod a pleasant smile to Huang, but not so much to me. 


“Don’t be embarrassed,” Huang whispers to me. “They know you don’t go to temple, but look like you know what you’re doing and they’ll ignore you.”


“What am I doing? Camel’s teeth, Huang. What do we do in this ceremony? I don’t have to dance, do I?”


Huang grins. “I bet you look funny when you dance,” he grins. 


“Shut up, Huang.”


He leads me to a spot near the back of the group. “This’ll do.”


“What’s the point of this, anyway?” I whisper. “Did anyone here know Renba?”


“Doesn’t matter. If you didn’t, maybe you will.”


“When he comes back, you mean?”


Huang shrugs. “And it’s been a big shock to everyone. He wasn’t old at all. For his heart to stop on the stairs, just like that… Everyone’s upset. This is a way to bring us all together. Now, hush, Myari’s coming.”


And so she is, dressed in long, flowing robes with florid and intertwining patterns: rivers and leaves and light. She approaches the base of the tree and steps up carefully onto a little podium that has been placed there. I see her scan the crowd and find me; she nods a delicate little nod of approval. 


“Friends,” she begins, opening her hands wide. “Brothers and sisters. Thank you all for coming. Today we gather to recommend our brother Janniqi Renba to the rivers, in anticipation of his eventual return. I know Janniqi will be honoured to know so many of you came to bid him farewell.”


Huang squeezes my arm unexpectedly. “Are you all right?” he hisses.


“Yes?” But I’m not, I’m almost falling, like I’m suddenly so tired I can’t stand up. “It’s just… after where I’ve been… so many people.”


“You should come to Temple more often. When you’re back on Iox, I mean. See people.”


“I don’t believe in the Loop, Huang. You know that.”


Myari is still talking. “... Janniqi’s work here at the University changed many things, more than many of you may know. And his absence from us, however brief it may be, will be keenly felt...”


“It doesn’t matter what you believe. You’d be welcome, all the same,” Huang whispers. “You’ve always been welcome there. I’ve… I’ve saved a space for you every time.”


Myari has opened a small book. She holds it up in one hand. For a moment I think it’s a Mazwai and she’s doing a reading, but it’s not. It’s some kind of list of Renba’s accomplishments, his progress through the University. It reads like a fraction of a life: he was welcomed into one corridor, and moved to another, before he went downstairs to the catacombs where he did most of his work.


“They should have let the robots come,” I murmur. “They were his friends.”


“They don’t have souls,” Huang repeats. “This isn’t for Renba. This is for us.”


“You’re mad. The Loop temple is a trick. A thief. It takes and it doesn’t give back.”


“It got you here, didn’t it? To Iox?”


“I got myself here.”


Huang shrugs. 


“I’ve dug ancient houses out of the dust on forgotten moons,” I whisper nastily. “The Loop didn’t save those people and it won’t save you.”


He doesn’t let go of my arm. If anything, he holds me closer. “Aliya, don’t you have faith in anything? How do you keep going?”


“Sheer force of will.”


“But that’s what faith is.” He relaxes his grip on my arm but doesn’t release it. “But I’ll keep holding you up. When did you last eat?”


“... I’m not sure.”


“There’ll be food afterwards. Stay for that. I’m glad you came, Aliya.”


“... So am I, I suppose.” After the empty graveyard, to be surrounded by people feels warm, like holding my hands up to a brazier. People, gathered in silence to remember together: such a pointless activity, and yet so beautiful. In three hundred years’ time this plaza will be empty and covered in sand, or rebuilt, or full of Elborethians with market stalls… who can say? But right now, we are here, together, holding hands, to remember just one who has gone. “But he didn’t die on Iox,” I continue. “Honestly, I don’t think he’s dead at all.”


“That’s not funny,” Huang replies. “And keep your voice down.”


“… What’s she holding?”


Myari has bent down to lift a glass object from the floor. It is an hourglass inside a frame of black metal wires. She turns it over and holds it up.


“What’s inside that?”


Huang doesn’t want to answer. He’s standing tight-lipped, eyes respectfully forward, hoping I’ll guess. Inside the hourglass, thick grey sand is slowing trickling down.


“Are those supposed to be Renba’s ashes?” Huang says nothing, which I take to be a yes. “Huang, whether Renba’s dead or not, I know for a fact Myari doesn’t have his ashes.”


“Aliya, stop.” Huang drops my arm, quite suddenly. “Just stop. We’re not your enemies. I’m not your enemy. I’m your oldest friend. Just… shut up, for once.”


He’s still whispering, but loud enough that two scholars in front of us in the crowd turn around. Huang bows his head apologetically, but they aren’t looking at him. I bow my head too. This is their way. They might be as deluded as the water-worshippers on Maersi; but it does no good to humiliate anyone.


“I’m sorry, Huang,” I whisper, slowly, clearly, carefully. “I’m tired and shaken up.”


He takes my arm again. “Sing with us. It’ll help.”


“Really? I don’t know…”


The song has already started. It’s a melody I’ve never heard before, not in all my years here. The words are unfamiliar too: some strange forgotten language, or else they’re nothing but shapes of sound. But for the first time, the high featureless walls of Iox seem to come alive. Echoes pass the sound back and forth around us, hand over hand, filling the space with a multiplying music that branches and grows like the Great Tree itself. One voice becomes many voices, the same words sung at different times, and those many echoes join with many voices to become a crowd, making each of us more than what we are. Words and song rise together to the rivers to greet Renba and to join him on his travels through the waters so that he won’t be alone. And I don’t know the words and I can’t sing a strong note without my lungs giving way to empty breath but I can still hear myself and my own voice within the chorus; within the multitude of voices; none significant and every one special. 


“The Loop sustains all. Those that are gone will return and those that return will depart,” Myari declares, and then she turns and carries the hourglass to one of the waterways. She opens the lid and pours whatever is inside away. It disappears into the stream and is gone, and when Myari comes back it is with a smile, as if a piece of welcome news has just arrived, and she begins to move through the crowd, clasping hands one by one, warmer and more generous than I have ever seen her.


Huang still hasn’t let go of my arm so I slide my elbow carefully free, but I spare him a smile as I do it. He doesn’t seem to mind. “Are we done?”


“We’re done. How do you feel?”


“Better. A little better.”


He nods. “The Loop sustains all, Aliya, whether you believe in it or not. Isn’t that wonderful?”


“It does sound wonderful. Oh, Huang? Did you make anything of that page I gave you?”


“By the Loop,” he replies quickly. “A little! Enough to know it isn’t Mazwai, or anything like Mazwai. Do you know who wrote it?”


“An Emperor, I think. The last Emperor.”


“That’s not possible. The Ancient script was lost by the time of the Fall. How would he have known how to write it?”


“He didn’t. I think he learned it from a hermit, one in a long line of hermits, living outside of the reach of the Empire. Continuing older ways.”


“You have to tell me exactly where you found it. It’s the strangest thing...”


“I will. I will! I promise. But you won’t believe me.”


“I might, you know...”


“You still won’t.” I squeeze his elbow and he beams. “But here’s Myari.” 


“Aliya, you came.” The Professor has weaved a path through the crowd to grasp me by the shoulders. “I hoped you would but I didn’t think…”


“Did you wait for me?”


“No. I know you like to plan and theorise, my dear, but sometimes even you must allow for the existence of luck. But I am glad, so, so glad you could be here.”


She releases my shoulders only to take my hands, and she clasps them tightly. I try to smile but more than anything I want to ask what was inside the hourglass. I want to tell her that I know she knows Renba is alive. That he’s still working for her. That she told him to take the Crown from Oroi’s workshop. 


“Aliya? What’s the matter?”


I don’t say any of those things. I smile instead.


“Nothing. You just seem… so happy.”


“I am. I am. You remember, when I asked you for your help, I was concerned for Janniqi. But I know, now, that he is where he should be. And Huang has told me what you found out there! The Loop sustains us all, Aliya. We have been studying Mazwai, copy after copy, for years, to understand the Ancient writing: so that now we can read the Emperor’s words and understand it all. You have done better than I could ever have hoped.”


Huang looks down at the ground, expecting me to be angry with him. I don’t even trouble to spare him a look.


“Renba found it,” I reply tightly. “I only followed his trail.”


“Renba did not know what he had found. You did. That’s why you gave it to Huang and not to me. You needed to be sure. This is why you came to Iox. This is why you went to Elboreth; to find that ship of yours. Aliya. The Loop sustains all, do you see?” She’s shaking my hands so vigorously. Her eyes are shining. “We will talk through it properly once the two of you have understood it all. But now, eat, drink, rest, talk.” She waves a hand at the assembled group. “Meet some of your fellows here.”


“I can’t stay long, Professor. I’ve found something else…”


“There’s time, Aliya. We have time now. That which was lost will be found.”


“You really think… this one paper? You haven’t even read it…”


“I have never been as certain of anything. Except, perhaps, of you. My beloved daughter.” There is a tear in her eye. “Through everything, so strong.”


With one last squeeze of my hands, she lets me go and moves quickly off into the crowd. I stare after her, open mouthed.
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“Children! Children! The rest time is over. Please. Up! Stretch your arms. Your legs. Good. Now, go out into the yard. There is digging to be done. Lady Aki will help you. Off you go. Off you go! … Aliya, dear? Come here. Over here. Sit by me a moment.”


“Lady Icabo? Shouldn’t I go? With the others?”


“In a moment, yes. First, sit. I’d like you to read to me. You can do that, can’t you?”


“I can. The others think I can’t, but I can.”


“What do they say, the others?”


“They think I just remember the story from when you read it, or one of the other ladies. But I don’t. It speaks to me. That’s reading. The words on the page speak to me. They have voices. I can hear them and tell you what they say, because I can read.”


“I thought so, my dear. Here. This is the book I was reading from. Can you continue the story?”


“I don’t like this story. It’s scary.”


“It has a happy ending, I promise. Perhaps if you read on, we can hear the happy ending together.”


“All right. But will you hold my hand?”


“I will.”


“From here?”


“From wherever you like, dear.”


“The small boat rocked on violet – violently – on the waters. The girl was sure she would fall overboard and be lost, the way she had lost her necklace the day before. But then, in the sky, she saw something. A large bird, white as broken ice, with wings as wide as the arms of her boat… Who are you?”


“Do you mind if I sit here and listen?”


“Lady Icabo, is she allowed to be here?”


“Yes, Aliya. This lady is my guest.”


“I came to hear you read.”


“I can read, you know. The others don’t believe me...”


“Of course you can. I can see that, and it makes sense to me.”


“I just know how to do it.”


“Naturally. Please. Read on. I like hearing your voice.”


“The eagle was following the water, but it carried something in its mouth. A large creature with a long tail, like a piece of loose string. The eagle flew lower… I feel sorry for the lion.”


“How do you know it is a lion, dear?”


“It says so there. On the page. Do you see?”


“So it does. You were reading all the way down there already?”


“It’s more slow reading out loud. I don’t mind doing it, but I’m faster in my head.”


“Naturally.”


“Are you going?”


“Our visitor is a very busy lady.”


“But you will see me again, I think. Perhaps in a year or two. I will look in to see how you are getting on.”


“Oh. You can come again tomorrow, if you’d like. I don’t mind reading to you…”


“Thank you. I would like that. But to come here is a long journey for me.”


“A long journey? Do you live in Godsfeet? I hear it isn’t very nice there.”


“Aliya!”


“No, no. Don’t chide the child, it’s a sensible question. I come from a little further away than that. We will meet again, that is a promise. Lady Icabo, I thank you and commend you.”


“Did you see what you hoped to see, Lady?”


“I did. I confess, it is quite beautiful to behold. Thank you for all that you do. I will see that the Orphanage is well-stocked in the coming full season.”


“Thank you. We all benefit from your kindness.”


“It is my duty, but you are very welcome to it. Good faith.” 


“Lady Icabo? … Who was that lady?”


“It doesn’t matter. Forget about it, child, and go and do your work in the garden.”


“Don’t you want to hear the rest of the story?”


“No, I don’t. The ending isn’t nearly happy enough. I’d rather the girl went home, lit a fire and drank hot sour-apple juice, wouldn’t you?”


“That lady, Lady Icabo. Does she have children? She doesn’t wear a scarf. But I thought… she didn’t seem to know what children can do.”


“You are very observant.”


“Have I been rude?”


“No, but you did well to wait until she had gone before you asked. The lady did have a child, I believe. A little girl who died. But it was some time ago now.”


“She seemed sad. Like she was still sad.”


“I thought so too. Now, go outside and work with your hands, my dear, and forget all about her. Go and find little Oroi and see if you can both get as muddy as you can.”


“Yes, Lady Icabo. I’ll tell her you said to!” 
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Six finds me by the tree, after the people have gone. Even Huang has given up trying to apologise and crawled off to bed. I have an empty cup on the floor beside me, and a cloth covered in crumbs and seeds from cakes and sweetbread.


“Mistress?”


“I think I finally understand, Six. It’s a bit dizzying. I finally know what I’m doing here. On Iox, I mean. It’s … crazy. But I do understand.”


“I see, Mistress. And does it help?”


“I think… I think it does. I’ve always wondered if there was something I needed to do… to earn my place here. To keep it. If I had to find something, or learn something, or be good enough. But that’s all wrong. I don’t need to do anything. I have a place here whatever I do. Myari always said so, and it’s true.”


“You are a member of the University.”


“It’s more than that. I’m family, Six. That’s why I’m here. Huang told me that Myari had a daughter, and that she died when she was very young. Myari sent the girl back to the rivers and then went looking for her return. Because of the Loop. And she came to the Orphanage on Elboreth and she found me. I remember. I was pretending I could read.”


“You believed you were able to read Ancient?”


“And that. And I couldn’t, but I acted like I could. And the more Myari got to know me, the more she believed I was who she wanted me to be. Until she brought me here, and told everyone here that I really was who she thought I was.”


“Her daughter?”


“Her daughter, returned from the rivers, yes. And that’s it. That’s all. That’s why I’m here.” 


“And are you her daughter?” Six asks.


“… I have no idea. That’s the dizzying part. What if I am?” I shake my head. “I mean, who I am to say all these people are wrong about their Loop? You remember when we were in the graveyard, Six, and the Empress told me that word?”


“Do not say it!”


“I won’t. I don’t even know if I remember it. But I do remember what she said about it. She called it a high truth. She said if anyone learned it, Iox would fall. But Myari knows it. I’m sure she does. You asked Oroi what happened to my first robot, Six: well, Myari took it. She took it over completely. I’d always thought she was just its primary user but she wasn’t – that robot had been stuck under Elboreth for a thousand years. It didn’t even know what Iox was. But now I get it. She used the word. So, I don’t know; maybe she is the Empress reborn, and that’s how she knows? Maybe I am her daughter? She’s as good as my mother now, anyway.” My hand has gone of its own accord to the necklace around my neck. “Did you know, she gave this to me? It’s said to have belonged to Mazwai herself. It opens the hatch on the Nightingale, but Myari didn’t know that. She says she didn’t even know the ship existed.”


“A most curious coincidence.”


“Is it? It seems like it must be… but how can it be?” I grunt in annoyance. “But if she thinks I’m going to be the next Mazwai, she’s mistaken. I’m not writing another copy of that accursed book.”


“If you are the daughter of the Empress, Mistress, you can order Huang to write it. You will be heir to the Nebula.”


“You’re right.” I can’t help smirking. “Can you imagine?”


“Yes,” Six answers. “I was there when you put on the Crown.”


“Stop it,” I reply sharply, my smile disappearing. “It isn’t funny.”


“Mistress?” Six asks. “Will we be staying on Iox, now?”


I consider that for a moment, but then I shake my head. “No. Even if I do belong here… a home is a place to return to. It’s not the place where you have to be. We’re going out again. We’re going to follow the path. The one inside you, to the Withering Palace and the seat of the First Empress. Do you know what they called the founding of the Empire? The dawn. It’s a word that means ‘the lighting of a fire in darkness’. If the Emperors knew a darkness was coming, maybe a dawn was their way to stop it. Where is the Palace, Six? How far do we have to go?”


“It is a long sail, Mistress. We must sail through Eagle’s Pass, then skirt the boundary of the Sanctuary until we reach the Withering Ways. I believe there are large sections of ice there. I sincerely hope the Nightingale is capable of navigating such waters.”


“The Withering Palace is in the Withering Ways? I wonder if the Palace is named after the confluence, or if it goes the other way around?”


“The name of the confluence is likely to be very old, Mistress…”


“... but if anyone could rename a whole region of the Nebula to suit them, it’d be the First Empress of the Holy Ioxian Empire.” Then I yawn, quite suddenly. Today I have visited death twice, and now, fed and relaxed, I’m finally hit by the exhaustion that always follows fear. 


“Mistress, you are tired. Let us return to the ship. I will sail.”
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Six wakes me gently. Silvery light is playing outside the window. “I have taken us as far as the edge of Eagle’s Pass, Mistress. You were sleeping and we were making good time, and… I find sailing to be quite an enjoyable exercise. I hope you do not mind.”


“I don’t.” I sit up, and swing one foot out of the hammock. “Where do we go from here?”


“The river begins to branch significantly. I do not have a clear picture of the various routes the rivers take, although they lead, I think, to wildly different end points. Some curve around as far as Renaki. Others feed back to the Wires. A few lead into the Withering Ways.”


“But you know the way?”


“I think I will know the turnings as they present themselves, Mistress.”


“Then you shout, and I’ll steer.”


I cross the cabin, holding the rope overhead to balance myself against the jerking side-to-side motion. When I sail, the ship glides, like a leaf pulled along a twisting watercourse. When Six sails, the ship jack-knifes like a startled fish. But the robot is learning. Its touch on the tiller is more delicate than it once was. It seems to be getting enough practice.


“Additionally, Mistress, might I suggest that we move slowly and with caution. To overshoot might cause a considerable detour…”


“Understood.” I climb the ladder, still sleepy, and twist open the handles a little. The sails fall to about halfway and fill. “Ready?”


“No, Mistress. This is unwise and we should not be doing it. There are ice floes in the water that we must avoid. There is no hard guarantee of a return flow. We have no map. And there is a monster.”


“Sounds like you’re ready. You’ve thought it all through.”


“Indeed. That is my curse, Mistress, yes.”


I pull my arms forward, scooping up a little water, and then I open them wide. The current floods the sails and draws us forward. The flow is strong. Ahead, somewhere, lies the Withering Palace; a secret place that marks the beginning of the Empire and perhaps the beginning of the Loop itself. 


“Let’s go.”


I am the eagle, and I fly towards the light of dawn on ancient wings.










 

qay1 qvye sJd qod v rsfu lys 

qay1 qvye sJd v Cyqw qtpi solyn 

E Cyqw qtpi lys slyfn

qtpi K rvwlyfn rtl cytg fvyw ly1 cyjk

ly1 cyjk soJ vyu 25i3 qsJ fos sue qkt qfay1

ly1 cyjk sowfi vyw qgd v rtl cytg qta soFyJi vyw svwayuj

byi sowc svwayuj qta

qwxqwi v Bym soIm rvufvu Bba qsa

qtpi oK rvy1 qpixqei

rvyt byi sowcyqpi rvwlyfn rtl cytg rvufvu rqfp cypk

byi soep wcyfn fE fos sep wcyn

 

Fragment of a dense page of Ancient text

Recovered by Aliya Elasra, writer unknown, untranslated
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This novel is also available in paperback, hardback and dust-jacket editions. 
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