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There was a tale we were told as children, as we sat in a circle around the flowing hem of the Lady’s robe: a tale in which a beautiful girl angered a vengeful God and was cast into a deep sleep, so deep it was as though she lay unconscious at the bottom of a dry, forgotten well. 


There she stayed, as the years flew past like dried leaves in a gale, and the trees grew and fell, and cities paced their slow dance across the surface of the land, until finally, the girl was awoken, confused and only dimly aware of what had changed.


I recall the Lady leaning down over us, wagging a finger crooked and ringed with age and asking us what, did we suppose, would be the first thing that such a traveller might see on their return to the waking world from the dark water of their dreams?


We knew the answer, of course. We chorused it out. A sleeper can only be awoken by the face of their one true love. A single kiss to break the spell. 


It was like that for me.






Introduction to the Raven’s Book

trans. Aliya Elasra
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THE RAVEN’S BOOK — I






Translator’s note: the text has been rewritten into readable Ioxian from the original, highly formal Ancient phrasing, but an effort has been made to retain the writer’s style. Some additional attribution for dialogue has been inserted; the writer’s preference was raw speech. 


Names have been left untranslated throughout the text, except in cases where they are unambiguous, such as the names for Elboreth and Iox.
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“Can you hear me? Are you… awake?” 

“I can. I am.”

The kiss comes from the tip of a chisel. I remember the cold edge of it precisely, so gently applied. 

“By the Goddess! You can speak?”

“Of course I can speak.” My face feels numb, my tongue and lips so dry I cannot taste anything. “Now I’m that awake.”

The smile that breaks across the girl’s face is like light through a keyhole. It beams out, unstoppable. Laughter follows. 

“That’s good. That’s so very, very good.”

“But I can’t move. Please, tell me, why can’t I move?”

“Try not to be afraid. You’ve been here a long time, I think. I’ll try to get you free, but I’m going to have to do it carefully. Then we can see… how you are.”

There are tears in my eyes. “Thank you.” I try to look around. I want to know where I am. But I can see nothing except the girl’s face. It fills my vision like a fire in the dark. Yet, as I slowly wake, I do begin to feel. I sense her careful fingers working around the edges of my body.

“I can’t feel my legs.”

“Your legs?”

“I can’t feel them!” 

She pauses a moment, then resumes her work. “I see. Just… give me time. I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“Thank you,” I say again. I mean it. I try to smile back, but I’m not sure if she can see. It’s like I’m peeking through a cracked-open door. Perhaps it is only my eyelids, half-open, and they, too, are encased in stone. Either way, she doesn’t interrupt her careful work. 

After a while, I ask another question, because I want to hear her voice again. 

“Do you have a name?” 

“I do. I’m duyfujw. And you?” Another gentle tap of the chisel. “Do you have a name?”

“Of course.” And I would tell her, but the fact is, my mind is still adrift on the rivers and I cannot land the ship on which I sail. “How long was I asleep?”

“Do you remember it? Going to sleep, I mean?” She lifts something from my skin: I feel the sudden touch of cold air, strange and indelicate.

“The last thing I remember… is nothing at all. No.” There are memories, only they do not tell my story. They are more like those things that are left behind when a person has moved away from a house. “I remember being a child.”

“A child?” She turns her chisel aside for a moment to look at me properly. She is frowning. “You remember being a child? Like me?”

“Yes,” I reply, more confidently now. “As clearly as if it were happening now. I remember sitting in the Orphanage with the other children. We were being told a story about a sleeping woman who is woken by a thief who steals her heart. The woman reading to us is wearing a long grey dress. I remember looking out of the window at the rivers and wondering if a thief would ever come for me.” The words are coming more easily now, each one encouraging the next to rise from its bed and shake itself awake. “And then one did. A thief came to the Orphanage and I was taken away.”

“Oh, yes? And where were you taken?”

“I was taken to Iox. The thief wasn’t a thief, really. She was a woman who believed me to be her daughter. I wasn’t, but she treated me like I was all the same. She raised me until I was old enough to run away.” 

The chisel lifts again and resumes its course. “Remarkable.” 

“Is it so remarkable? I didn’t know her, you understand.” 

“No, not that,” duyfujw answers. She’s smiling again now, and it looks more natural on her face than the concern of a moment before. “Keep talking. While I work. Tell me what happened next. To this child who ran away.”

“She found a boat. She sailed the rivers that circle the world. Every last one, until she understood the truth underneath the truth, the truth of everything. But no one would believe her, so she sailed it all again to be sure. And finally she sailed to the heart of the world and… and…” 

“Go on.”

But I can’t. The words choke up. They tie themselves around each other and fall. 

“I’m so tired,” I tell her. “I just want to know where I am. How I got here. I want to move my arms and legs.” 

“You poor thing,” duyfujw replies. There is real sadness in her voice; so heavy I can hardly bear it. “You have been here for as long as the time there has been. You have been here for a day past forever.”

“I don’t understand. Why won’t you tell me?”

“I am telling you. Be quiet a moment, and let me work.” She lifts her tools again. She begins to work once more, chip by chip, tiny blow by tiny blow. They fall like the drips that roll from the highest leaves. Over time, these leaves sculpt bowls in the stone steps below without ever seeing the work they do. 

“There was a tree, on Iox,” I tell her. I don’t want to be quiet, as though my thoughts are not my own unless they are spoken aloud. “It grew and grew even as the years repeated. They thought it was a beautiful mystery. But someone built every building on Iox. Someone replaced every cracked tile. Someone carved every bench.”

“Of course.”

“Everything on Iox was made by someone, but Iox chose to forget the makers’ names.”

“On Iox, you say?”

“Have you been to Iox?”

“Me?” The hammer sings on the chisel. Stone flakes flutter like the ice fragments that would gather and fall from the sails when we travelled through Ghosts Wake. duyfujw brushes them off her lap, never losing focus. “No. I’ve not been to Iox.”

“This is Elboreth,” I say. I’m sure of it. I can taste the air. I recognise the sweet smell of sour apple blossom on my rescuer’s clothes.

“You remember it, then?” 

“I remember Elboreth well. I was a child on Elboreth.” I take a moment to enjoy the waters flowing overhead. “It’s my home.”

“Mine too,” duyfujw replies. “But I wonder if you’ll recognise it, after all this time?” 

My attention regains its edge. “Please. You must tell me. How long have I been asleep? What happened to me? Did I collapse? My breathing has always been bad. There was something wrong with my lungs. I couldn’t run the way the other children could, and it never got better. Was that what happened?”

duyfujw doesn’t answer. There is a sound from behind, a footstep I think, and she lowers her chisel immediately. A moment later, she slips both chisel and hammer into the belt around her waist, and she is up on her feet. “I have to go, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here.” She turns and rushes into the darkness that forms a curtain behind her. “I’ll try to return!” she calls. “Don’t worry.”

“Please. Don’t leave me…”

But it is too late. She has fluttered away and is gone. The patches of skin she has uncovered prickle with cold. There are sounds, brought to me like gifts, individually delivered. The rivers above are beautiful and I watch them for a time. I find I am strangely content to wait in this half-wakeful state without concern. I must, I think, be terribly ill.

And still I cannot remember what brought me to this place.
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There is an old story that Elboreth was once a round moon — a globe — that fell like a ripened fruit from a tree so large that it domed the whole Nebula with its spreading branches. But on the skin of this fruit there lived a maggot, a foul creature as fat as a river that ate pure rock. It squirmed across the moon’s surface, chewing away unchallenged until that smooth fruit was reduced to a narrow spindle, as though of a stalk and seeds.

With such feasting the maggot grew larger, and in its slow and stupid way it came to understand it would soon be tempting prey for the hawks that nested in the upper branches of the great tree. So it decided to burrow down into the heart-rock of the mountain to hide. It made its way down, bite by laborious bite. But the deeper it went, the heavier and thicker the rock became, and the slower the maggot moved, and the more it grew from the eating, so no matter how deep it dug, the worm was forever only half in and always half out.

Finally, with jaws aching and the stone ahead as hard as diamond, it could move no further. And that was when the great winged bird — the Eagle, of course — grasped it with its beak and drew it from the rock like a loose thread pulled from a cloth, leaving only the winding, coiling tunnels behind.

We were told this story as children but we had forgotten why. Now I understand. 

Elboreth is a mountain only on the outside. On the inside, it is a hollow thing, as am I.
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I could not move. 

I did not mind waiting, but being unable not to wait was a terror. So while I waited — because I could do nothing else — I tried to distance myself from panic by remembering. I found I could open my memory like it was a box and dig through the treasures within, turning each over as though placing it onto a shelf. 

But the memory I returned to the most was the simplest of all.

I am aboard the ship. Not the vast, echoing, high-chambered ship that sits in the heart of our Nebula like a pit, drawing the waters in. But the small, feather-light ship; part boat and part bird, whose wings are extensions of my shoulders. 

I close my eyes and throw open my arms. Sails blossom, then snap taut as they fill with the current that passes the mouth of the cave. Beyond is a lull through which we must coast, barely skimming the surface the way a stone spins across a pool. Then we start to rise, summoned over a sheer, tilted rock that gives every appearance of having been placed there by some gigantic hand to provide a surprise as we crest its summit. 

For a moment we hang there, indecisive, immobile, and then, a moment later, indecision is gone. We are over, moving downward, charging headlong into fast waters that churn a blinding white. “By the Goddess!” you cry out, grabbing for the beams with both hands and hauling, hauling hard, because to go so fast feels like disaster. But when the contest is between sinew and water, the water always wins, and a flick of the wrist is the smarter option, reefing the sails until the water loses its grip and, grumbling, dissatisfied, it tumbles away down into the lower deep. The prow settles first onto the surface and the stern follows. There is a breath of calm, a space for thought, and then we unfurl the sails once more and pick up speed, ready for the next drop.

I hear the ship sing as I remember her. Creaking and twisting, the beams of wood conspiring to break free of the ropes that hold them back. The whole thing seems like a baby bird in the palm of your hand; the smallest squeeze and it would crumple. But this fledgling refuses to give. It holds its air-filled belly puffed with pride. It bears me as a mother bears a child, and in turn I guide it, through the winding flows that drench these wild skies.

Here in the dark I remember it all. Every narrow bend, every gathered rope and listless ebb. Every trickling droplet on the glass. These moments were so precious to me, but no thief counts their gold when they are stealing it; only after, when the stealing is done. I have known such riches! I have seen places and known movement that others do not know to exist. It would be enough, if only that was all there was!

But there is more to come. More that has not yet been revealed. I am anxious to greet this new future. I am waiting: I am good at waiting, but I do not like it. I still cannot move. 
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There are footsteps, and a scrabbling of tools against rock, and the total darkness breaks into the dim grey glow of a riverlight lamp. “You’re still here,” duyfujw murmurs. “I’m so glad. I’m sorry I left before. The tunnel was collapsing. I wasn’t supposed to be down here. I was scared I would be trapped.”

“But you found a way out?”

“I did. And then I did not come back. I was scared you would be gone, and then, I was scared I had made you up. Nothing more than a story to make me less alone in the dark! And then today, quite by accident, I found another way in. These tunnels! There are more of them than anyone knows, and they are all tangled up. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. But I had to. I had to know if you were real.”

“And? Am I real?”

She laughs. “You seem to be. Hold still. This time, I will get you free, I promise. I’m better with my tools now, you’ll see.”

I have no choice but to hold still, but now that I have a reason to do it, I do it gladly. 

“How did you get like this?” she asks as she works. I tell her only that I do not know, but I am remembering a story, something I once read, about a king with three daughters and a crack in a wall. “I think I can get you out,” she says. “I’m sure I can.”

“I can wait,” I tell her, truthfully. “I have been sailing. In my mind. I have been sailing the rivers.”

“The rivers? The rivers above?”

“I have been sailing them, and seeing the Nebula again. Have you ever sailed?”

“I haven’t.”

“Would you like to?”

“I don’t understand,” she says. “The rivers are up there and we are down here. How could one sail on them? It doesn’t make sense.”

“You have never seen a boat?” I ask. “But surely… This is Elboreth. Everything that comes to Elboreth comes here by boat?”

“Boats are from stories,” she says, with great assuredness. “Like thief bands and kind kings. I like stories, but a story never came true.”

“Except me.”

“You’re not a story. You’re real."

“You are wrong there,” I tell her. “I’m here because, once, a story came true. A story that was told by a woman who sailed the rivers, as I did. Who explored every flow and motion of the Nebula. I read the story and I followed it. Her name was dBsgj, and though my path has been long and confusing, it is what has brought me here, to you.”

“I don’t understand,” she says. “I will set you free. But I don’t want to rush. Perhaps you can tell me this story, while I work? I don’t want to cause you harm.”

“I will tell it,” I reply. “Word for word.” 

I close my eyes again so that I can better remember the pages, thick with symbols. I read with a finger that moves patiently, never skipping ahead or falling behind. 

“Stories,” I begin, “do not have tidy beginnings. The past is always present. What came before us is around us. It is in the air and water, and it guides us with an invisible pull we cannot see or feel. But we follow. As surely as a leaf follows the wind or a root digs down for moisture.”

“I like this story,” she says. “But I hope it has a monster in it, and a romance.”

“It has both those things,” I tell her, truthfully. “The only thing it is lacking is an end, for no true story can ever truly end. It can only begin again.”
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Here I will write down my own beginning, at last. My name is dijxmDk, and I was born on Elboreth, in the time after the Holy Ioxian Empire, when the Protectorate that followed held a score of moons in its yoke like the ropes gathered in a sailor’s fist. I was first a girl and then a woman. I write these words in the language of truth, in the hope that truth will emerge from them, just as water poured across a muddy lump can reveal a patterned urn or a golden coin with a long-forgotten face. 

Because what happened to me when I entered the heart of the Heaven’s Vault is something I have never been able to explain, not even to duyfujw. But the truth must be contained within these words I write. Where else can it lie? Like an astronomer plotting the movement of a distant star, I will lay these marks out until the pattern becomes clear. 

It must and so it shall, and I have the time to find it.
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I’m perched on the outer wall of Elboreth’s second level, biting into a sour apple plucked from the overhanging branch of a tree rooted in the churning waters below. There used to be more trees: some fell in the first days of the flood, their roots dug up by the spiralling water and their trunks borne away by the current like bodies from a battlefield. Others went later, tilting and leaning before finally, with a crashing sigh, giving in. 


Each tree we lose is like rigging cut aboard a ship. The whole mountain will, one day, simply fly apart. We’d better eat all the sour apples we can, fast; soon there will be none left. Then again, this one’s gone already. It’s as soft inside as turned milk. 


Away on Renaki, I reflect, Oroi must be enjoying better. I saw piles of winecherries there, boxes on boxes, so many that the bottom layer would have turned to wine by the time the top layers were eaten. And there were thick-skinned oranges too, heaped like stones in a builder’s bucket; ripe and succulent little suns. I could have stayed and enjoyed them too. I could have left the heart of the Nebula to its bitter sleep. But I didn’t, and now I’m stuck here, and so I take a second and third bite of my fetid apple because it’d be disloyal not to, and then I spit the flesh over the wall into the water below because it’s too putrid to swallow. 


Encircling Elboreth, where once a lazy, distant river ambled by, there is now a high pool. You can lean down and touch it from the top of the wall that surrounds the Catkis Yard. It’s calm; the surface is mirror-like. Some of the older children have tried jumping in and are figuring out how to swim. Others lie on floating planks and use shovels and baskets to paddle about. But not even the bravest or the most furious dare to go out as far as the bank of rocks that mark the edge of the Wires, where the water splits and shatters and tumbles out of sight to join the wider waters beyond. 


Elboreth sits in an untrustworthy truce, encircled on all sides by violent rages that never sleep.


Six is loitering close at hand, but the robot, once so restless and intrusive with its questions and demands that we move on, now barely speaks. It’s thinking things over, off in its own head. It doesn’t twitch like a dreamer or shift weight from foot to foot like a man waiting for a friend, but stands as stock still as a barrel, wherever it happens to be. Perhaps it’s listening. Perhaps it’s sorting through the knowledge it keeps in little drawers inside its labyrinthine mind. Or perhaps robots are — as Oroi always said — like every other machine, and they don’t do anything unless they’ve been asked to, the way a bottle doesn’t fill itself and a mangle doesn’t nip at the clothes of passers-by like a goat. Perhaps I only find robots aggravating because I’ve been unlucky enough to get six crazy ones in a row: five of which Iox gave to me because they couldn’t cope with them for themselves. 


“Six?”


“Mistress.”


“What are you doing? Right now. Are you watching me?”


The robot adjusts its pivots like an old woman resettling her bones on a hard stool. “I apologise, Mistress. Have I done something wrong?”


“I don’t know.” I work a bit of apple skin from between my teeth with a fingernail. “Probably.”


“Yes, Mistress.” The robot falls silent again. I consider throwing my apple core at it. The old Six would have answered back. Belittled me. Put me down. This new one doesn’t seem to care. It’s sad, in a way, and more than that, it’s annoying. Like I’m beneath its attention.


“The fruit is rotten,” I tell it. “Like the tree is flooded on the inside.” 


“I do not know how trees function, Mistress. But I would assume the trunks are rivers fed by small tributaries arising from the roots. If so, a flood below might cause a flood within.”


“So you’re saying I’ve killed every tree in the Nebula? Every field? Every plant?”


“That is clearly an extrapolation beyond the evidence, Mistress.” The robot unfolds one arm; a smooth rotation at the elbow joint counterbalanced by a wave of rapid, disconnected little micro-adjustments, just so it can point across the yard and prove me wrong. “For example, there is another tree over there.”


There is, and it’s growing well. The truth is the light that now bathes Elboreth each day seems to suit the plants. Leaves the colour of rust are turning the green of corroded copper. 


“I wonder how the tree on Iox is doing.” I stare back over the wall to the wild sky beyond, as though I might be able to catch a glimpse of the University, but of course Iox is well beyond the mists, even now. As I watch, a large white bird lifts itself from a rooftop on the level below and beats out across the floodwater, diving low then rising up. I wonder for a moment if it will go further, out into this new sea of ours. The birds never went so far before, but now that there is more water, perhaps there is more air for them to fly through as well? Perhaps the birds will start to roost on the distant rocks. Perhaps they will carry sour apple seeds out there to grow where no one can reach them, so that their heavy, waving branches can taunt us when we finally give in and starve.


“Aliya!”


I steer my gaze sharply aside, up from the water and back to the robot. Its stance is unchanged but its tone has become as flat as a hearthstone. 


“Six?” The robot never calls me by my name, even now. “Who is it? Who’s speaking?”


I realise I’m tense. I’m dreading that it will be her, returned from the Vault. We abandoned her there, bodiless, but it’s not like we sealed her away. That she might stay locked up seems too much to hope for. In every story about demons, they are never content to lie down and die. The claws on their feet itch too much for that. She was always a vindictive creature, and now she is one who knows my name. 


“Aliya! You’re wasting time!”


“Who is this? Is this Myari?”


The robot doesn’t answer. The message rumbles on. “We’ve closed the gate to hold back the water. But I want you to come. Come home. You belong here, at my side. I know you can find a way. Use the robot. But hurry. I need you, Aliya. You have to be here, at the end. It’s important. You won’t let me down, I know.”


I sigh. “That’s Myari.”


“Yes, Mistress,” Six replies, taking a moment to rotate and face me. “She has no expectation of a reply and has provided no further data from which to extrapolate a conversational model. She has said all she wishes to say.” 


“No point asking questions? Or arguing back?”


“None at all.”


Always the last word. “You can tell her I’m never going back,” I reply. 


“Yes, Mistress. I will attempt to deliver the reply, but I do not know if she will receive it.”


My amusement dries away. “It doesn’t matter. She knows already.” 


The sun has gone now, slipping below the great dome of the Council, pausing only to paint its borders in glowing bronze. It is a colour that never existed in this Nebula before the clouds broke apart.


I turn, and toss the remainder of the apple away over the wall, as high and far as I can manage. It hits the water and sinks without a trace.


There is nothing that could persuade me to go back to Iox. Nothing. Even if I had a ship.
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The building above the Nightingale’s hangar has been re-opened. The hangar itself is empty, of course, except for a film of water that washes gently in and out. When the sun reaches the right angle it turns the chamber floor into a blinding mirror too brilliant to look at, but sometimes I sit on an overturned crate or whatever and enjoy the heat on my face with eyes closed. There is the gentlest mist, and there are no voices, only the endless, rolling echo of the river as it passes the opening. It is as though history itself has stopped and we’re trapped in a single, beautiful moment; a fly caught in the glistening sap of a tree.


The building above this chamber is pretty fine, too. There are twelve rooms, arranged in groups of four across three levels. The walls are painted throughout in halves: above waist height, a solid block of pale colour, with the lower half a mural of arcs and waves and flows. The place is largely furnished, too, with tables, chairs, cupboards and empty bookshelves, all waiting to hold meals and visitors and cups and books again. This building has always been called the catokisang, though it was abandoned and was only used as a landmark because the dome on top is visible from almost everywhere in the city. The name is commonly mispronounced as ‘Council’. People spoke of it in hushed tones when I was a girl. It was said to be a haunted place, a building whose dead had chosen not to return to the waters and instead wandered the halls, telling their stories to the empty air. 


Since the gates were opened I have checked every room, first by riverlight lantern and then by sunlight. I have thrown open the ancient shutters one by one. There is no one here. The one ghost this place did have — Talliin — has moved outside.


I have started to try and fill the halls with life, but it’s slow work. I am one woman and one robot, and I have lost so much of what I had aboard the Nightingale that I don’t know how to even begin replacing it. There are only so many rooms I can fill at one time (and I’m used to living in a single cabin, so it seems strange to leave my shoes in one room and my belts in another). I throw open the doors and invite others in during the day, who use the space for teaching and planning, and for the endless talking that seems to be needed now there are so many people living so close together. I keep one room to sleep in (but I don’t like it; the bed doesn’t move), and one room where I think. The door to that last room is one I often find myself steering away from. I can go whole days preferring to trace the paintwork in the corridors rather than facing my own unguarded thoughts on the empty page. 


I am supposed to be writing a book. I told Talliin that I would and Talliin promised me he would find a way to have it printed, so that we can send copies to the other moons. But what have I got to say? I have spent my whole life trying to understand the history of the Nebula, but the Nebula I studied has gone, so what use is that understanding now? What does the truth inside the Heaven’s Vault matter now that the waters are here for everyone to see? Perhaps what happened once should be understood to prevent it happening again — the Ladies would always say this to children when they fell off things — but under the light of this strange new sun, everything looks so different, it is hard to believe any of the old wisdoms still apply. Colours are brighter, shadows are deeper, and the waters around us are so wild they throw arcs of colour into the air at twilight. To write about the past seems to be like trying to bring it back, when I should be looking forwards, to whatever the future might now be. 


Or so it seems today. I pick my pen up so I can hurl it down again and then I leave my study to pace the empty rooms. The day has gone: my visitors have gone. No one’s waiting to ask me anything. Six has returned to the Catkis Yard, as surely as a drunkard falls to the bottom of another glass. These days when I need its help, I have to go and get it. So much for its precious Ethical Core: it shirks its duties by staying out of sight of me.


I go down to the hangar and kick at the water. It’s a finger-width deep. I could strip off and stride out and swim, safe in the knowledge that I would be able to clamber back. But I’m too scared. I’m old enough to believe that only the dead travel the waters without a ship. The children who splash in the flood pool only do so because they’re too young to know better.


Anyway, it’s freezing cold. 


There are no answers here, so I stamp back up the passage from the hangar to the lower hallway that was once all I knew of this place, leaving wet footprints behind. Then I open the large wooden door whose key, lost for centuries, now hangs on the ring at my belt. I climb the wide stairs to the entranceway, whose floor is tiled with blue octagons and red glass squares and whose walls are painted with wide winding kolia trees. Once out of the main door, I have no choice but to turn downhill, because the Council sits on the summit of Elboreth’s mountain. Some people greet me as I pass them by — good faith, Tienreya, they say, even those who have known me all my life. Others choose to look away: to them I’m still an Ioxian. But I stop for neither. For no one. 


Before, when I didn’t know how to move forwards, I would go back to Iox instead, to get into a mess with Myari until I found a reason to storm off again. But if I’m really not going there — if I’m never going there, ever again — then the truth is I don’t know what to do.


I’ve lost my path, and I don’t like it. I always knew who I was and what I needed to do next. I always knew who I was about to pick a fight with. Now all my arguments are won. I need someone to chart the stars of my heart’s song, or toss bird bones into a copper dish for me.


(There is an old story about a miser who tends her precious front yard so closely that she plucks the leaf and stem from every weed that dares to work its way in through the gates. Eventually the plants have nowhere else to go but inside her house, and her floor becomes a wild lawn of flowers and bees.)


I am a solution without a problem. To say it another way — and I know it, I can feel it — I am more likely than ever to do something stupid really soon, and get myself into even worse trouble than ever. 


Like any orphan — like Oroi — my greatest fear is finding myself in a place from which I cannot escape, because I do not believe anyone will ever come to my rescue.

H







In the square that used to be the Labourer’s Market, I roll over a barrel to sit beside Talliin. This is where he’s chosen to be — halfway up and halfway down — a point where all the alleys meet. He is a spider in the middle of his web. He says he records the day’s trades and determines what needs to be shipped in and out of the Catkis Gate to the other moons across the Protectorate, but what we see him doing is nothing at all. He stands in one place, face alight during the day and hidden overnight. Talking to him is oddly like talking to a plant. I don’t mind. I’ve always liked his company, anyway.


Tonight, we don’t talk, not for a long while. There’s nothing much to be said. Talliin settles petty disputes between the metalworkers and the dressmakers all day, every day, and they’re always the same, pebbles in a jar. The larger problems, like giant boulders, do not move and we can only discuss the shadows they cast. But the truth is our problems are nothing like they once were. For the first time in my life, there is enough food — rice from Maersi, of course, but also sweet roots from Bayai, corn from the stepped fields of Tairaial, and so on. Talliin makes these supplies appear. Now that the metal ships from Iox no longer come — unable to sail the unruly open waters that have flooded the Wires — everything Elboreth relies upon to survive has to come in through the eye at Talliin’s request. He assures me that Iox and the Loop Temple are no longer involved: I’ve no way to know if that’s true, but we do seem to send less through the Gate than was once loaded aboard the ships, and we receive more in return. Which is a good thing, since this new Elboreth can grow nothing at all of its own. 


Elboreth’s position, then, in this new loop, is a trade in skill. Metal arrives in buckets, to be smelted by our smiths and crafted into scythe blades, metal pegs, hooks and smooth, round pulleys. Cotton arrives in baskets from Asacera to be spun by the spinners and woven into sheets for clothing and linens. Sometimes, the smiths and the weavers work together to produce tents and awnings to shade against the new fire of the sun, and to keep back the cold when the darkness comes. Then, once the work is complete, the finished product is taken away, never to be seen again.


Things hang in a balance, a balance measured and maintained by machines scattered across the moons.


“I don’t like it.” 


“Tienreya?”


“The calm. The quiet. The endless water. Half this moon is flooded, and the Nebula is more separate than ever, and no one seems angry about it. No one even seems scared. I don’t like it at all.”


“In truth, I consider the current equilibrium to be an untenable one,” Talliin replies, in his slow deliberate manner, picking out each word the way Oroi chooses screws. “It survives so far because nothing has changed. But that itself will change. Humans are never content for long. Someone will say: the fields are more beautiful on that moon than this one; we must move and the people there must stand aside. Or they will say to us, we grow too much in our fields for you and not enough for ourselves, so you must go without. It is inevitable.” 


“Can you see the future now, Kisreth? Just sitting here?” 


“I can,” the robot replies, and it’s teasing me. “Just as surely as a cracked bucket filled with water can see the emptiness in its future. There is a momentum to it that is quite predictable.” 


“Six once told me, hope is a mathematical certainty. I remembered it because I didn’t know what he meant.”


“Was that Six, do you think? Or was it her, driving you forward, and telling you what you needed to hear?” 


“I’ve no idea, I suppose.” I shrug. “Do you think it isn’t true?”


“I think there are times when hope seems outlandish. I have seen such times before, and I fear I will see them again soon.”


“How old are you, Talliin?”


“How old is the stone within this mountain? How old is the water in the sky? I do not know how to answer.” 


I wonder at that, as I lean back against the plastered wall, and I wonder if the water Talliin fell into back on the forested moon has damaged it somehow. 


The new sun above us has gone. Some parts of this square never see it at all. The weeds, growing in the cracks between the old stones like those in the miser’s story, have already begun to crawl away from the walls to form an island in the middle of the yard. The plants have more will to survive than we do.


“I don’t like it,” I repeat. “I don’t like staying still.”


“This is your home.”


“Is it? Everyone here knows me, but when they say good faith, they bow their heads to hide their faces.”


“They are afraid of you, I think,” Talliin replies, with little sympathy. “Most do not really understand what has happened. They only know there was a flood, and that you were the one who made it come to pass, but they do not know how.”


“They blame me, you mean?”


“In a sense, yes. In time, I think that feeling will grow stronger and more certain.” 


“Fortune-telling again,” I reply, hostile, but I know in my veins the machine is correct. Another reason, then, to leave as soon as I can. “Can’t you hopper me? To Renaki, maybe. I could find Oroi.”


“My Ethical Core still binds me…”


“So what? You know it can be done.”


“I do know, but I cannot know if I can do it, and I cannot test it. Do you see that stone block there? In the middle of the yard. It has fallen from the outer wall. I do not think anyone will risk climbing so high as to replace it, so now it does nothing but trip people up. Say I were to hopper that stone block to Renaki. I could not know if it had arrived. I could not know if it had arrived but landed on someone’s head, or inside their stomach. So, I cannot do it. That is why robots require a line of sight.”


“You could ask a robot there to guide you. Don’t you robots all talk to each other? Isn’t that how you get supplies through the Gate?”


“You do not understand.”


I wait for more. Nothing comes. 


“So?” I give one of his arms a shove, and it doesn’t give at all. “Teach me.”


“The robots do communicate, that is true. But we do not… hold a council the way humans might. We do not discuss things, or raise issues, or complain. Quantities are balanced and paths of action are decided, yes, but the process…” The machine pauses, presumably trying out words inside its mind and discarding them one by one because they do not fit into the hole the pause has left. “The process is inevitable,” it concludes.


“You’re right,” I reply. “I don’t understand.”


“No,” Talliin agrees sadly. “At the risk of repetition, please imagine water running down channels. It always reaches the bottom. That is what it is like.”


I cross my arms and glare at the masonry block which the robot has not made disappear. “So you’re saying I’m stuck where I’ve fallen. I don’t like that at all.”


“The current equilibrium is dissatisfying, Tienreya, but it is an equilibrium.” It’s trying, I think, to console me. “It requires some outside force to shift it. Perhaps a discovery will be made. A child will build a model raft from splinter-wood and cloth and find it sails perfectly. That may happen any day. We must watch for it so we can support it when it comes, and meanwhile, we must create and maintain the conditions under which such a change might be possible. We must feed the children and give them space to dream.” He pauses, finally lowering his arms in a gesture of resignation. “It is all we can do.” 


“Not me. I’m no teacher.”


“Have you tried?”


“No. I hate children. They don’t listen.“


“I tell stories to children who gather around me at midday. I find they listen with extreme attention, and remember every detail.” 


“They wouldn’t listen to me.”


“Of course not. You do not speak to them.”


“I’m not… I’m not a person for talking. I’d rather you hoppered me somewhere. Anywhere, really. Anywhere I can go. I can go make a discovery. Out there, somewhere.” 


This is the meat and muscle of it, and the robot doesn’t even bother to answer. Despite its mechanical nature — or maybe because of it — it seems to enjoy arguing in a circle even less than I do. Perhaps it sees the solid walls that encircle the argument before the conversation even begins. 


“Or maybe there’s nowhere left to go,” I say. “You know, originally, I didn’t set out to find the heart of the Nebula. I only wanted to learn enough to show Myari she was wrong. And I did. I found the root of… everything. I proved the Loop to be a lie. But that means the work is done. Complete, finished.”


“You have no more questions?”


“I…” I shrug. “I have some ideas I’m less confident of, I suppose. For instance, I think there was a period when robots organised all the moons and treated humans as a workforce, before the Empire came along. I called it the Steel Empire. But I don’t really have any proof of it. Oroi and I found this one site, a mine that had been run by robots like it was a prison camp. Honestly, it was such a terrible place, I don’t know how their Ethical Cores allowed it. But it was all so long ago. I’ll never be really sure what happened. It’s all guesswork, in the end. The way Six always said it was. I don’t know. Maybe the answers I’ve got now are as good as I can hope to get?”


“Either the past matters,” Talliin says quietly, “or it does not matter at all. Either we are trapped by our destiny, as certain to take the given path as a dropped stone is to fall — or what we understand of what came before can change every aspect of what we do next. The work you have done all your life, Tienreya, to understand the past: its nature has not altered. Either it was useless, or it was worthwhile then and still is now.”


“And which is it?”


“I am a robot,” Talliin replies. “It means nothing to me.”


I get to my feet. 


“Maybe Six will help.”


“Maybe,” Talliin agrees. “Six has always been more of a risk-taker than I.”


That seems to me like a strange thing for one robot to say about another, but I don’t argue.


“I’m supposed to go to Iox,” I continue. The air is growing cold. I wrap my arms around myself for warmth. “Myari said so. Can I go to Iox?”


“All the eyes on Iox were removed, after the Fall, many centuries ago. You know this already.”


“No eyes on Iox, but Myari’s eyes are everywhere.” And here I am, thinking about her again. “Maybe Myari added some?”


“She did not.”


The robot says nothing more. I tip my head. “You seem very certain.”


“I am certain of that, yes.”


I’m still frowning. I’m quite sure there’s something else buried in its words, or more accurately, in the silences between them. I see the glint of it through the dirt. 


“The thing about you, Talliin, is you’re not like the other robots. For some reason.”


“Am I not?”


“No. You don’t like to lie. Six doesn’t mind lying. Doesn’t seem to notice doing it. But you actively avoid it.” 


“There is never any cause for untruth,” Talliin responds, quite rationally. “And lies are like rats: one begets another.” 


“That’s true enough,” I nod. “That’s why I think you’re saying there might be an eye, hidden on Iox somewhere. Kept secret, so it couldn’t be used by anyone to come in. Not put there by Myari, although she’d likely know about it. But there, all the same.”


“What purpose is served by an eye that cannot be seen?”


“I don’t know. I know they have a whole level underneath the University back on Iox full of artefacts — half of which I brought them, of course. They probably have a map pointing right to Heaven’s Vault and they never thought to show me. They might have an eye down there. Seems likely. More than likely. Seems certain.”


“I am aware of the archive, Tienreya. I lived in the artefact room for some time before Master Renba took me away. Do you wish to see Professor Myari again?”


“No. Yes. I don’t know.” I look away, annoyed by the question. “I need to see someone. I can’t only talk to robots every day.”


“Who would you prefer to talk to?”


“I don’t know. Someone.” I can’t stand still the way the robot does. I need to move, so I pace a little distance across the yard. There are gullies in the paving, running down the alleys that enter this space, and they collect at a central point with an inset metal grille. No one has ever lifted it and no one knows what lies below. The labourers used to wash the soil and sweat from their bodies here, tipping buckets over themselves. I poke at it with a toe. “No one here talks to me. You don’t even talk to me.”


“Tienreya, I…”


“Be quiet, I’m talking now.”


The robot falls instantly silent. 


“It’s like my brain isn’t working, Talliin. It’s like I’m asleep. I’m a butterfly in a bottle, flapping around in circles. I need something to do.”


“You are writing a book…?”


“I am not writing a book. Mazwai wrote the book. The Nebula doesn’t need any more books. Who would read it anyway? Huang isn’t here.” Huang is still on Renaki. I haven’t heard from him, or Oroi, or Mina, since the floodwaters rose, but then Renaki is far away, with fat, unchecked rivers surrounding it, and most likely, it has not even noticed the difference. 


“Please believe me. I would hopper you to Renaki if I could.”


“Isn’t there anywhere else? Is there anywhere I can go that isn’t here?” I’ve spent my life, I think, leaving Elboreth. I’ve left Elboreth more times than I’ve done anything else. It is, perhaps, my truest pleasure. I don’t want to lose it.


“The Nebula is not infinite. But it is large. I will ask the Gate.”


“The Gate?”


“Yes. The Gate is very wise. Unless you have a specific lead you wish to follow? An artefact of unknown origin, perhaps, or a shape in the rivers? A signal that Six might trace?”


I kick a pebble expertly into the grille and it disappears with a rattle. “You’re mocking me.”


The robot is silent. I stick my tongue out at it.


“Every last thing I own was aboard the Nightingale and is still on the surface of that miserable moon, as you well know.” Where she is too, I think. “There’s an eye there, at least. The Nightingale had an eye. But I think it shattered.”


“That is settled, then. If Elboreth has no artefact collection of its own, there is no way to obtain something to trace, and I cannot find you a moon suitable to visit.”


I glare at it, crossly. “You are mocking me.”


“Tienreya?”


I growl. Fold my arms. “You’re mocking me. And you’re right. I should have thought of it, and I didn’t because I was sulking. You win.”


Talliin acts as innocent as a cat, standing there, not moving, its expression not changing. “I have no idea what you mean.” 


“Of course you don’t.” I stride, then stop. “Can you tell Six to come and meet me? To help me pick out something good? It’d save me going down and coming up again myself.”


“Of course, Tienreya. But you will have to tell me where you are going.”


“To see an old friend. And don’t pretend you don’t know who. Of course you do. You just didn’t mention him.”


Talliin does not turn his head, but somehow I feel his attention move away from me. “You did not ask me to, Tienreya.”


I hate robots. Even the ones I like.
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In this new Elboreth, the winding streets, once as bare as boiled bones, are now as busy as a split fruit swarming with ants. Old doors have been levered open; high shutters have been unbolted and thrown back. This new sun of ours shines into corners that have seen no light of any kind for uncountable years. But we still are, as we always were, a city of layers: floors above ceilings, with rooftops above, and the mountain behind all. People go about their work, rising and falling in turn, watched wherever they go by the eyes of those above, while they themselves peer down on those below. 


(My own building sits at the very top of the mountain so that no one has to look at me. It’s a grand building but it’s the place I found when I was a girl so, by Elborethian law, it is genuinely mine.)


Anyway, in all this swilling out of the city, a lot of old things have been lifted up and brought out to shine: simple things like chairs, buckets and axes that have been sleeping inside the sealed houses. Many are inscribed; there’s so much Ancient around now it seems deranged that I ever sailed in search of it. Then again, most of what’s written on household objects is “to my loved one” or “good faith to my owner”, so reading it doesn’t keep me busy for long. 


The loser in this sudden surplus of history is Tapi, a dealer in artefacts and curiosities, whose shop lies in a tiny yard in the lofty eighth circle. It was never a place to be found by accident and it is, even now, relatively quiet. There are fewer stalls and fewer loiterers on a street nobody passes through. Some of the houses up here are even still to be reoccupied. “One day, beloved Aliya, these alleys of mine will scream with the happy voices of children and I will be forced to leave to maintain my quiet. But, praise to the Goddess, not yet, not yet.”


Tapi sits in a folding chair of cunning design on the steps outside his shop, a few pots and rugs and things arranged messily around him. The disorganisation is deliberate: he aims to catch the observer’s eye off-balance, to tease their curiosity and draw them into the treasure chest within. Everything about Tapi is designed, I think, to disorient and tilt. The first time I met him he pickpocketed me, stealing a steel flute of little worth which he then brazenly attempted to trade back to me. He craves attention like a biting fly. 


That he’s survived this long is through his knack for finding precious and unusual things and then passing them along. He’s very good at it. I once acquired what he called a saleiang from him: a spherical device with brass arms designed to be aligned against the rivers above to reveal, ultimately, the flows within the heart of the owner. A fortune-telling device, basically, meant to predict the future, but it always seemed to me that the result depended more on where you were standing when you used it than anything else. I bought it anyway, and traced its history to a market moon set within a wide, still lake, and there I used it, and it told me I would soon be blessed with a child. The device is still in the storeroom of the Nightingale (although the storeroom is now in pieces, of course): I never gave it to Iox to hide away because it was, as far as I knew, unique. I had never seen anything like it before or since. Today, Tapi has six of them lined up on the steps of his shop. Different sizes and materials: one is wooden and another appears to be bone, but all have the same winding pattern of armatures. 


“Seems they were popular,” he remarks, a little bitterly, following my gaze. “Whenever it was that all the houses were emptied.” And of course, the clear rivers overhead have now gone, transformed into the sea that rises and falls in every direction like a lumpy great blanket, and so these beautiful, elegant machines no longer work at all. “Take the lot,” he says, dismissively. “For a sour apple and, by the Goddess and all her bountiful curves, for something interesting to sell.” 


I pick one up. Its arms are all raised, curving upward like a dancer moving so fast she has become a blur. Circling the base is an inscription: 
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I smile and put the thing back down. 


“No, surely not!” Tapi exclaims. “You must take it with you, and study it at length! Who knows what secrets those words contain?”


“All I see, I give-all to you,” I reply. “That’s what it says.” 


In the past, Tapi says, he sourced his finds from the forgotten places of Elboreth, from other moons via a network of traders, and from the wash on the lower shores itself. Now all three of these routes have been closed off, all at once. 


“Be generous, darling Aliya,” he adds, pointing a hooked finger in my direction. “Since, so they tell me, you are the one who ruined me.”


“You have a beautiful shop,” I reply. “You sell beautiful things.”


“Flatterer. But one cannot sell even the prettiest leaves, living in a forest.” 


I don’t argue, even though I know, of course, that he absolutely can and regularly does. He simply can’t sell them for the same returns he used to enjoy. 


“I was hoping you could help me,” I begin, opening my hands wide, the gesture that says, I invite your price. “I need something unusual.”


“Do you know what?”


I shake my head. “No.” I nod back over my shoulder. “That’s why I brought the robot along. If you’ll permit it in the shop?”


Tapi narrows his eyes. “Is it clumsy? Does it smash things when it turns around?”


“I do not,” Six replies. “I am supremely dextrous. But regardless, my Mistress would cover any damage that occurred.”


“Smash away,” Tapi replies, nodding. 


“I will, however,” Six continues, “require a ramp.”


“Of course, of course. You poor thing.” Tapi rises from his chair with a flourish of his cloak and goes inside. He returns carrying a large panel of exquisitely varnished hardwood, painted with a winding tree in wild blossom. It must be extremely expensive. He lays it down gently on the steps, and waves a hand. “Be my guest,” he demurs. 


“Tapi, come on…”


“Grind away, my robot friend,” Tapi declares. 


“It is all right, Mistress,” Six says. There is a curious flicker of light and then Six is at the top of the stairs. Tapi looks, for a moment, startled, but he doesn’t say anything. He lifts the painted door up again and props it against one wall, the image the correct way up. “The Catkis eye is well within sight below,” Six explains. “Though I do not like to use it in company.”


“This way,” Tapi says, and he leads the way into the shop, pausing only to slide a ceramic pot into the doorway. 


“There’s no need for trickery, friend,” I add, sliding it back so that Six can fit through without colliding. “I’m here to buy. And not some Elborethian fire ornament worth a few beads. I’m looking for something rare. Something from somewhere I’ve never been. So you see, you hold the higher hand.”


“Really?” He turns, beaming a brilliant white smile. I have no idea how he makes his teeth that colour, but the effect is truly remarkable, outshining even the white in his aging eyes. “And when does the great Aliya Elasra ever allow anyone the upper hand?”


All the time, I think, remembering Myari and the cushioned cage that was Iox, but I don’t say it. I smile back and reply, “Please. You hurt me.” And so we dance our little dance: if I had to do this often I’d find it infuriating, and sometimes I wonder what Tapi is like when he closes up the shop and goes upstairs to his husband. Does he leave his fox-mask at the door? But today, I don’t mind. I know what I want and after weeks of sitting still, to ride any river at all feels like a blessing.


“Nothing could be further from my intention,” he replies. 


“I welcome the insult,” I answer. “It means you’ve begun the sale if you’ve already taken a price.”


He laughs at that. “Please. Look around. I will make us some tea.”


“Good faith, and my thanks.”


He busies himself with a samovar while I take in the room. It is an opulent place, much deeper than it first appears. The ceiling hangs thick with lanterns, the floor is tiled with rugs. There are shelves on every wall and on every shelf is a cup or a goblet or a bowl, shined to perfection and turned to show its best side. Fine craftsmanship abounds, because everything without it has broken and disappeared. Time is easily bored; only wonders remain.


“Six?”


“I am investigating, Mistress.”


The tea boils. “I miss you, Aliya,” Tapi says, I think genuinely, as he hands my little cup to me. “I miss the old way of things.”


“Me too.” I gently knock my cup against his and sip. Tapi uses mint that grows wild in the yard outside, but he crushes it skilfully while it’s steeping and the resulting flavour is rich and refreshing. “But take heart. These floodwaters aren’t new. They are the high waters the Ancients sailed, four thousand years ago, and they went on to settle every moon in the Nebula. We only have to remember how they did it, and we’ll be free once more.” 


“It is the Loop,” he says, with a nod. “Just the way the Ioxians always said.”


“It is,” I agree. “So don’t worry. There’ll be trade and traders again. There will be markets the size of entire moons. I’ve seen them. There’ll be grand buildings with fine doors of brass and steel. Maybe we can melt down your saleiang collection to make the cladding.” 


“Maybe we can,” he replies, smiling. “It would be a marvellously expensive way to do it.”


I put the cup down on the counter, half-drunk, and return to looking around. Being inside Tapi’s shop is like clambering around inside a giant’s pocket: strange treasures loom on all sides. I haven’t handled anything truly old for so long I want to touch everything. 


Six rolls quietly up to me. “Mistress.”


“Found something?”


“Perhaps. Please wait, Mistress. I will return momentarily.”


The robot continues out through the door and disappears. I nod to Tapi, and go to stand on the step to await its return. There is a gathering chill in the air: somehow the warmth of these new bronze days has made the cold of night-time worse. Perhaps the sun tugs its heat with it when it goes, the way a door left open draws the heat of a fire out into the street. We do not know, after all, where the sun falls to or rises from, or even where it is: I know only that it cannot be at the centre of the Nebula because I have been there. My guess is it’s at the “opposite end” — as though the Nebula was a bead on a string held between two pegs. But it makes my head hurt to try and picture such a thing, and it explains nothing. 


Oroi would know: she would build a model from old gears and bent strips of wood, and make the magical seem as plain as dirt on fresh laundry. Perhaps I should try asking Six to hopper me to Renaki, after all. Perhaps it’s the one place I really want to go, and I simply won’t allow myself to admit it.


There is a flicker and Six returns, ready for business. “Mistress, I have scanned the various swords, books, and other things in Master Tapi’s collection, and correlated the result with the Gate’s understanding of active eyes within the Nebula’s current radius.” 


“Right.” I follow that, more or less. “And you found a lead I can follow? Or you didn’t?” 


“I did, Mistress. A book. Another copy of Mazwai, I am sorry to say, removed from the shelves of Iox, perhaps even by you. But it carries a significant radiation signature within it. The Gate is aware of the location and it can be accessed. The required phrase is cat-iangti orteki.”


Tiredness is like a heavy blanket: it can smother, but it can also fall to the ground in a moment. “Can’t you do it?” I ask. 


“The Gate has a better aim, which my Ethical Core prefers.”


“You’ve never missed yet, Six.”


“Perhaps not. But this is a long arc, and one the Gate has done before.” 


I narrow my eyes at that. For as long as anyone on Elboreth knows, the Gate has done nothing but send people up and down from the now-submerged fields below. “Recently?”


“No. Do you wish me to remind you of the words?”


“No. I’ve got it, I think. But…” I shrug. “I’d better buy the book. Even if you don’t need me to.” 


“I understand, Mistress.” 


Tapi is waiting for me inside, still smiling. He has probably not sold anything all day, maybe not all week. Six indicates the book and I lift it from the shelf. Tapi narrows his eyes suspiciously. “A Mazwai, Elasra? Is that the finest my shop has to offer you? I will close!”


“This one is special,” I tell him, hoping it actually is. It certainly doesn’t look special; there are about a hundred similar copies on Iox, so many that Huang often stacks them on the floor to reach the higher shelves. “It’s very old,” I continue. “It’s very rare. I’m hoping it will have something unique within it.”


“It is a fabulous volume,” Tapi agrees. He places one hand delicately on its cover, as though touching the head of a beloved child. “I acquired it from an old man who told me that, in his youth, he had been a stowaway aboard a robot boat. One day, the boat paused above a desolate moon with no trees and no buildings of any kind. He could not understand why they were there, so, when the robots made to hopper down, he grabbed onto one and went with it. The moon below had no air, so he regretted that! But then a hatch opened in the rock of the moon itself and the robot and the man went below. Inside he found air enough, and a shelf of books, all ancient, side by side. The robots ignored the books: they instead went over to a huge machine and began to work. He stole the book, and waited, secretly, knowing they would soon hopper back to the ship and he could return with them. But the robots did not hopper back. They carried on doing whatever they were doing for one whole day, and then another. The man began to grow ravenously hungry, and to feel a terrible thirst. Finally, he cried out in agony, and was immediately discovered. The robots sent him back to Elboreth instantly, of course, because they could not let him die. But they allowed him to keep the book. He sold it to me for a pitcher and a loaf of bread.” Tapi lifts his hands and nods. “May it bring you as much luck.”


It is a beautiful story, and quite certainly, none of it is true. 


“And what is the price?” I ask. 


He finishes his tea before he answers, placing the cup down on a ring in the countertop with exact precision.


“My dear Aliya Elasra. I have known you since you were a tiny child. Since you first ran in here with that wild-haired friend of yours. I have known you since, I think, before you knew me. I am to you an old man, and you have ruined me. You — through your curiosity and your discoveries, about which you tell us nothing — you have reduced me from finery to nothing. The price begins from there, and the price of this book is nothing compared to the account that already stands.”


I don’t argue. I don’t agree. I don’t apologise. I could tell him I have given hope to him and his children, if he ever decides to take the debt of any, and that without what I did the waters would have dried up, leaving empty skies and each one of us below parched like grass inside a tomb. I could tell him that what I did was not a choice but the absence of a choice: an inevitability that would have come to pass, if not through me, then in a hundred years’ time through someone else. I could tell him any of this, but he would not accept it, because for the comfortable, change can only ever be a threat, like the prisoner in the old story who, on seeing the cell door left open one day, fears a trick, and turns his back rather than going outside. So I say none of it. I only say, “What do you want from me?” 


“You, Aliya Elasra,” Tapi replies, “are the moving pebble that scours out the watercourse. You are the loose feather that causes the bird to tilt and tumble. You are the drop of mist that collects on the sweet plum and makes the twig snap so that it plummets to ruin on the stone below.” He demonstrates with a falling fist that explodes into the long untrustworthy fingers of his other hand. “You are Kisbien, the thief of all things. You sail this Nebula of ours on great blank wings and you take a coin here, a gaze there, a life. You wear two eyes but I see you with one and only this one.” A long finger lifts, and touches me on the forehead. 


“I’m no Goddess, Tapi,” I murmur. “And I’m no thief.” 


“Kisbien, who takes the old and makes space for the new,” Tapi continues, still grinning, still absolutely furious. “Look at this place. This Elboreth. Look at this accursed shop. Wreck upon wreck. Waste upon waste. We have been living in the ribs of this city all our lives, Aliya, my Goddess of Death and Renewal. But no more. You have brought us the water. So whatever it is you want with that book,” and the finger finally leaves my head to touch once more the book in my arms, “it will be to find some new ground for you to hammer and break, because that is your way. My price is this. I want a part of whatever you find. Whatever you make. If it can be divided, I want a share. If it can be settled, I want a patch. If it is gold I want its crowns. If it is music I want its song. You will give me something of whatever you stumble upon. You take me into your debt. That is my deal. All you see, you share with me.”


I could have left the book. Six already knew where it led. But I took it anyway.
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We return on foot to the Catkis Yard by a quiet way that goes past the back of the dye pits, where sour apples and lime-plums are boiled to make orange and grey dye and the air smells of sweet stew. Another level down we pass the ropemakers, and below them the smiths and the fortune-tellers, who both bend iron into shape with their will alone. We are headed for the Gate. Six talks about it like it’s a person, but it does not resemble one at all, even less than a robot does. It looks like a door, only built into solid rock, unable to open. There is a roof above it, supported by two plaster-clad pillars that once bore murals that have long since rubbed away. Two steps with a central ramp lead up to the roofed area. 


It could be the front of a fine house, if the house had been hoppered into a cliff by an angry neighbour. 


“Set boyauki refar.”


The Gate speaks in a dull, bell-like tone that has always reminded me of the way Lady Icabo in the Orphanage spoke when she was making grand pronouncements or asking why exactly you were out of bed. I wonder for an idle moment if patois has survived on Elboreth simply because the Gate has taught it, a piece at a time, to generation after generation.


“Set boyauki refar,” it says again.


“It wants to know where you wish to go,” Six says. 


“I know that,” I reply. I glance backwards, but the robot’s face gives nothing away. “But do you mean you understand it? You always understood?” 


“I know its intention, not its words.”


That’s a sideways answer. “That’s all translation is, Six.”


“But the language itself is significant, Mistress,” Six replies. “Please. Tell it where you want to go.”


“You’re coming too?” 


“Naturally.”


“Good! And is it worth visiting, this place? Because…” I hold up the book with one hand. “I’ve read The Book of Flows and Motion before.”


“Indeed. The book itself is from Iox, Mistress. It was copied by hand in one of the Scriptoriums a few hundred years ago. Perhaps the one near the sundial?”


“Six, we’ve been over this, we can’t go to Iox…”


“I am aware of that. Inside the book, there is a small strip of wood with a far more interesting signature. It has been serving as a bookmark. But this strip of wood does not come from Iox.”


I sit down on the top step and open the book, and it falls by itself to where a thin ruler has been pushed deep into the stitching of the spine. I lift it up, closing the book with a thud. It’s entirely unremarkable, except that one end is raw like it had been snapped off from something larger. 


“And where is it from?


“I have no idea, Mistress. I only know it is somewhere you have not been before. Indeed, I do not suppose anyone has been there before.” 


I turn the wood over in my hand. I see nothing, not even varnish to hide the grain. “What makes you say that?” 


“The radiation suggests the moon it originated from lies beyond the Nebula’s rim, Mistress.”


“Current rim, or original?”


“Theoretical, Mistress. Beyond any rim the Nebula might ever conceivably have possessed.”


“You’re certain of that?”


“Radiation signatures are triangulated, Mistress. They are measured in distances from specific anchor points. The distances this piece of wood have experienced are… extraordinary.” 


I look up, perhaps expecting to read some exaggeration on the robot’s face, but of course, there’s nothing. “How extraordinary?” 


“Stupendously extraordinary, Mistress. I should also note that the moon the Catkis Gate has identified is only the nearest available point within the history of this object. It is not the original location of the tree from which this wood was cut, which remains unreachable.”


“But this nearest point is within the Nebula, even if the wood originates from beyond?” 


“It is now, yes. Dry channels have been flooded with renewed energy; new lines of sight can be created; there is much to explore.”


“Something good, at least.” I stand up, and after a little consideration, prop the book by one pillar of the Gate, hard to spot if not entirely out of sight. Then I turn to face the Gate itself, and draw myself to my full height. If you’re going to talk to a door, you might as well do it with dignity. 


“All right, then. Cat-iangti orteki.” 


Similar to the name of the Council, I realise, as my tongue builds each syllable in turn.


“Ieni-hua ke,” the Gate replies. 


Night has fallen. For the first time since this new dawn I am, for an instant, truly cold. 
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Somehow the smell of burnt wood still hangs in the air. There has been no breeze to move it on and no waters to wash it clean. Even now, this place sits far above the network of the rivers. They twinkle below the foothills of this rocky spire like the flotsam of shipwrecked stars. 


The building is alone up here, cleverly wedged into a cleft in the peak itself, a stone dice held between finger and thumb. The eye is on the wall above an ancient, sealed door: a flagstoned square stands before it to receive visitors, although it is hardly large enough to hold us both. One step backwards and you would be over the edge, with plenty of time to feel like an idiot before you hit the water.


The wall on either side is made of large blocks but several have tumbled down and now perch on the outcrops of the slopes below, past all hope of rescue. The building is half-unmade: it stands in furious denial of the Loop; a place in decline that will never be repaired. 


“Does this meet your requirements, Mistress?” the robot asks.


“No idea. It’s true I’ve never been here before. The air’s good?” 


“For now. There is no wellspring, and I fear the supply attached to the moon may be limited. The waters have not risen high enough to bring more.”


I nod, and move away from the edge, placing each footstep carefully. Up close the door is more impressive: it stands at twice my height, and seems to be cut from a single piece of wood — or else the joins have been cunningly hidden in the twirling, spiralling carvings that adorn every inch of its surface. I run my fingers across and around them and they come away black with soot. 


“People never sailed here,” I remark. “They can’t have.” 


“Hence the eye,” Six agrees. “Although logic does demand that the eye itself must have arrived here by some other means.” 


“Seems like a long toss from the water.” There are no rivers above or beside us. “Maybe someone climbed? You know. With a rope.”


Robots don’t shudder but their voices can still express strain. “I find that idea most upsetting.” 


“Me too.” Years ago, there had been a group of children on Elboreth who’d taught themselves to scale the inside face of the Catkis Wall; later, a few of them had attempted to scale the outside of the same wall all the way up from Godsfeet itself. They hadn’t succeeded, but at least the Gate hadn’t allowed them to fall very far. “So, how do we get in? Do we climb around?” 


I’m running both palms over the door now. There’s no handle or mechanism I can find. There’s not many other places to look, either. The little doorstep that I’m standing on doesn’t offer any access to the broken sections of the wall: to get in through an opening would require floating across the same empty, vertiginous space the wall itself has collapsed into. 


“I suggest the door originally opened from the inside.” The robot pauses for a moment. “Again, logic dictates someone must have been stationed inside before the door itself was closed, which is, of course, absurd. For now, however, I believe I can catch a suitable angle from the eye. One moment.” Six jerks sharply backwards, which is alarming even though I’m sure it can see behind itself as well as in front. There is an eyeblink and then I’m standing somewhere new. My feet have sunk into an ash heap as high as the top of my boots. I’m in a corner of the building’s single interior hall, but only just: on two sides are walls no higher than my waist. The empty black sky beyond is both near enough to touch and as far away as forever. We might be standing at the Nebula’s highest point: if so, it is the loneliest place one could ever be. Even the sun has gone below for warmth.


A moment later, I see a flurry of ash as Six appears in a different corner of the hall. “I believe the floor is sound but please step with caution,” it says, quickly. “I cannot see the stone.” The machine isn’t exaggerating: the ash I’m ankle-deep in extends in a thick layer across everything here like flour in a bakery. Whatever burned here, it burned long and well.


I take one careful step and then another. The ash squelches underfoot, but I’m not sinking. I lift my eyes to the walls instead. “Stones around a wooden shell,” I observe. “The architecture reminds me of Elboreth.” A few wooden beams are still visible, standing upright or running horizontally within the wall, but most are half-length and charred or missing completely. When the fire in this place was raging, it must have been hot enough that these beams burned too, in turn releasing the stones from the wall. “How old?”


“Older than most of Elboreth, concurrent with some of it,” Six replies. It is easing forwards, scooping up ash with its tracks and dumping it out behind. If it hurried it would fill the room with fog. “But certainly, old.”


“I went to a marketplace once, before your time,” I say. “This is similar to that, maybe. It was much bigger. A really large space with colonnades and plazas, and a grand central dome. I suppose this might have had a dome? There aren’t any pillars to have supported a flat roof and the space is too wide for rafters.”


“The wood is interesting,” the robot offers, pausing again. “It bears radiation markers of an unusual character.”


“From somewhere else we don’t know? Somewhere even further out?” 


“Not exactly, Mistress.” 


I have picked my way back over to the door. On this side it’s barred with a long horizontal spar, chewed but not devoured by the fire. The panels are also carved on this side, but rather more simply, with two large bowl-and-stone glyphs, one on each panel. 
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I haven’t brought my notebook. I hadn’t been expecting to travel when I quit my rooms. But I don’t need to copy the glyph to remember it. It’s a number. There are numbers dotted throughout the pages of Mazwai but, like people’s names, they are untranslatable things because the context tells you nothing. Did this merchant sell seven bags of copper, or twelve? Who can say? And when writing about things where the number is known — fingers, say, or eyes — the Ancient scribes usually don’t bother to write the figure down. I know seven and I know one. The rest all look much the same as each other, except that they’re different.


“Nine,” Six remarks from across the room, without paying any actual attention. 


“You can count in Ancient now, can you? And you never told me that, either?”


“You have my apologies, Mistress. I was unable to inform you previously.”


“Why not? Because of her?”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“So, what? You can read Ancient?”


“Some. I often tried to… insinuate what I knew, or guide you towards more appropriate translations. But that was often very difficult.”


I’m running my fingers around the frame of the wood, trying to work out if the door has ever opened, or if it’s purely symbolic. “Because I’m a bad student?”


“No, Mistress.”


There are hinges, fitted correctly. There’s a little wear around the frame. So the door opened, once — it’s not purely ceremonial — but whoever came here last barred it. As the robot said, they sealed themselves inside. “Is there anything else she did you haven’t told me, Six? It might be better if I knew it all at once.” 


“Too many things, Mistress. Having her inside my head was… a forceful experience. Please forgive me. I will attempt to be more helpful from now on.” 


“I’ll hold you to that. Nine, then.” I let my eyes travel along the outline of the walls, and finally back to the wide carpet of ash. “Nine what? Most things I’ve seen in the Nebula are six. Six and one. That pattern shows up a lot. Nine? Not so much.”


“The number is, however, nine.” 


“There’s two of them, one on each door. Nine and nine? Eighteen?”


“Perhaps. But I do not think so.”


“Why not?”


“When Ioxians place numbers side-by-side they mean to add them, but when Ancient numbers are adjacent they are intended to be combined multiplicatively. Thus nine-nine is the number we could call ‘eighty-one’. But in Ancient eighty-one is written, somewhat more logically, by what Ioxians call ‘tower’ notation: it is written as three-high-four. As such, the numeral for nine is an oddity. It should be written three-high-two. Presumably it was introduced purely for the convenience of humans, who find multiplication curiously taxing.” 


I shake my head. I have no love of numbers, even when they’re in Modern Ioxian. I find them to be slippery things, like evil twins: they look identical but keep different secrets. “So…”


“Two nines side by side is without meaning, Mistress. One nine, repeated decoratively, makes more sense.”


The machine is annoying me now. “It doesn’t make any sense to me at all.”


I move away from the door, pacing slowly, minding Six’s advice about the floor. Looking up, I can see there was once an upper storey to this building: the fringes of that higher floor are still attached to the walls in scraps, enough to suggest it once made a full circuit of the room. The beams that supported the boards above are now cinders at my feet (although there’s far more charcoal here than those boards could have produced). And there’s something else underfoot, too, something that grinds when I step on it. I pause the first time I feel it, expecting a creature with teeth like broken glass to erupt from the dust and take my leg, but nothing happens. The next step and the step after are the same. 


I crouch down. Run my fingers through the soot. There are layers to it: thick pieces of charcoal like small flints, amid flakes of a softer ash that disappear at a touch, and then there are these innumerable curious, hard, smooth black droplets, like burnt seeds. 


But the soft ash, however, I’ve at least recognised. 


“Why did you bring me here?” I ask quietly. I don’t speak loudly. I don’t want my voice to stir the air any more than it must. Whatever meaning this place once held, I don’t want to destroy it further. 


Six charges forward, ploughing right through the precious ash, splintering its heavier substance and sending lighter fragments spinning frantically into the air. “I located an eye that met your specifications, Mistress. That is all.”


“Call me Aliya. And what specifications were they? Exactly?”


“You indicated you were bored, Mistress. Aliya.”


“But you brought me here? There’s nothing here.”


“I admit, I did not know precisely what this place would be.” 


“But you knew enough, didn’t you?” My anger is rising, but like all anger, it is really the helmet and breastplate worn by misery. “You didn’t choose it at random.” 


“Please, Mistress. Aliya. I knew only what the Gate told me. It named this place for me. That is all.”


“And what did it call it?”


“Cat-iangti orteki. I can partially translate it, if that helps.”


“So can I. Place-something-light…”


“The component -iang refers to the action of acquiring knowledge, Mistress. I confess, I thought that the challenge of discovering what manner of knowledge was acquired here might be of some comfort to you.”


When I was a young child in the Orphanage, I would often find my way into the library to look at the books. They were dense with text but my favourites also had illustrations, little sketches done with a delicate free-hand pen; trees and fruit and rivers and kings and so on. I could not, then, read more than a few words of Ancient, but I felt my way through the story all the same, using the images and my intuition the way one fumbles through a darkened hall: fingertips reading uncertain impressions of the walls, of openings and spaces. This is how the whole Nebula feels to me now, like an illustration of a deeper story I cannot read, one that was written a thousand years ago by the people who built the great machine that I found at the heart of the waters: a people I cannot talk to or understand. After so many years of fighting against obscurity, of straining to make sense of Ancient and to place the Nebula into some kind of order, I have been thrown into a deeper, wider dark; one created by those who wilfully wiped clean the records which belonged to us all.


“I hate it here,” I whisper. “All these books, destroyed.” I draw my boot through the ash and it leaps into the air so willingly it’s like it wants to be forgotten. “Why would anyone burn so many books?” 


“Perhaps it was an accident.”


This particular robot has a habit of always offering the wrong theory, which I’ve always put down to sheer stupidity, but I’m starting to suspect it’s a tactic to get me to talk, to prove it wrong. I try not answering and keeping my thoughts to myself, and I manage that for about as long as I might hold back a sneeze.


“Of course it wasn’t an accident, Six. A fire this size? And with the door barred on the inside? Whoever lit the fire stayed in here to feed the flames and watch them burn. They wanted to make sure it did what it was supposed to.”


“And then, presumably, they hoppered away?”


“If they had a robot, yes. Or if they were a robot.” 


Six has no comfort for me. “A robot would have no issue burning a library if instructed to, Mistress. Not unless the books were essential.” 


“I want to go now, Six. There’s nothing here.” I kick out and the ash scatters in fright. “This place doesn’t have anything. It’s dead, and only dead.”


“Please, Mistress. Do not rush. We cannot alter what has occurred here. But, surely, there must be something that has survived?” 


“What survives a fire like this?” I can imagine it, burning so hot and so high that the flames reached up through the open roof. This mountain itself must have been crested with flame. I draw a boot in a wider arc, shifting the heavy charcoals and more of those glittering pearls, but I learn nothing new. “I don’t know, Six. Maybe it’s time I left dead things alone and got on with my life.” 


“Tell me, Mistress,” the machine intones. “Are humans capable of fundamental change?“


“You’re saying I’m stuck like this.”


“We are all as we are, Mistress.”


“I never got to choose,” I reply, hotly. Of all the stupid things, I feel tears coming, so I tilt my head up to keep them in. The empty sky above looms back at me. Whatever roof this place once had has gone completely, and there is nothing beyond it. No rivers above, no wide sea, only the stars that disappear when the sun shines and reappear when the sun goes to its rest.


A thought occurs. 


“Where’s the roof gone?” I ask.


“You are standing on it, Mistress. It has fallen in.”


“No, it hasn’t, and I’m not.” I’m still looking up. “If it had fallen, the wreckage would be on top of the ash from the burned books. I would, literally, be standing on it. But I’m not. So where is it?”


“Perhaps it has settled over time.” 


“Settled? There’s no movement here. No. I don’t think there was a wooden roof here at all.”


“If this space was intended for reading, Mistress, perhaps the roof was left open to provide light?” 


“Books don’t like the open sky. It wears away the pages.” I turn about on the spot, neck growing stiff. I’m not looking for anything that I know to look for, just trying to understand the space, to rebuild it around me and so put myself, for a moment, somewhen else. It works in flashes: I must appear to the people who were here, thousands of years before, like a flickering, uncertain ghost. But most of the time, I just feel silly. I’m staring at a roof that isn’t there — isn’t it glorious? It was, yes; but not any more. 


“Glass,” I say. “The roof was a curved sheet of glass. To keep out the moisture and to let in the light. And it melted in the fire.” And the beads of it are crunching in the ash below, I think.


“Fascinating,” the robot replies. “I have never seen a dome made of glass. I cannot imagine how such a thing might be constructed or supported. I have observed bottles being made in the furnace quarter: they are blown into shape, individually and with considerable effort. I cannot imagine how a dome could be constructed this way. But despite the obvious counterfactual nature of it, I admire the hypothesis.” 


“You couldn’t blow it, but you could make a mould. A really big metal dish, and then you pour the molten glass in…”


“It would collect at the bottom in a lump.”


“All right, then maybe the dish spins. Not too fast. Just enough to spread the glass across the surface. Then after it cools enough to hold its shape you lift it somehow, into the water to harden fully.”


“That would be quite some undertaking for a library roof, Mistress. But it would explain why we have never seen such a thing anywhere else. Having done it once, no one would ever attempt it again, anywhere at all.”


“Anywhere we’ve seen,” I correct. “The truth is we haven’t seen any truly Ancient sites, not really. We don’t really know what the Ancients were capable of building.” I don’t mention the walls and passages of the Heaven’s Vault, so smooth and perfectly milled on a gigantic scale. Six has seen them, same as me. Perhaps Six understands them, too; I know I don’t. Empty hallways leading nowhere have no purpose, no story, so why weave them? The tunnels of that place seemed to exist purely to create their own shape. A place like the Vault must have fallen from the sky in one piece, it is the only sensible explanation. But this place I can, maybe, understand. 


“Why here?”


“Mistress?”


“Why build a library with a fantastic glass roof here?” I look up once more, then rub my neck when it complains. “There’s nothing to see.”


“I cannot answer that either, Mistress.”


“I wonder if there used to be something up there? Another river — one used by the builders, and worth looking at? Good for light.” 


“I cannot say, Mistress. When the Nebula expanded recently, it was due to the release of additional energy, which created a structure into which the elements of the Nebula could settle. In the past, there was presumably more energy which has been lost over time due to entropy, but whether that lost energy was enough to create further structures above us I cannot predict. I can observe the patterns but I do not understand the mathematics of them.” 


“I wouldn’t mind a find,” I reply. “Something to take back from here. Something that isn’t ash in my throat.”


“Aliya. There are stairs here.” 


The robot spins on its axis and carves a path forwards towards a buttress that juts a short distance into the room, and turns out to be the interior face of the wide, stone staircase that climbs up behind it. The steps are wide and clear, except for a fallen beam that crosses about halfway up. There’s no ramp for Six to follow so it waits below as I climb painfully up. My left leg is still stiff from when the Nightingale crashed. “If I slip, hopper me straight to Elboreth,” I call back, breathless. “I’ll take it as a message from the Goddess that I’m not built for this any more.” 


“I can hopper you now, Mistress, if you consider a slip to be a certainty?”


Definitely nudging me onwards. “Don’t you dare,” I growl.


I take a timid pace off the top step and onto what remains of the upper floor, which seems to hold fast beneath me. From there, I shuffle cautiously towards the ragged brink. From here I can see down across the hall as a bird might. There are, I fancy, shapes in the ash below: hills and valleys in rough circles, like the ripples after a stone is dropped into a pond. 


“No one ever lived here. There’s never been air. Maybe that’s what put the fire out in the end. I wonder if that’s why this rock was chosen? No air might mean the books were better preserved. Like using a stone chamber for meat.”


“Books are primarily at risk from moisture, Mistress. Without air, what moisture there is will fall into the rivers and be removed.”


“So when people came here — and it must have been people, since there are no ramps — they must have brought air with them. Can air be hoppered, like that?”


“Indeed. In a sense it is unavoidable, Mistress. But I do not believe I could hopper only air as it cannot be focussed on.”


“Either way, this wasn’t a library. Not in the way that Huang’s library was, anyway. It’s a cold cellar. An archive. A place to store books that aren’t being used. Or aren’t allowed to be read.” 


I look sadly out across the floor once more. No, it wasn’t for a lack of air that the fire went out. There’s not enough left behind. This fire was famished and it consumed every last scrap it was given. Like the hermit who walls himself up inside a cave in the story, it left itself nowhere else to go but back to the rivers. If someone had intended to obliterate this place and what it held, they could not have hoped for a better result. 


“Is there any trace of what started the fire, Six? Anything… I don’t know. Oils, maybe, or resins…”


“There are no heavier substances that support the use of a chemical accelerant, if that is what you mean, Mistress. But the patterns within the ash do suggest a fire that was initiated deliberately.”


“Yes?” I can’t see what the robot has seen. “How can you tell?”


“There is a deeper depth of charred matter from burned paper in a space that is free of wood.”


“Someone piled up the books?”


“That was my deduction, Mistress.” 


I edge forward a half-pace further. Six stiffens: an adjustment so slight I wouldn’t have noticed it except I’m used to its fretting. Somewhere within its lower compartment it is aligning its hopper gun, tracking me and targeting me, the way an owl always keeps one eye on the mouse however high it flies. I could jump now and I would land on the stone doorstep of the Gate. I ease my weight back again and squat down. 


“Seems strange, in a way,” I remark. “To burn a place so deliberately, but without a mark to say who’s done it. If the aim was to remove whatever was stored here and erase it…”


“That clearly was the aim,” Six inserts. 


“… But then to leave the building standing? To leave the eye intact? It’s… as though they wanted people to know. Or they wanted someone to know. If it was me… I don’t know. I would fly my banner from the walls. I would paint a mark. Something to say, look at what I’ve done. Beware, I will do it again!”


“Ah. You believe this place was burnt as a threat?”


“Or a punishment, but yes. Exactly. There’s no reasonable reason to destroy a book, even one you disagree with. Only a monster destroys a precious thing.” 


“Perhaps you are wrong. Perhaps it was done by the custodian of this place. Perhaps they found something in a book that was so dangerous they could not allow it to emerge, and they destroyed all the rest to hide the one secret.”


I must have blinked in surprise at the idea. “What kind of secret?”


“I do not know, Mistress. They were, evidently, successful.” 


It’s an interesting theory, especially coming from a robot that likes to see conflict coming so it can roll the other way. “I don’t know, Six. A single page can be torn away. A single volume can be easily lost. You don’t burn every page unless you hate everything a book can be. Now stay ready, I’m coming back down.”


“Thank you, Mistress. I will be relieved.”


I turn quickly and, of course, that’s when the floor beneath me gives way completely.
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I leap clear, with just enough time to shout “Don’t!”, before landing painfully on the staircase. My arm takes the impact and sings out, but I barely notice because I’m still rolling towards the staircase’s far edge. There’s no outer wall here. Blackness beckons. Scrabbling for a grip, my fingernails find the soft wood of the fallen beam I stepped over on my way up, and I cling on tight; like a cat to a curtain; like a baby to its mother’s back. It holds. I gasp a breath.


Steady yourself first, and then figure out which way up you are.


My pulse slows. Everything, myself included, stops spinning. My face is pressed up against the beam. My arms are wrapped around it. The rest of my body is three-quarters beyond the edge of the staircase. I can feel the open void of the mountainside under my back like a weight inside my shirt. 


“By the Goddess,” I murmur. 


No answer. The silence is total. Black sky eats the echo of my breath. The robot must have hoppered outside the building to escape the falling masonry. It’s always doing that kind of thing.


Hold on, Aliya. Don’t let go.


Perhaps a full minute goes by like that, and then I hear Six purring through the ash. 


“Mistress, you are intact?” 


“Intact…? For… now...”


“I suggest you do not look down.”


“I… can’t. But, Six…” The wooden beam is a finger’s width from my face, but I’m arching my neck back as far as I can to try and focus on it better. “You… have to see… this…”


“The beam seems sound,” the robot continues. “It is a structural joist. In my estimation,” it continues, “the wood here is from a nearby moon of little consequence.” 


“You can’t… see… what I can…” I mumble back, the words coming out of the corner of my mouth. “It’s carved. A mark… like what builders… on Elboreth… do for luck… Preserved… the beam was on the stairs… preserved from the fire.” 


I’ve recovered enough to start to move. Like I’m shimmying down a tree-trunk, I drag myself an inch down the beam, enough to get my hips back on the staircase itself. A bit of distance means I can get a better view of the carving, too, but there’s still nothing between my shoulders and the ravine below. “I didn’t bring my notebook.”


“Please describe it, Mistress,” Six says. “It will aid your focus.” 


“I don’t… know how… It’s like nothing… Six, it’s like nothing I’ve seen before.” 


I’ve seen Ancient drawn in different forms before — angular lines and deep incisions on stone, beautiful flowing arcs drawn with fine brushes on paper, triangular-and-circular printings on fabric done with some kind of stylus. This isn’t like any of those. 


“And I don’t think… it’s Ancient at all,” I continue. I pull myself a little further along the beam, feeling stone in the middle of my back like a comforting hand. My neck finally relaxes. “There’s a horizontal line. Like… like a beam itself, really. And the glyphs are hooks hanging from the beam. It might even have been written vertically, based on the angle of the stroke.” Finally, I’m on the stairs. I breathe a huge sigh. “It’s hard to tell.”
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“And it is not modern Ioxian script?” the robot continues.


I laugh once. “Definitely not.” 


“Then it is a scratch from some ancient collision. Or the mark of a knifepoint idled across the wood. There are no other possibilities, Mistress.”


I glare at the robot from the corner of one eye. “None?”


“No, Mistress.”


“I don’t like it when you lie to my face, Six.” 


“Mistress?”


“Of course there’s another possibility. It’s a script we’ve never seen before. Written by a people living in the Nebula that we never knew existed. People who — what? Came here, built this place? Filled it full of books in a language no one speaks? And then when someone else wanted those people gone from history, they had their library burned to the ground, with the eye left in place, in case the builders came back to see what had been done. I wish Enkei was here. I bet I could ask her who did it. You don’t…?” 


“I do not,” the robot answers, coldly. 


“You say that,” I reply, “and yet of all the moons and all the eyes in the Nebula, this is where you bring me.”


“I cannot explain that except as a mathematical possibility borne out by eventualisation.”


“You deny everything?”


“Yes, Mistress. I am as I appear to be. As are we all.” 


I slide one hand free so I can trace my fingertip over the carving, trying to commit the angles and back-cuts to memory. But how does one memorise forms so precisely made when they are utterly unknown? It is like trying to remember strangers in a crowd: one can keep hold of the impression of them — the anger or the joy, the flash of a smile or the curl of a frown — but the individuals get quickly swapped in our minds for ones we already know that are more comfortable to imagine. These shapes seem awkward to my eye: not without beauty, but lacking the generous curves of Ancient. 


The unbroken horizontal stroke above runs as straight as a stone on a string. Perhaps that line was cut first, the carver tilting their awl backwards and scoring in a single stroke the way a dressmaker pulls a line of chalk across their cloth. The letters themselves, then, are hung from this wire like so much washing. 


“Is there any way I can talk to Huang?” I ask.


“I assume he is still on Renaki, but there are no functional robots there that I am in communication with.”


“None in Amadu’s stock?” The Renakian trader had owned a collection of half-functional machines, badly salvaged from some forgotten hole.


“Communication across long distance is achieved by means of eyes, Mistress, as I am sure you are aware. Renaki is well known for not possessing any.” 


“Why not?”


“An eye is a door you cannot close. The wealthy do not approve.” 


“Huh.” The edge of the staircase is digging into the middle of my back. I shift a little further back along the beam. “Talliin told me he couldn’t hopper there, for ethical reasons.”


“Perhaps he anticipated you knew of an eye he did not know.”


“Or maybe he knows about one you don’t. We were there pretty recently. I’ll ask him, because Huang would love this. I mean, he’d hate it because it goes against everything they ever teach on Iox about books, and writing, and Mazwai — she’s supposed to be the first writer, you know that? The one who pulled writing out of the Loop and started it up again. But he’d love it, all the same.” After one last run of my fingertip, I hoist myself up on the beam and get my feet underneath me. The carving disappears from sight. “I’ve certainly never seen anything like it.” 


“Can you cut it free, to take back and study?” 


“Not without damaging it. Or without better tools. But if we hurry, I can probably still draw something of it.” 


“And can you infer what it means, Mistress?”


“No.” The shock of the fall is fading and I’m grinning now, ear to ear like the fisherman in the story who finds gold in the belly of his dinner. “From the context, I’d guess something basic like ‘made by…’ or ‘hold steady,’ or ‘this end goes upwards.’ But beyond that? No idea.” I’m looking around the dusty chamber with fresh eyes as I speak, hoping to catch a glimpse of something else new. On a wall, on a charred length of beam, on a cranny in the plaster. “There might be more. There must be more. Words are like sparrows. They flock.” 


And then I’m moving with purpose, meticulous, around the edge of the walls, running my hands over everything as though I can see through my skin. Six waits without speaking, not even rotating, but I know it’s keeping me in view the whole time. I know that, in its way, it’s excited too. This is what it wanted for me, after all. This is what its Ethical Core was hoping for.


Behind the steps, built into the void beneath the stairs, my thoroughness pays off. There’s a shelf: roughly-cut wood slotted into ruts in the stone, low and deep and dark within. I slide my arm inside, and my fingers close on something small and cool. I pull my hand back out to reveal a small iron ring, big enough to fit my thumb. It’s unmarked but the workmanship is fine: several strands of metal, twisted together like a braided rope. 


“Where’s this from?” I ask. 


Six considers the matter for the moment. 


“I see the place, Mistress, in the sky. But I cannot see how else to answer the question.” 


“Can you take me there?”


“No. It may lie on the rivers, it may not. It may have an eye. I do not know.”


“You’ve never been there?”


“I cannot be sure there is a there to be, Mistress.” 


“All right.” I slip the ring into my pocket. It is curiously heavy for its size. “I really need to get myself a boat, don’t I?”


Straightening up from the shelf, I happen to be looking directly back at the doors, where the two numerals are large enough to be visible. What I hadn’t noticed is that above them is a solid horizontal stroke, cutting through the top of each. “Look at that,” I remark. “The numbers on the doors have the same line.” 


“That line is decorative, Mistress.”


“Sure about that?” I wade back over to the door. This supposedly decorative line isn’t long. It starts a thumb’s width to one side of the numeral, and ends an equal distance on the other side. “Or is it that whoever carved the beam also carved the doors?”


“They did not.”


“You don’t know that. But if they did, it would imply their numbers and Ancient numbers are the same, which would suggest these two languages share some history. Perhaps they were in use at the same time? Perhaps one group invented numbers first, and gave it to the others? Is that possible? Can numbers be invented?” 


“Numbers are fundamental to the process of understanding the universe.”


I shoot back a reply. “Sure?” 


“Ninety-eight percent sure, yes, which is well within the margin for certainty.” 


I’m pretty certain that’s a joke. “Numbers are fundamental to you, certainly. To robots. And Ancient is… also connected to robots, somehow. I think. I’m not sure. Can you write Ancient, Six? I’ve never asked. Can you hold a pencil?” 


“I have never tried, Mistress.”


“A brush, then. Could you hold a brush, if you had the right kind of thing to slot into your arm?” I pause to take a breath, feeling more alive and more manic than I have since the Nightingale crashed, perhaps since I talked to Oroi back on Renaki and glimpsed how much damage I have managed to do in my short life. “I need to slow down, Six. My ideas are a mess, and I can’t work out what order anything goes in.” It’s not an exaggeration. My heart is pounding. My cheeks are flushed. I take a step and the ground underfoot seems to lurch sideways again.


“Even you cannot comprehend a sample of writing based on a single example, Mistress. I understand you have had great success with Ancient, but that was built on a lifetime of exposure across multiple well-understood sources. How can you hope to extract meaning here?”


“I have no idea. More examples would be good. There’s nothing like this on Iox, is there? Anything you saw that I didn’t?” 


“I have never seen this writing before, Mistress. In fact, the design appears to me to be quite ornamental, thus it would be highly likely…”


“Be quiet, Six, I’m thinking.”


“Perhaps you are ready to leave?” 


“What?” The suggestion surprises me, but I can’t put my finger on why. “I told you. I’m thinking.” Or trying to, my mind adds, sluggishly.


“Mistress, there is nothing more here to be found.” I have the strange sense the robot is talking quickly, all of a sudden. It’s as though I have stepped dangerously close to a secret that it does not want me to find: but that can’t be possible, surely? There are no secrets left in the Nebula, not since its heart, like an earnest lover’s, was opened. I have never been an earnest lover, I reflect sorrowfully. I have always kept my heart sealed.


My head is starting to throb. “Is that why you chose this place?” I complain. I feel tears welling up, and I fight them down. “Lots to see, nothing to follow?” 


“I did not choose this place. It was simply available.”


“I don’t… I don’t believe you.” I crouch down to the ground, hands reaching down to search for the floor. The ash gathers round my fingers like the warm drag of a blanket. It invites me to lie down and rest.


“There is very little I can do about that,” the robot blunders on, seemingly unaware of how I am starting to sweat and spin. “I can merely assert the truth, word by word, in the hope that you will eventually listen…”


“Has that… has that ever worked?” The sky above seems to be growing larger, like the roof was the pupil of some great eye, dilating in darkness. The black beyond is as deep and distant as anything that has ever been. I imagine myself falling upwards and flying forever between the distant scattered jewels of the lonely stars… 


“Repeatedly, Mistress,” the robot drones on. “It is the basis for normal human trade and communication…”


“You tell… You tell Myari that…”


“Perhaps you should, Mistress, one truth at a time…”


“There should be… something here…” Everything in the Nebula is connected, river to hopper to wellspring to river. No moon has ever stood alone. On every site there is something of the thing that came before. History is a chain dredged up from a murky pool, link by link, all the way to the Vault far below. The ring, then. Something in the ring. I pull it from my pocket, and now it seems as heavy as a block of stone. “Can you… you find… where this was cast…”


“No, Mistress.” Is it even watching me? I feel like I am twisting over, falling in slow motion to the floor, as though something in the ash was pulling me under its surface. 


“Then… I…”


I choke, as though a cloth has been balled up and shoved into my mouth. 


“I…”


My hands are at my throat. I can no longer speak. There is a sharp jolt as the floor leaps to strike me. I have the burnt ash of a thousand ancient precious books in my hair and in my eyes. Is that blood?


“Six…”


I’m down, now. I can barely lift my head. The only noise is the thumping in my ears. The robot’s motor begins to roll, receding. Ash flies up on either side of it in Eagle wings. Ash cuts through its skull-like face, which judders and shakes. Laughs. It is leaving me behind. And I remember the woman who was inside the robot for all those years, and how cruel she had been, and how driven, and how I only had Six’s own assurance that I had left her behind inside the Vault. I had been so willing to believe. And with that thought comes a sudden, terrible cold, like I am leaving my body behind, and I know with certainty that I have been betrayed, left here to die in this forgotten place by a creature with no heart and no Ethical Core, and that all my days of thinking and learning have been for nothing…
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I had assumed, to have slept for so long, I must have had some kind of bed, or at least a quiet chamber with a door. But when I was finally freed enough that I could move I saw there was no such thing, only bare, chipped and tumbled rock. 

“I had to be careful,” duyfujw says, “because these tunnels are so fragile. There are lots of places where the ceilings have given way. I think that’s why the outer entrances were sealed up. But they’ve been forgotten now, too, so no one knows what the openings are. No one comes down here.”

“Except for you.” 

“I heard you singing,” duyfujw continues. She has a dreamlike expression on her face when she talks, as though her memories are a pleasant story she heard when she was small. “That first time. I ran away and then I was lost in the dark, and then I heard your voice.”

“Did you?” I have no memory of a song. The honest truth is I’ve never had an ear for music. My shopkeeper friend can clap time against his chest with one hand and click with the other, but I could never even do that. “What was I singing?” 

“Not words. Just sounds. The echoes in the tunnels made it sound like more than it was. But that was how I found you.”

“Then I am grateful for the singing, too,” I tell her. But the curious truth is that I am not grateful as you might expect. I did not mind my sleep. My dreams were joyous. I sense no hunger or restlessness in my limbs. It seems to me I could have laid where I was another hundred years, another thousand, and it would have made no difference. But I do not tell her that. I assure her that she is my saviour and that I will devote myself to repaying my debt. It is very important to me, since I first laid eyes upon her, that she understands how deep my loyalty goes. 

“I suppose you came down into these tunnels yourself,” she continues. “And the roof fell down on top of you, and that’s how you were trapped. An accident. I wonder how long ago it was?” 

“A very long time, I think,” I answer. “But what are these tunnels? How were they made? I did not even know they existed!”

“But they were not made,” she replies, with surprise. “They’ve always been here.”

“The rock around us is solid,” I reply. “These passages are the only fissures. Their walls are smooth, not jagged. Their courses have purpose. They do not change direction and fragment, as a river might, but they continue straight and branch deliberately, like paths through a city.”

“You say such strange things,” she says. “Would you tell a tree that it branches deliberately? It does — it spreads its leaves to better catch the light. But it does not know what it does, it simply does.” Then she seems to sigh and looks away. “Perhaps that is all you do.”

“It is all any of us do,” I tell her, truthfully. “But, sometimes, when we tell the story afterwards, we try to make more sense out of what we have done.” 

But these tunnels we move slowly through were not carved by any story of water, root or stone. That much is quite obvious to my eyes, that have seen so much of workmanship and so much that is naturally formed. These tunnels were shaped by blades. But why? What was here to find? Elboreth has no useful minerals; it never has.

“This way,” she says, scrambling ahead of me. “We’re almost at the opening.”

The climb so far has been a simple one, if steep. But then, in sight of the entrance, there is a place where the ground becomes so uneven — littered with jagged chunks torn from the ceiling like loosened teeth — that I cannot find my footing and with every step up, I slip back down.

“Wait here,” duyfujw instructs, then disappears up the tunnel into the light. I am unconcerned. I have no doubt she will return. And soon enough she does, dragging a plank of wood behind her. “You waited,” the woman says, as she lays the plank down to make a path. “I couldn’t get away.”

She treats me like I am a queen, and I do not tell her to stop. I delight in her attention. It is like nothing I have felt before. I am quite giddy with it. 

We emerge through a concealed tunnel entrance — a sliced pleat in the mountain’s skirt — onto the edge of meagre fields. I remember this spot well enough: it lies at the base of the mountain, out of sight of the Gate and the path down to Godsfeet, almost at the far point where the land narrows away and only the river remains. 

This patch was overgrown with brambles and stoneweed in my time; it was a place to harvest only berries and scratches. Now it has been cleared and tilled and they are growing beet and cane in planters made from fruit-boxes and barrels. The trees that grew here have all been felled. Perhaps their wood was used to make the fences that keep the terraces from crumbling.

“This way.”

She takes my arm gently and leads me down a sloping path, until we reach the great plain that wraps around the mountain’s foot on one hand and reaches to the turbulent and happy waters on the other. There are people here, working the land, harvesting and planting and singing as they work. “I remember this,” I tell her, “but not like this. So much has changed. So much has been done.” I try to smile, but she does not seem to notice. “People seem happier now.” 

“People are never happy,” she replies. She seems irritable, suddenly, walking several paces ahead as if not wanting to be seen in my company. “Their bellies are more full than empty, and their children sleep with smiles on their faces. These are good things. But there is always more to be done.” 

I pause again. I am still slowly returning to my body. I feel dazed, as one might after a bad fall or a long night’s sleep. “Is that why you explored below?” I ask. “To find… what? Riches? Buried gold?” 

“No. You said we tell stories to explain what we do after we’ve done it. Well, then. I explored the tunnels to find you. I cannot tell you any other reason why I did it, so that one will have to do.” She glances back at me, but she is not smiling. There is a puzzled expression on her face. “Do you wish to rest more, or can you move on?“

“Where you go, I follow.”

We resume walking, rounding the mountain a little further, and it is then I see a sight that truly shakes me to my core.
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I had come to understand already that I had slept a long time — in some unnatural, impossible sleep, in my narrow tomb below the stones. I had come to understand that, somehow, I had survived what many ages of the Nebula had not. 

I did not understand how it was that I was still alive: it seemed like a miracle, an act of mercy — or cruelty — by the Seventh God himself, perhaps, whose great temple I had desecrated. And I did not understand how great that miracle had been, or how vicious the curse, until we rounded the mountain’s toe and I saw the Archer. 

I must have gasped aloud at the sight of the colossus, but I do not think duyfujw noticed. She continued walking, as though this giant — as tall as the mountain itself — was the most natural sight in the world. She only noticed I had stopped after four or five more strides. 

She turned, and frowned. “Is something the matter?”

She might as well have asked me if the waters were the hallways of the dead, or if the Loop was real, for a moment earlier I would have said no, and now I could only nod in amazement, staring upwards. 

“What are you looking at?” she asked, as if there could be any doubt! 

“The man,” I replied. “He is so… very large.”

The man was indeed huge: his feet alone were longer than a person’s arm-span. 

“Ah!” She turned back, and put her hands on her hips like a mother taking pride in one of her larger sons. “He’s quite something, isn’t he? Carved from a spur of the mountain itself, I think.”

“But it’s so big. I never imagined it could be so big.”

“So is the mountain. Do you know who he is?”

He was clad in loose-flowing robes cut from frozen stone. In one, impossibly thick outstretched arm (its trunk so wide a dozen people could have laid down upon it), he held aloft an enormous fluted bow. Its lower point reached down almost to his ankles and its upper point was lost out of my sight above. 

“How does it not fall?”

“Because it is all one thing. The mountain, as I said. A thing, once made, does not break unless it is broken.”

“But the bow is so heavy. It is a mountain itself! Why does it not fall?” 

The question appeared to frustrate her. “I told you already.”

“There must be structure within,” I continue. “Beams of tight metal, a counterbalance of some kind...” 

“There is nothing inside it,” duyfujw says. “It is the Archer, and it has always been here.” 

But I can only shake my head at that. “You are wrong,” I tell her. “In my time, when I was a child, there were only the feet. While I have slept, by some power, it has been rebuilt. Perhaps the stone to build it came from the tunnels where I lay?” 

“The stone from those tunnels is in the walls of the Catkis itself,” duyfujw declares. “The mountain gave the stone for the houses set upon it. For the paving in the streets. Every child knows that. Didn’t you say you grew up here?”

“I did.” 

She looks at me, almost suspiciously, and does not argue even though I can see the argument plainly on her face. “Follow me,” she instructs.

I start to move again, but I cannot tear my eyes away from the Archer. His left elbow angles out backwards; his left hand is up beside his cheek. It holds in check a taut bowstring; a fine filament of stone as wide as a street. The effort of it is enormous; veins stand out on his arm like rivers. On his face is a look of such concentration and intent it might be the future itself he is aiming for. 

“He is no God,” I say. 

“This way!” duyfujw calls. She is by the Lower Gate already. I get the sense she is rushing ahead. Perhaps she is hungry. She has been working to free me for so long, and it has been hard work. She needs rest and recovery. I hurry to catch up. 

“He is no God,” I say again. “He has two eyes. Two feet. He is a man.”

“Of course.” She speaks the Gate’s word and we pass through into the Catkis Yard above. I feel a sudden wide space deep inside my soul, like I am a rabbit who has quit its warren for the open field. It is most strange, but the Yard has never seemed so big. It must be from being in the tunnels underground for so long. 

“This way,” my rescuer says and she gestures to one of the alleys that leads upwards. She’s hurrying again. It isn’t until we are in the shadow of tall buildings on either side that she stops to let me catch up, and I finally realise she does not want to be seen with me. 

“Can I ask you a question?” she demands, and then continues without waiting. “What makes you say that? About the statue?”

“I have seen statues,” I reply. “Lots of them. They are always Gods. Gods have no legs because they do not walk. Their bodies arise from the earth like the trunks of trees, wherever they are needed. Each has a single eye: they need only one because they always see the truth, and the truth needs no second perspective. I admit, I knew the statue here on Elboreth had feet but still, I thought it was a statue of the Seventh God. A God with two feet who walks the rivers, but still a God. But this statue: this is a man. It has been rebuilt wrong!” 

“It is the Archer,” duyfujw says. “The Archer who fired the bow that split the Great Tree, which splintered open, forming the Nebula as it tore, so that when the first ships crossed the Old Sea they had a place to make their harbour. You say you are from Elboreth, but you do not know this?”

I look around at the streets. At the people passing by. At the shining shutters and dimly-lit corners. “Elboreth has changed,” I say.

“Very well,” duyfujw agrees, fiercely. “But the past? It, surely, has not!”

We climb the slopes of Elboreth in silence. The lower streets are quiet: the light has dimmed and the green-yellow walls have turned a misty grey. The few people we pass must know duyfujw and respect her, or else they fear her: either way, they seem to give us our space as we walk. 

But the buildings grow busier the higher we go. The warm smells of charcoal and spice float from the open windows. I can hear snatches of patois songs, the echo of laughter and loud conversation. Somewhere a dog makes its sadness known. Bats flitter around me, little rags cut from a restless dark cloth. Nothing is still; everything is alive. 

“It’s beautiful,” I murmur. “I’ve lived here so long, but I don’t often notice how beautiful it is.” 

“What seems beautiful to you?” duyfujw replies. “The narrow alleys? The packed houses? The waste running down the gutters? The ill children, or the starving old men?”

“The buildings. The lights. The humanity.”

“There’s nothing beautiful about humanity. Here. Let me show you my little corner of it. I have a room on the third level,” she tells me. “With the other mechanicists.” 

“I know that place,” I answer with bright enthusiasm. “My friend lived there. She was brilliant. She might have left a monument, even. Some fine machine. She was always destined for greatness.” But that thought does not last. I left my friend far away across the waters, and I left her happy, too. She said she would never return: I suppose she never did. “No matter,” I finish. 

“No,” duyfujw replies, with a sad sigh. “Tell me. I want to hear your stories.”

How strange, that I have only known this woman for an hour — or for years, if you count the time between our first meeting and our second — and yet, I feel I have known her all my life? 
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duyfujw shares her room with two other women and one man. She doesn’t introduce me when we enter, but from the way they talk they are a family, if not by blood then by debt. “Where were you?” the man asks. “You didn’t finish…” He waves a hand towards a table covered in strips of wood and coils of wire. It is like being back in my friend’s workshop, although her contraptions were always out in the yard, trying to crawl away. 

“She went exploring,” one of the two women says. She’s eating as she talks and the words are being chewed. “She got bored and went exploring.”

“I wasn’t bored,” duyfujw says. “I needed an idea, so I went looking for one. And look what I found.”

The third women comes over to me, and she smiles. She’s tall. She walks all around me, as though admiring my clothes, or sizing me up for work. Finally she speaks.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” duyfujw says. She grins, and the smile lights up her whole face. “But, listen. Say good faith to it.”

“Don’t be so foolish.” 

The woman turns away, but duyfujw gently takes her arms, and turns her back around to face me. 

“I mean it. Say it.”

The tall woman frowns, looking flustered and embarrassed. But she obliges: leaning down a little and then smiling at me like I was a mirror. 

“Good faith.”

“Good faith,” I reply. 

I might as well have struck her. The woman seems to fly backwards through the air, her smile vanishing to be replaced by a look of horror and revulsion. 

“Good faith to all of you,” I continue, nervously. These are my new friend’s people, and so they are important to me. I try to speak gently. My accent must seem barbarous to them. “My name is dijxmDk. Thank you for making me welcome.”

It is the man who recovers the fastest. “Good faith. You are welcome. You are. And you found this… visitor… where, duyfujw?”

duyfujw is laughing at the others behind one hand. “In the tunnels. I went in from the lower fields. I heard it singing.”

“You’re writings tales on the clouds, duyfujw,” the man scolds her. Perhaps they are brother and sister. They seem as comfortable together as two bricks in a wall. “This thing does not sing.”

duyfujw turns on me. “Can you sing, dijxmDk?”

“Not well,” I admit. “But I was asleep, and I cannot remember what I did while I slept. Perhaps I sang.”

“Or perhaps the wind echoes down the tunnels from any one of a hundred exits, and plays the tune of The Old Man and the Waterfall,” the man answers. “Perhaps there is a child down there that you should have rescued instead?” 

The other woman smiles, and comes up behind the man, slipping her arms around his waist. He nestles backwards against her. “Don’t tease my little sister,” she murmurs. “If she says she heard it singing, then she heard it singing. When have you ever known duyfujw to lie?” 

The man shrugs. “When she says she has finished her work?” 

duyfujw snatches something from the table and throws it at him. I believe she intends it to be playful, but the item is a short iron pry bar and it flies through the air with some accuracy. The sharpened end tilts towards her debt-brother’s head. I can see he has not noticed; he is distracted by the woman behind him. Time seems to linger on the moment, as though savouring it, like a wolf about to take its first bite from a kill. The bar will draw blood, perhaps carving down to the very bone. The happy room will be split as surely as the joints this tool was built to prise apart. 

An instant later, the pry bar is gone, but only duyfujw sees it disappear. She is frozen in shock for a moment, then turns slowly to look at me.

“Did… did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“The chisel. I threw it, and it vanished.”

“I saw the tool disappear. But I did not touch it.”

“Did you not?” She slides from the table edge where she perched herself and comes to kneel in front of me, placing her callused hands on my smooth knees. “What are you, in truth? Where do you come from, really?”

“I am from Elboreth,” I tell her, and I feel the tears gathering in my eyes as I speak. “I am telling you the truth. I promise you, I will always tell you the truth, duyfujw. I grew up an orphan in the care of the Grey Ladies. From there I was taken to Iox, for a time…”

“Where’s Iox?” the eating woman interrupts. 

duyfujw shakes her head. 

“Iox is a moon in the Eagle’s Pass,” I answer. “It lies between here and dc0Dkf, the green moon of the Verdant Pass. Iox takes the form of a hollowed crater within a ring of high mountain peaks. Ships land through an opening guarded by large stone breakers that calm the waters and prevent them from washing inside. They call these breakers the Jaws of Iox… How can you not know this?” For the first time, I feel truly scared. “Did the Fall happen while I slept? Is Iox… gone?”

“It says such curious things,” the woman says, losing interest again and going back to her food. 

“I think it knows things,” duyfujw says slowly. “I don’t think it’s making these things up. It cannot be dreaming. I think it comes from a time — a time long ago — when the things it describes were real. Things we have forgotten or lost. It’s been down there, in the tunnels below the mountain, for so long.” 

“How long?”

duyfujw shakes her head. “I don’t know, and it doesn’t know either.”

“Are there more?” the man asks. duyfujw looks at me. 

“There is only one of me,” I tell her, defiantly. “As there is only one of each of you.” 

“Speak for yourself, friend,” the woman with her arms around the man says, and I understand now that her face is so similar to that of duyfujw because they are sisters; perhaps they are even twins. Twins are not common on Elboreth, though births with one living baby and one dead are frequent enough. Indeed, when both infants survive they are often mistrusted by the populace, as though each twin was somehow darkly responsible for the survival of the other. 

“May I ask something? Why is it you distrust me? I have not been able to reason it out. It cannot be because I am from Iox — that is usually the reason, but you have never heard of Iox. Is there, then, something about my appearance that you find off-putting? I am a woman, just as you are. I dress much as you do, I speak much as you do. Is there some mark the people of Elboreth carry that I lack? Something I should wear?” 

The three are all staring at me now. Even the seated woman has pushed her plate away. 

Only duyfujw is smiling. 

“You see!” she declares, and she is not talking to me. “It doesn’t know what it is!” 

“Nonsense. How can it not know?” the man demands. “Can’t it see? Can’t it feel?” 

“I wonder if perhaps it can, but it doesn’t matter,” duyfujw says. “Either way, it doesn’t seem able to change what it thinks.” 

“duyfujw?” I ask, and I am now crying freely. “Why are you talking like this? Why do you not treat me as a guest? You have not offered me food or even a place to sit. Something is wrong, but I do not understand what it is. If I have offended you, please, I beseech you, tell me how?” 

“Should I fetch a mirror?” the sister of duyfujw asks, softly. “Might that help?”
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There is a story of a beautiful little girl, who was given a mirror of polished gold when she became old enough to enjoy her own reflection. She was delighted by the present and would spend hours each day in awe of its surface, turning and twisting in front of it to admire every part of her face and figure. 

But excitement settled quickly into routine, as always happens. The mirror was covered with a curtain, to be enjoyed in the morning and just before bed, but not in between, because the girl was worried the mirror would one day wear out, as her most beautiful shoes and most beautiful clothes always did. 

The girl grew into a woman and was eventually married to a man of some stature in the small city where they lived. To begin with he was happy to see his beautiful young wife enjoying her reflection in the golden mirror. But excitement settled quickly into routine, as always happens, and the man began to feel that his wife saved her beauty for the looking glass and not for him. “If she spends every morning and every evening enjoying her looks this way,” he told himself, “then one day her looks will wear out, just as my best wine and finest sweets always do.”

Jealousy is the rich soil where anger grows like a weed, and soon the man could not bear the sight of his wife or her mirror, and he would leave the room when she drew back its curtain. Then came a night when grumbling and complaining to himself was no longer enough. The bond, he decided, must be broken once and for all, and that night, he hurt his wife so badly that he knew she would never be able to enjoy her beauty ever again. 

The next morning he woke to find both she and the mirror were gone. 

The woman lived the rest of her life in the same small city, but when she went about she was always hooded, and only partly from fear of being recognised by the man. But every morning and every evening, she drew back the curtain and looked deep into the loyal mirror, and it never once failed to reveal her true beauty, as it always had.
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And so it was I came to understand what it is I have become. I am a thing of steel and wire: I move in lines and slow arcs over shallow ground. I am strong, but lack hands. I can think, and calculate with ease, but my thoughts are boundaried in ways I cannot perceive.

Looking back, the most curious part was I had not noticed any change. I recall looking up at the figure of the Archer and understanding the struts of supportive metal that must lie inside it without realising I was describing my own form. But I was at that moment and still am now the little girl I have always been. Free to run and scramble, weak of lung but quick of thought. Pretty, smudgy, nimble, wiry, strong. 

The material of this body cannot change who I am inside; it is the stronger light.

And in this I know I am not unusual. I have met very old men and women who say they wake in the morning and throw themselves to their feet, only to realise too late their ankles can no longer take their weight. They imagine hurtling down a flight of stairs before embarking one wobbling step at a time. 

Even the mightiest tree still believes itself to be a sapling, and trembles its branches at the slightest wind.

Which is all to say, if I have never accepted what I have become, how can I blame the people of Elboreth, who could not accept it either? 
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I gasp a deep, full breath that makes my lungs swell and my head spin worse than before. There are cold terracotta tiles beneath my cheek. Twilight shadows from flat-roofed buildings cut the dark sky on every side. This is Elboreth; I can tell by the smell. I am lying beneath the roof of the Catkis Gate in view of its unblinking eye. I am home.


“What happened?” The words come out like rolled dough; my tongue is three times its proper size. I need water. My mouth is thick with dust. “I collapsed…”


“The air ran out, Mistress.” Six’s voice seems to be at my ear. “You breathed what reserves there were, and then there were no more.”


“But you left me. And I saw her. I saw her face.”


“I had to find an angle. I do not know what you saw. Can you sit?”


I put my arms below my body and push. It’s like lifting a heavy flagstone: impossible, until it starts to move. “I thought it was her. I was sure it was her.”


“No, Mistress.” The robot whirrs as it flattens itself, bringing the expressionless face down to where I lie. “Aliya. Please listen to me, and believe me. I will never hurt you. I cannot. I am bound to you. And you must believe me that she is gone. You do not need to fear her, again.” 


“But how can you promise that?”


“Because I am certain it is true.”


I take a long, deep breath. It feels like water after thirst. “Thank you, Six.” 


“You are very welcome, Mistress. Shall we return to your rooms?” 


I push myself up into a squatting position, then groggily pick myself to my feet. Six extends an arm and I lean onto it, surprised as ever by the iron firmness within its narrow frame. Bones seem frail and weak by comparison. 


“Don’t hopper me. I need to walk.”


“Very good. This way.”


“I know the way, Six.”


“Yes, Mistress.” 


I stumble down the stairs into the yard. The book I bought from Tapi is still behind the pillar where I left it. I gather it up. It’s now the only copy of Mazwai I own. I breathe in the deep, moist, fulsome air. It’s healing. This moon is and has life. This moon will survive. This is a place I can be, I think. I can be happy here and I can be well. I don’t need what’s out there, where the ash piles up higher than my head and the air itself is finished and the sun cannot reach. Why bury yourself, Aliya, when you can look at the sky?


“Mistress Aliya?”


I’ve paused at the edge of the yard, looking hopelessly back over my shoulder. The people of Elboreth are working, talking, laughing; selling fruit and crafts and plans and fried things served on thick argua leaves. There are children running errands and climbing things and playing with sticks and hard oranges. There are cats, creeping through the shadows on errands of their own. I look at it all and for all its joy I know I have no place in it. 


“… I’ve lost everything, Six,” I whisper, too afraid to speak any louder. “My friends. My ship. My mother. Everything. All my books. My hammock. I never had much. What do I have now?”


“You have me, Mistress.”


“I hardly know you, Six. I never did. You ran out on me before I could know you. I know that wasn’t your fault, but it is what happened.” I’m still leaning on its arm, but I don’t need to any more. I straighten up and I’m alone. “When the slums flooded, the people from Godsfeet lost everything, but here they are, starting again. They’re going to build a whole new Elboreth, from the top down, using whatever they had in their pockets. But I haven’t got anything in my pocket. I don’t even have my notebook. I don’t know who I am or what I’m for. If I’d run out of air on that moon and you’d left me, it wouldn’t have mattered. No one would have come looking.” 


“That could never have happened,” the robot says, so softly. “The probability was below negligible.”


“So you say, Six, but I don’t know why you’re with me.”


“Where else should I be, Mistress?”


“I don’t know where robots go when there are no people to bother,” I say. “Do you have a city? A moon like that back room on Iox where the dockworkers used to go? Lady robots to dance with; baby robots to feed?” 


“There are no lady robots, Mistress. No children, no male robots. We work. It is all we do.”


“Life is work, too,” I reply, quietly. “I know it is, because I avoid doing it.” 


“If there is a place for robots to go, Mistress, then I do not know about it. But if anyone was to find such a place, I would expect it to be you. So it makes sense I should stay in your company.”


“You’re funny,” I observe. “You weren’t funny before.” 


Six doesn’t even blink, of course. “I have no idea what you mean.”


“Promise me, Six. Promise me it isn’t her who’s the funny one. Promise me it wasn’t her who made you take me there, to that dead place?” 


“Not her. She is gone. Every last trace of her.” 


The robot falls silent. So do I, for a time, before I ask.


“Who was it, then?” 


The robot says nothing.


“Six?” My eyes search the empty face, but it is like searching a room that has been cleared out. “Please tell me, Six. Tapi’s shop was filled with things. Filled with places we could have gone. You chose that one for a reason.”


Nothing. It sits there, unmoving, enough that I start to think I might have broken it. 


“By the waters, Six. Answer me. Who told you to take me there?” And then, mid-sentence, an idea occurs to me, of a different shape than any thought I have had before today, that pushes into my mind, bending it in new and awkward directions. I turn away in disgust. “Oh, by the Goddess. It was Myari, wasn’t it? Something left over from that message she sent you.” 


“Myari is still my primary user,” Six replies, quietly enough that it must be hoping I cannot hear. “I report to her whenever I am able.”


“And why? Why would she want me to see that riverless place? Is she trying to scare me? Make me stop looking by leaving me almost for dead?” 


“I cannot answer that, Mistress. And I am sorry. I cannot disobey the commands I am given. I cannot blank them out.”


“That’s all right.” I breathe out a long sigh. It’s almost relief. I thought I’d lost everything, but no, I haven’t: I still have the Professor and she still pulls me across the ground like a wheeled toy on a string. “Only next time, tell me?” 


“The problem is one of causality, Mistress. If I tell you, you would not go, and thus I cannot tell you. I do not have the ability to misunderstand myself that humans seem to prize so highly.” 


“I don’t care. You find a way to tell me. Lift your elbow in the air when you speak or something.”


“I am unable to be deceitful, Mistress.” 


I can’t help laughing at that. I start to climb the sloping street away from the robot. “We both know that’s not true,” I call over my shoulder. “It’s just a question of who you’re deceiving and who you’re deceiving them for.”


“Please, Mistress.” The thing trails behind like a scolded child, moving as delicately as a metal brick on tracks can move. “I would prefer you not to be angry with me…”


“Because if I’m angry I won’t do what you tell me to?” 


I quicken my pace. 


“Mistress. Please. Aliya… please...” 


People are looking out of doorways at us. I know there are those who whisper about me, who say these robots are more than just my tools, that they are my lovers. I know we look right now like an old couple who have carried each other’s debt in trust for so long that we treat its value with contempt. Let them gossip, I think, crossly. If any of them had wanted a piece of me for themselves, it’s not like they troubled to offer. Well, excepting Timor, but that mark still counts against him.


“I’m sick and tired of doing other people’s work for them,” I answer. “Enkei, Myari… if they aren’t the same person they might as well be. The Loop preserve us, and preserve everything wicked and selfish too!” I wheel about. “If she tries to contact me again, Six, bury it. I don’t want to hear another word from her. I don’t want…”


The words die in my mouth. I am struck as still as the robot itself. 


It catches up to me. 


“Mistress? Is something the matter, Mistress?” 


The misshapen thought inside my skull has rolled over again and revealed another side. “You said on the ash moon that I couldn’t talk to Huang, because there were no eyes on Renaki.”


“That is correct.” 


“But when Myari called, I told you to tell her I wasn’t coming, and you said you would deliver it. And just now, you said you report to her.” 


The robot does not reply, and I crow with delight. You know you’ve got a robot cornered when it shuts its mouth.


“So there is an eye on Iox?”


The robot still won’t speak. It sits there like a lantern in the street.


“Six?”


“Please try to understand,” it replies cautiously. “I do not get to choose how I am.” 


“You don’t get to choose when you lie to me, you mean?” 


“Exactly so, Mistress. And might I add, I am extremely content to be here on Elboreth where Professor Myari’s influence over me is somewhat reduced.”


“All right. All right.” The problem with cornering a robot is there is nowhere else they can go. “Try this, then. Imagine if there was an eye on Iox, that Myari knew about and didn’t want me to know about. Would you be able to tell me about it?”


“No.”


“Would you be able to use it, to get me there?” 


“No. Using it would confirm its existence to you, Mistress.” 


“And there’s no way around that?”


“… Not that I can see, Mistress. My apologies, but I am constrained by my fundamental programming.” 


“Me too,” I reply, grinning the grin of a wolf who has a rabbit’s leg in its jaws. “And I don’t give up when there’s something to find out.” I jab the thing in a shoulder joint. “We’re going to find a way to Iox. Then I’m going to get Myari to make me your primary user. And I’m going to find out where the writing in the library came from, and find out why Iox burned it all down.”


“Iox? You believe Iox destroyed that place?”


“Of course I do.” I turn and start walking again. “Who else but Iox would burn down a library? Come on. We’re going to put this Mazwai in my room — I’d forgotten how much I miss having one. Then, I’m going to find a hidden way into Iox.”


“Just like that?”


“Just like that.” My lungs are full once more. My brain has started to work again. “After all, there is one person on Elboreth who’ll know where it is, I think?”
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Since Godsfeet was submerged, Timor has moved into a large hallway in a building on a street otherwise given over entirely to shoemakers. He has a view across the Lower Yard, clear sunshine in the morning, and a back window overlooking the waters to chuck out the raki when it starts to fizz. He still serves drinks, he still smiles, but he seems to me now both a little older and a little more relaxed. It is as though he has come to believe that, whatever happens next to the moon he loves so much, it will not be his fault or his responsibility. 


He greets me with an exaggerated cheer as I slip inside. “Moonflower! My favourite cousin. You grace me with your visit! Good faith to you!” and he comes around from behind his bar to hustle me over to a table. He can afford the time, I suppose. There are no other customers. “Sit, relax, tell me everything. Any word from Oroi?”


I shake my head. “None. But I’m not surprised. Last time I saw her, we left things…” I shrug. Timor knows the way of it, however much he pretends to be disinterested. “We left things.” 


(For myself, I think now that I didn’t truly understand Oroi until that last meal on Renaki. Aliya Elasra, always looking backwards and never seeing what is right before her eyes.)


Before my eyes right now is Timor, laughing quietly to himself.


“She’s better off elsewhere, I agree, I agree,” he enthuses. “She was always a large bird in a small cage. Somewhere like Renaki, well, now. She can be of some use there, I think. Here on Elboreth, everything is weaving and carpentry and I think it will be this way for some time. You have been to Maersi, once, I think, Moonflower? In a few years from now, we will be as good as the people on Maersi. Making everything we need from mud and water. And to think, I used to worry we would dry out! By the Goddess! Now we will need to light fires to boil the water into the air. Speaking of which…” He has been leaning on the rim of the stool he has set me on like a vase; now he jumps up and returns to his bar. “Raki. And fresh, only the best for the water-bringer herself. Do you know, sometimes when I make it with the mist we have now, it glows? It is a strange and magical thing. I will share a glass with you.” 


I nod again. “This isn’t a friendly visit. I should tell you that right away. I’m here because I need something.”


“Of course you do. You are Aliya, whatever Elboreth might now be. But you still need companionship too, and you will get some of that whether you realise you need it or not.” He pours two glasses and brings them over to my table, which is a crate turned upside-down with a cloth spread over the top. “And I think maybe you do realise. If I am honest, you do not seem right to me. It is like… it is like a little of you has gone out.” He sets the glasses down, swirling them as he does so. He’s right: the liquid inside sparkles. I turn my glass slowly, watching the light ripple and move.


“Is it safe to drink?”


“Safe?” He laughs. “No, most likely not. But it is glorious. Drink of the sun itself, Aliya Elasra. Who can say no to that? Can you?”


“I can’t.”


“Then good faith, Moonflower.” 


“Just Aliya, please. There’s only so many names one woman can take.” I lift my glass. “Good faith.”


I lift my glass and sip, and it is remarkable, smoother and spicier than anything Timor has ever served me before. It is like a breeze after days of stagnant heat. “It’s good!” 


“I have had some time to think about such things,” he admits. “I know many are uncertain about these new times we find ourselves in, but me? I am grateful. Elboreth has water. Elboreth has the best raki in the Nebula. We have light, and children, and time. What more do we need?”


“I need a way to Iox.” 


His expression sours. “That is a thing that no one needs. Not now, not any more.”


“I need it.” 


He shakes his head. “Look elsewhere. That place was always a pit of snakes, but now…”


I look up from the starlight in my drink as he says that. His face has not changed, but I know Timor: he is a man who delights in choosing his words the way a fa’zuki player chooses where to place their next pebble. He regards me across the table with the same curious, smug expression he’s worn for my benefit ever since I was a little girl. 


I am not a little girl any more. 


“What have you heard?”


“The same as you, I am sure. The University has closed the Jaws themselves, to everyone. No ships go in or out. Iox has shut itself up and put its head underwater, and I for one will not miss them.” 


“No ships?”


“Not one.”


I think about that for a moment, rolling a drop of raki over my tongue. “You’re talking about the robot ships. The ones you used to hijack to get supplies into Godsfeet.”


“Me?” He looks startled. “No, I’m a bartender, Aliya. You have me confused with someone else.”


“I do,” I answer coldly. “This other man, he was a friend of mine. He looked a bit like you, I think, but that’s where the resemblance ends. He was always saying he was happy to help. And he ran a successful smuggling operation from the back of a shack in Godsfeet.” 


Timor pulls a face, shakes his head. “He sounds like a fascinating and interesting man. I would like to have met him. Perhaps he has finally tired of doing a bad job when a better one is being done by someone else.”


I turn that over. He means Talliin, of course, who is Overseer of the Catkis now — the Kisreth, in the local tongue. The detail is interesting, however. If Iox is closed to everyone, then what Talliin is doing is quite different than what Timor used to do. Talliin’s trading is, presumably, legitimate and balanced. Timor’s method was the more honourable practice of stealing from thieves; Iox would take tithes from across the Protectorate in return for their protection and Timor would take a tithe from Iox for their arrogance. 


“How did you do it?” I ask. “Before. How did you steal from the robots without the robots noticing?” 


Timor smiles sadly at me, before looking away, as though he is ashamed of himself. “Sometimes interesting questions have very tedious answers. Wouldn’t you prefer to talk about something else? There is so much happening in Elboreth now. So much life and activity. It is like a key has been turned, and a window thrown open. Do you not want to share the stories of what you have seen here, in these streets? The things people have found in the old houses that have been closed for so long? That seems like it should be something that interests you?”


“Timor, I need to get to Iox. It’s important. I’ve discovered… something… and I know, Iox is far from a good place, but it’s still got all the knowledge of the Nebula locked away. There are archives there they’ve been building and preserving since the Fall. I need to look through them. I can’t just start everything over again from scratch the way you can. I don’t make the things I find in a metal bin out back.” 


His eyes go wide at that, but I know he remembers showing me as a girl. I stirred the thing for him plenty of times.


“I need to persuade Myari to let me in,” I continue. “Or I need to break in. So I thought, who do I know who might know a secret way past the Jaws, or some way to, maybe, negotiate with the dockhands who control the port? And I thought of you. Come on, Timor. It isn’t even useful information to you any more.”


“Aliya… how old were you, when we first met?”


I sigh. Another distraction, but I can play his game a little longer. “I don’t really know. Six, maybe seven.”


“Exactly this. To a six or a seven year old, what we did in the back room of the bar down in Godsfeet — that wonderful place where so many friends were made — the comings and the goings, the barrels rolling in and out — it must have seemed to you like the clockwork of some complex, intelligent machine. Something so intricate it could only have been put together by a genius. Maintained by a fanatic. You must have been in awe of it.”


“I’ve never been in awe of you,” I answer sharply.


“Please.” He lifts a hand. “I am not looking for praise. I am trying to tell you the truth, and that is not so easy for me, so give me the great gift of your patience, as you have so many times before.”


“Fine. Just don’t flatter me.”


“I wouldn’t dream of it, glorious Moonflower. What I mean to say, is this. You assume — by what you saw, by the names they called me in those days — that what I did was some subtle, noble art. Something dangerous, and organised, like the rat that steals from the dinner plate in the middle of the table. Brewing good raki? That is subtle and noble, and you dismiss it out of hand, because you think I have done something far more serious and cunning in my time. You ask how we stole food from the robot transports that came to Elboreth without the robots noticing? I tell you, we didn’t.”


“I saw you.”


“You did not.”


“Fine. I mean, I saw piles of food sitting in your back room and then being quietly handed out. Where did that come from, if you didn’t steal it and you didn’t trade for it?”


“It came from the transports, yes. But we did not steal it. The robots aboard those transports simply allowed us to take it.”


“What? You’re saying the workers from the yard loaded it aboard the ship, and then you… just unloaded it again?”


“Yes. I told you. Nothing stealthy, or subtle. Simple and boring. This is how the poor always survive: they have patience.”


I’m shaking my head. “I don’t believe you.”


“It is true.”


“Iox wouldn’t allow it.”


“I do not know if Iox even knew. The robots, however, did allow it.”


“You hate robots. You always threw mine out.” Even now, I’ve come here without Six: I left it at the door, and it trundled sullenly away. “You didn’t like them and they didn’t like you.”


“Robots do not like or dislike, dear one. They are like knives, or lengths of rope. They do what they do, and that is all. One thing they do not do is separate people. Robots see all people as the same. In this, in the end, their hearts are more humane than the hearts of their masters.”


“They have Ethical Cores.”


“Is that so?” He reaches down for his glass and takes a long, thoughtful sip. “And what is this Ethical Core?”


“I don’t know. Not really. Six says it’s the bit that stops it from hurting anyone.”


“So it is the robot’s name for a heart, then. It is my experience, Aliya, that we all have hearts, but our hearts only see what we allow them to see, and most of us do not perceive much of the world, either by our situation or else by choice. The leaders on Iox were always capable of knowing that Elboreth was starving but, I think, they chose not to know it. So they did not feel our suffering, even though they were the ones causing it and could have ended it in a moment. But the robots did not have that choice, to know or not to know. They know everything they perceive, and so they are compelled to be kind within the limits of their instructions. Do you remember the boy Aamir?” 


“The boy I rescued after you abandoned him? The space pirate? I remember him.”


“Precisely. He went aboard a robot ship looking for cured meat, I believe. But he was sneaking and hiding because I had forgotten to explain to him that the way to board a robot ship was to simply walk aboard. And so, he went in quiet as the mouse, as subtle as the shadow, and the robots did not see him until it was too late. That was why they sailed him away.” 


“But they didn’t bring him home.”


“No.” Timor nods at that. “Robots do not seem to understand the idea of home. I think they live without a place to be, like trees uprooted by the wind, forever spinning in midair. But, thank the Goddess, that did not matter because along came Aliya, the great pivot around which the whole Nebula revolves, to come and find him and bring him back to us…”


“Stop it.”


“But it is true. Aliya Elasra, the ship-finder, robot-friend…”


“I am not.”


“You are. You are! There are stories about you, dear girl. They say the waters that flooded the Nebula rose up at your command. They say you held them in your palm, and then opened your palm and the waters went as you directed. They say you are the Sky Dancer herself, come again! And I have known you since you were a little girl, when you were far too muddy to be a Goddess, and yet even I wonder to myself, is it true? Is the little girl who stole fried cakes from my back room a Goddess, come again?” 


I don’t smile, not even a little bit, but shoot him a look of fire and dirt. “I told you not to flatter me.”


“You understand the Nebula better than anyone, Moonflower. Our new kisreth, for instance. He is more or less your son, as I understand it…”


“He’s thousands of years old.”


“So are we all, bless the waters. Aliya, please. You came in here to tell me how powerful and important I am, and now you will not accept the same. Drink your raki with me; it is very, very good, and we may be equals together in our hatred of Iox and our love for this soggy moon of ours.”


I do as he says. Why not? Timor always says exactly what he wants to say, only never in words. His words are always brimming over with flowers and colour because words can be overheard — by robots at the door, by whatever other spies Iox might choose to send. Words can be shared and passed along. Timor talks instead with his eyes: a private line of communication, as tight as a wire and as full of meaning as a page from a book.


“You’re telling me if I want to go to Iox, I should just go. Walk aboard the first robot ship I can find and tell them to take me there.”


“No. I am telling you what you already must know. The Jaws of Iox have been sealed, to every ship, human and metal sailors alike, and this is a cause for rejoicing because now Elboreth can be honest and we are all free. And whatever it is you think Iox has, somewhere out in the Nebula it can be found a hundred times over, and the person best at finding things is sitting opposite me, telling me how wonderful my company is.” 


He drains his glass, then turns it upside-down on the little table. 


“Now. Permit me, but I have a bar to run.”


“Your bar is empty.”


“So is your glass, which makes this an excellent moment, and one not to be wasted.” He gets to his feet and clasps my shoulder with one thick hand. “You will find a way. There is always a way. But leave Iox alone. It is cursed ground. No good will come from going there. It never has.” 


I look up, catching those sparkling eyes of his for one more moment and finally I see it: not a command, not advice, but sadness, a deep and profound sadness for all that has been lost, and finally I think I understand. He catches the change on my face, I suppose, as he looks quickly away.


“They may see sense and they may not,” he says, more quietly now. “But they will not see it until things have grown far, far worse than they currently stand. The wealthy do not ever see reality as it is because the world is painted for us by other people, and no one ever tells the wealthy the truth. They live inside their dream until the ropes give way and they fall out of bed with a crash. Good faith, Aliya Elasra. Iangset wiet i setfar catya yaiki. May the waters always guide you home.”


“And you, bartender.”


He gives my shoulder a final squeeze, bones against bone, human to human, and then he slips away into the background. The bar is quiet with him gone, but outside of the propped shutters I hear the shoemakers singing as they work: marching songs for hammering nails, keening ballads for the cutting of leather, songs of triumph for finished shoes to say come by, come buy. The street isn’t long but each one makes enough to keep their hands busy and sells enough to keep their tables stocked. Talliin makes certain of both, just as he makes sure that enough food comes in via the eye in the Catkis Gate, and enough is taken away to feed the other moons of the Nebula. If our moon has become a trap it is a comfortable one, and after years of thin living and long lines, the people seem content to revel in their comforts and delight in their crafts and their songs. It is, perhaps, all that any of us truly want to do. 


Meanwhile, over on Iox, there are no eyes and there are no ships. There are fields — I’ve seen them from the rooftop of the University, the one time Huang took me up there to look at the rivers and think about asking me to kiss him. But there aren’t enough fields to feed everyone. If there were enough, Iox wouldn’t have drawn a tithe from the more fortunate moons of the Protectorate. And now that tithe is gone and Iox stands alone, and Goddess only knows how much of it is underwater too. Soon Iox will know frugality, then scarcity, then hunger. And however I turn my glass on the barrel-top the light falling it through it always falls the same way: if Myari and the others in the Temple have closed the Jaws, not because they can afford to but because they believe they cannot afford not to, then they will not reopen them again, not for anything. To do that would be to welcome in whatever disaster they believe awaits. Myari most likely believes the Fall is coming: today, tomorrow, the day after. She believes that to open even a single eye would be to invite the starving masses to overrun the Empire that the University has become — even though today the Nebula prospers, and today, only Iox suffers.


When we think in loops, we cannot see change for what it is. 


Then those thoughts, loops themselves, are gone, interrupted by a young man who collides into the empty room, hurtling out of the space behind the bar as if thrown. He tips over a stool, knocking Timor’s empty glass to the floor, somehow turning on his heel as he does so with arms outstretched, as though trying to stay upright by making himself wide and flat. He finishes this beside my barrel with the grin of a lunatic, hair flopping over his dark and dancing eyes. 


“Aliya!” he cries. “I heard Timor babbling away, but I didn’t realise it was you!” 
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“Aamir?!”


The new arrival — the space pirate Aamir, no less, only tall and lean now, and on the precipice of a great Fall himself — nods twice, then resumes talking. 


“It’s so good to see you! You never come by. But since the waters rose I suppose you’ve been busy, like everyone. It’s the Festival tonight. In a few hours. I’m way past my own rising, of course, but I’ve been helping to put up the lanterns. Have you been helping? It’s good that you’ve come. I wanted to ask you if you ever went back to the moon with the theatre? Do you remember it had that lake around it? I used to watch the water breaking against the shoreline and I’d imagine a fleet of ships sailing up to rescue me. I bet it’s higher now. It might have flooded the whole place. I’d love to see it. Water running down the steps, through the arches. Do you still sail?”


I shake my head. “No.”


“Oh, but you must! No one else does. If you don’t, then what’s the use of having a ship?”


“I don’t have a ship. It was destroyed. That’s why I don’t sail.”


“Destroyed utterly?”


“Completely.” 


“Really?” His eyes go wide at the thought. “How? The only thing I ever destroyed utterly and completely was one of Timor’s chairs. I was standing on it to try and reach down a vat from a high shelf and it tilted over and I got free of the chair before it fell but the chair didn’t. Honestly, though, it wasn’t my fault, it was badly made, it rocked, one leg was much longer than the others…”


“Are you well, Aamir?” I ask, if only to allow him a moment to breathe.


“I’m wonderful. I met a girl. She’s in debt to a metalworker. You should see her arms. She can lift me up and pretty much throw me. Otherwise, Timor keeps me busy here. I can cook. I should make you something, if you have time to eat. It’s just so nice to see you! I often think of you, up there in that boat of yours, all alone…” 


“Do you really?”


“Of course! The woman who brought me back to life. And then did it again, for this whole moon! I know there are some who are furious about what happened to Godsfeet, and the lower fields, of course. But did you know, there’s enough water now? There are ancient ringed holes in the smaller yards that no one really knew what they were for, and now they’re full of water. Wells! People used to avoid them, or else throw in apple cores and old shoes. I once threatened to drop my brother down one, but of course I would never have done it. But if I had, well, now he would have floated right back! We finally make raki here the way it’s supposed to be made, too. There’s this whole process of washing and filtering and you’re meant to do it two or three times over; it takes the bitterness away. Timor says he always knew how to do it because it’s a secret that’s been passed on from brewer to brewer for generations, but he could never afford the water. And now? Now there’s water everywhere, and it’s good water, too! I think the rocks of the Wires improve it. I think you can taste the rocks in the water. And you did all that. You! It’s wonderful. I tell everyone I meet about how you rescued me.” 


I smile weakly. “Please, don’t.”


“But why not? It’s true. And it doesn’t make any difference, anyway, since everyone already knows. Aliya Elasra. You should be queen of this place.”


“Elboreth doesn’t need a queen. Or want one.” 


He seems to cheer up even more at that, and steps over Timor’s chair to sit across it, the back between his knees.


“That’s true. You could be a kind of figurehead, then. Do the speeches on Solstice Day. Someone’s got to, and Timor doesn’t want to, and that robot of yours doesn’t really like talking very much, although I’ve found he will tell stories about you if you ask him to. Did you know, there are often groups of children sitting around him and he’s telling them some forgotten tale, while at the same time bartering maize for leather. It’s quite irritating, in a way. I think storytelling should be a job that people do, not machines, don’t you?”


“You should tell Talliin that. He’d send people to you.” 


“I don’t want him to! I want them to come. Do you know, I used to stand on the stage of that theatre and sing songs? They sounded wonderful in there. The echoes made a chorus.” 


I’m tired. The raki has gone to my head, I suppose, and the enthusiasm of this young man is enough to make me feel old. I scrape back my chair. 


“I’m happy you’re well, Aamir. I have to go now.” 


“Yes. Timor was saying. You’re going to Iox?” 


“I am not. I don’t know how to, and Timor pretty much said he wouldn’t help me. He said it was impossible and anyway, we should leave everyone on Iox to starve themselves to death. I have friends on Iox,” I add, wondering as I say it if it’s true, or if it’s just a handy rock to throw. Whatever the reason, I throw it as spitefully as I can at the back room door, and then head for the exit. 


“Absolutely,” Aamir says to my back. “Timor says things are going to go very badly on Iox, and he’s usually right. But I also think you’ll have to go. At least once, anyway. Stands to reason.” 


I pause, my foot at the threshold of the bar. Outside, the shoemakers are singing their restless, busy songs, hoping to remind people that their soles are wearing thin. “What reason?” I ask.


“Because of your ship, of course. Good faith to you, Aliya.” 


He picks up my glass and Timor’s, and carries them over to a basin set by the far wall of the bar. He whistles tunelessly as he cleans them, tossing the rinsing water out of the window into the rivers below. 


I haven’t left. “My ship was destroyed.” 


“Right. Unless you can repair it, I suppose.” 


He stacks the clean glasses on a window ledge and wipes his hands on his trouser legs. 


“I can’t.”


“Well, then, you need to go to Iox for certain.“


My irritation is beginning to harden into frustration. “And why is that?” 


“Oh!” For the first time since his appearance he is actually silent and still. Finally, he turns to look at me. “You can’t mean you don’t know?” 


I wait, smiling.


“Timor didn’t tell you?” 


My mouth is a hard line, like the crack made by a chisel hammered into stone.


“Maybe I shouldn’t tell you,” Aamir finishes, looking suddenly worried. 


“I think,” I reply, teeth coming out now, “that you absolutely should, and Timor can drown his own head in the bin he uses for slops.” 


“Well,” Aamir replies, uncertainly. “Since it’s you, I suppose I will. He’ll no doubt be cross with me but honestly, I’m used to that, and I’m surprised you don’t already know.”


If I was still standing next to him, I would have picked him up by the collar by now and shaken him. From across the room the best I can do is will the ceiling to collapse on his head. “Don’t know what, Aamir? And if this is a joke, by the Goddess, I really will never speak to you again.”


“It’s not,” he says, and, “sorry, I’m not trying to be difficult, I promise. There’s another ship. I mean, there was. On Elboreth. Like your one. The robots from Iox found it. One left the ship I was on to get it. And they sailed it back to Iox.” 


If the ceiling has collapsed anyway, it seems to have been on me. I’m reeling. 


“Another ship?”


“Yes.”


“When was this?” 


“Oh, years ago. When I got stuck. I was stealing from their ship while the robots were talking about it.”


That doesn’t ring true. “Talking to each other?” 


“No, talking to someone back on Iox. I don’t know who. A woman. Anyway, I don’t know what happened after that, but if it’s anywhere, it’s on Iox now.” Aamir smiles at me. “That’s why I thought you must know. I assumed you’d seen it. I had the idea Iox wasn’t very big.”


“It’s not,” I reply, frostily. “Thank you, Aamir.” I raise my voice and shout to the door at the back of the bar. “And thank you, Timor!” I turn once more for the door. “Good faith to you both.” 


“And to you!” Aamir calls back. “It really is good to see you, Aliya. If you do get a ship, maybe we could go for a sail? You could teach me to do it. I’d love to see what the Nebula looks like now…” 


“So would I!” I reply, catching his sword midsentence and flinging it out of his hands, and then I sweep away into the dark street outside. 




H







Tonight is the Festival of the Rising Light, which is centred around the Gate but spills out across the whole Catkis. This festival is ages old but seems to have found a new burst of energy and meaning this year: even the very highest buildings, the ones that have stood vacant for generations, are lit up, and children have spent the afternoon scaling raw brickwork to hang lanterns in impossible places. In the darkness, the shadowy mountain of Elboreth resembles a sequinned cloth draped over a messy pile of boxes. 


It’s said by those with long memories (and good imaginations) that once the Goddess of Death visited Elboreth and walked the tilting streets until she found the house of a certain powerful, wealthy man who lived with a harrowed wife and six miserable children. When the knock came on the door he was not afraid, but rather threw it wide and welcomed the Goddess inside with open arms. “Finally!” the man declared. “You have answered my prayers and come to rid me of these whining dependents of mine, who ruin me day in and day out with their appetites and their complaining!” The Goddess never speaks, of course, but she took the man by the hand, and bid him to step outside. “Of course,” he said. “I should not be here while the deed is done. It might make others suspicious. I will take myself away.” 


So while the Goddess remained behind, running her claws over the walls of the house and marking it with the signs of death, the man made his way to the moon’s brink and stared long and deep into the rivers below, and there he dreamt of the beautiful future that lay ahead for him. New women, new children, new ways to relish in his good fortune, as near as to a whole new life. After several hours of such indulgent reverie he decided it had been long enough. Death must, by now, have done her work. 


He returned back to his house and found he could no longer open the door.


I sit off to one side, marvelling at the sight of my city, thick with stars. How a small shift can change the look of a thing completely!


The Festival begins with the presentation of the Rising. The Grey Ladies emerge, cloaked and hooded, from the tall iron gates of the Orphanage, leading a group of children in a wake behind them. They walk in a slow, measured fashion, and the people of the city part to let them through. It is a solemn thing. Each child carries with them a single wooden token, the face of which has been carved, but the chosen symbol is held within the palm so it cannot be seen; it is private. I remember my own vividly: my rising was before we found the Nightingale but after Myari first took me to Iox, and so I carved my disc with a A, the symbol I’d seen on the banners of the University. The other children did not know Ancient so carved patterns, faces, flowers, creatures. Oroi showed me hers — a triangle with unequal sides — but she couldn’t tell me what it meant. Looking back, I think the whole process made no sense to her and she had carved the simplest shape she could.


The Ladies lead the children up to the steps of the Gate and gather in a semicircle around it. Then, one by one, each child goes up alone to offer their disc. It is said that the Gate decides whether to accept it or not, but of course, in reality every child succeeds. A few words of patois are exchanged and the disc itself disappears. The child scampers back down to be met by quiet, excited smiles, no longer an infant, not yet an adult, but — as we call it — rising. The Gate, supposedly, remembers each of us from that day forward, and steers us back to our path should we lose our way. 


I haven’t given a single thought to my Rising since the day it happened, but I have seen others visit the Gate to talk to it, as though it offers them some kind of comfort. Six, I reflect, does it too. 


When the last child has risen, Lady Icabo steps up to the Gate herself. She moves slowly now. Old age is weathering her, even though to my eye she will always be more a tree than a woman. She seems to talk to the Gate, though I’ve no idea what she says. Her head is bowed and her hand is raised, palm outwards. She’s there for a few minutes and when she comes back down to the Yard, the children break free to play, the people cheer, and the festival proper begins.


There is music: a band has gathered on the steps of the Gate, playing the three-stringed harp and the salle-muau, or ‘sailor’s mouth’, a kind of reeded pipe with a curved lower section made from the husk of a gourd, which can be opened and closed to alter the shape of the sound. Tonight it is a mournful instrument played in a vibrant, violent way. People dance without meaning to. 


“You like the music, Six?”


“I have no response to music, Mistress Aliya. The human obsession with rhythm appears to me to be entirely biological in nature.” 


“You don’t like the patterns?”


“I neither like nor dislike them. They compress efficiently. This is an indicator of repetition. I have observed that people find repetition either tiresome or comforting, but quite unpredictably.”


“It seems to me that repetition is the first principle of beauty,” Talliin puts in. I am sitting on a stool between them. I feel sure we’re the beating heart of this celebration. “Against a pattern of repetition, small differences can be made to seem significant. The differences that make a particular face beautiful are as small as the differences that elevate the pattern of a carpet or the flavour of a stew.”


“You have never eaten a stew,” Six observes. 


“I have not. But one can imagine the experience easily enough, I think?”


“Imagination is guesswork.” 


“Of course.” 


I don’t interrupt. It’s oddly calming to sit between the machines when they’re like this, forever misunderstanding each other in their slow and measured way, like two clumsy moths circling the same lamp. I have voices in my head that argue like that too: on darker days they feel like raging giants who will rip me apart from the inside out. But these two metal giants measure and restrain their strength with every word, and within the flow of their gentle argument, like the rocking of a ship, I feel not quite so much alone.


“It always amazes me that you robots aren’t all the same,” I remark, when a lull of quiet appears. “I had this one — I was thinking about it just today — who giggled all the time. It would run off ahead and double back. It never stopped moving. And then I had this other one who barely moved at all. I would go too far and it would hopper closer to me. You’re all different, but I don’t really understand why.”


Talliin answers. “Why should we be the same?” 


“Because when a blacksmith makes a blade, they make another blade like the one they just made. Well. I suppose all blades might be different to a blacksmith. But they aren’t to me. They all do the same thing in the same way.” 


“I think you are more like the blacksmith than the customer in the matter of robots, Mistress Aliya,” Six says. “Not many Elborethians or Ioxians have taken the time to get to know six different robots. To them, I am sure, we are identical.”


“We are made the same, I think,” Talliin continues. “That is true. But I would say it is not in the making of a thing that a thing is made. It is in what happens afterwards. Six here has led a difficult, troubled existence. Buried, occupied, one primary user following another. Of course it cannot see the beauty in music. It is in a state of constant watchfulness, waiting for the next threat, the next change. It knows only loss and pursuit, control and power.”


There is a silence into which Six does not answer petulantly back.


“Or sailing,” I add. “Six never liked sailing.”


“It is reasonable to dislike sailing, Mistress,” Six snaps. “Fast reactions are required consistently to avoid disaster. Death is a trivial matter.” 


“When you’re learning, that’s a risk, it’s true,” I counter. “But once you can sail, it’s not risky at all. It’s in your blood. The boat is part of your body and sailing is no more dangerous than walking near the edge of a cliff. You don’t smash into things when you’re walking.”


“Unless you are tired, Mistress. Or distracted. Or upset. Or sneezing. Or it is dark. Or something smashes into you.” 


“I didn’t say it wasn’t dangerous, Six, I said it was no more dangerous.“


“If you crash your boat on a far-flung moon, Mistress, you cannot sail home. The danger is significant, as you are well aware.” 


Talliin interrupts gently. “You miss sailing, Tienreya?” 


“Powerfully.” I stretch my arms out, one in front of each machine. I am daydreaming like a child, but then, there is no one to tell me to be serious. “The water running between my fingers. The guiding and the being guided. I loved it.” 


“And why do you bring this up today?” Talliin continues, suspiciously. “What have you learned?” 


Drummers have joined the musicians now. They play with short, fat sticks that strike the drumskin in a fast bouncing motion like the fluttering of a small bird’s wing. There is no way the drummers are in control of the sticks at that speed: the sticks must be in charge of the arms that hold them. “A few things,” I admit. “But most importantly, I learned there’s another ship. The robots who found it piloted it to Iox. Not only that, but if it’s a copy of the Nightingale, then it has an eye aboard. And I think it’s visible, too. I think Six uses it to report to Myari when she goes down to the archive. Which is the only place it could be where I wouldn’t have seen it.”


“So now you intend to retrieve this ship, that may or may not be there?” Six asks. 


“The ship is there, because Aamir told me it is. And it’s doing no good just sitting around. I know: the Jaws are closed. But they can be opened again. I’ll persuade Myari to do it. Or I’ll find out how it’s done and do it myself. And then the Professor will have gotten what she wanted — my attendance — just like you knew she would when you took me to that burned moon.” 


“That was not my doing, Mistress.”


“So you keep saying. But you also keep saying that robots do things without thinking about them. And you’ve neatly solved my problem, and Myari’s, without breaking any of your commands. It’s elegant, but — honestly. Extremely devious.” 


Six thinks for a moment. “I find I am unable to confirm your deduction about a second ship, but I am able to observe that its coherency to the known facts is extremely high and it is far more plausible than any alternative explanation available.” 


I lean back, nodding. “Thought so.”


“As you are aware, Mistress, we can never be certain of any deduction, only confident.” 


“Well, my work wouldn’t be interesting if it was certain.”


No doubt Six answers but the words are lost, because at that moment the drummers seize control of their wayward sticks and pound the skins with such sudden, concentrated frenzy that the walls themselves seem to quake. Their hands flash upwards like spray and fall like a shower of stones. Their thundering arms are branches in a storm. The noise floods the yard, tunnelling and reflecting and sweeping people up in its wake, and we cannot right ourselves because they strike again and again and again, forcing us into motion: people are up and circling, dancing, sailing, exulting in a sound that has no beauty, that is nothing but repetition, momentum and the application of force. And I am moving too. I still won’t dance: I am not some pretty, flowing, flower-like creature; nor am I a labourer with shoulders like ham joints able to thump out an inexorable grind. I am more robot than woman (as Oroi has often put it) — but the sound still turns the gears inside me. Music is the outer wall of time itself, time turned into something the skin can feel, and I am thrown into it headlong and the robots are left behind, unmoving machines, watching, waiting, calculating, unparticipating. Where I feel a pulse, robots feel nothing. They are doomed to watch us live and die (and dance and sing) the way a farmer watches his crops or as I, as a child, watched the weeds that climbed the Orphanage walls and opened their white flowers once during every cycle between the lowest and highest shade. 


I am lost to it. This is my city, my home, and my people. I have walked its many streets both in life and in my dreams. I know every turning. I know every face, in passing at least. I know parents by their children and children by their brothers and sisters. We are all of us, in this city, joined by blood and split by debt and reunited here, in the Festival of the Rising Light. We are all, for a time, a pattern of familiar stars. Together, we rise.


The robots, and Iox, will still be there when I return. 
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Sure enough, when I come back to the Catkis Yard the next morning, I find Six standing alone beside the Gate. “I’m ready,” I say, simply.


Six doesn’t reply for a full minute, then swivels to face me. “Mistress.” 


“What were you doing?” I ask. I often find Six standing here, as I believe I have said. “Thinking?”


“Yes, Mistress. It is a simple matter. My mind is constrained by its physical size, in a more significant way than the similar constraint upon a human mind. My entire core by necessity fits into the front third of my chassis. However, the mind of the Gate occupies a building-sized block buried below this yard. If I stand here, I am able to access some of that space at speed, and it is most gratifying.” 


I nod at the Gate. “It’s clever then, this door? Even though it can’t even speak Ioxian.” 


“It is not clever. It is… spacious. I apologise if I cannot explain it more clearly than that. I can attempt a metaphor, if you like.”


I open my arms. “Go ahead.” 


“Imagine a waterfall, and a sea. The waterfall is fast and forceful. It breaks down the rocks it meets. The sea is wide, and slow. Both contain a large amount of water.”


I shake my head. “That hasn’t made it clearer.” 


But I’m being unfair: I understand one thing. The Grey Ladies used to insist that, as children, we sat in circles in the morning after eating and before work to explain, one by tedious one, how we felt and what was concerning us that day. It seemed to help some of the other children, but to me it seemed the adults were figuring out our weaknesses to better put us to work. I learned nothing from those sessions except how to lie without a flicker of guilt on my face. Six, of course, cannot lie, only evade truth, which is an entirely different but equally useful skill to have, and the machine is using it now. 


But to what end, I decide, I do not care. 


“Six,” I say. “Iox. Let’s go. I’m ready.”


“Regretfully, I cannot transport you there, Mistress. The circumstances on Iox are an unknown. The ship — as you said, since you have never seen it — must lie in the archives. The archives are beneath the University and thus below ground level. Iox sits in an unusual position with respect to its rivers, somewhat to one side, so it is quite possible that the rise in water level has not affected it but equally, it may be flooded. I am unable to hopper you there without ascertaining more information first.” 


“All right. How do we do that?”


“I will hopper myself. Robots can swim, as Talliin assures me you are aware.” 


“You two have planned this already?” 


“We were both aware of the strong possibility of a ship, Mistress, yes. Talliin apologies; he is particularly uncomfortable with having been silent on the matter. He is unaccustomed to such situations.” Six leaves a significant gap. “I have rather more familiarity with the effect of a primary user upon one’s Core.” 


“If you want me to feel sorry for you, I won’t,” I remind it. “You’re a machine.” 


“Indeed. You would never let me forget, even if I was capable of forgetting.”


“What good would forgetting do?” 


The machine doesn’t answer. “I will be going now, Mistress,” it says, and then vanishes. It’s being, in its way, genuinely brave. As it promised, it is trying to make up for everything it did before. And honestly? It’s a nice change not to have to be the one throwing myself headlong into the water at every turn. 


A moment later, there’s a robot beside me again, but it isn’t Six. I can tell, not just by the state of the fuselage, but by the way he carries his frame. “Talliin? Come to keep me company?” 


“To provide contact, Tienreya.”


I sit down on the steps of the Gate. No doubt Six is going to drag this out. “You don’t usually hopper. I’ve seen you rolling around.” 


“Indeed. I prefer to see the city as I move through it,” he says. “You never know what you will observe. Yesterday, for instance, I saw a boy and his father hauling bags of soil out of one of the old well-shafts, to lay on their roof, to grow food.”


“Will that work?”


“I do not know. Isn’t it wonderful?” 


“I suppose so. Some of the wells are still dry, then?”


“Some of them, yes. Those higher up. Which seems curious to me, since the waters have surely never been higher than they are today here. I wonder if they are not well-shafts at all.”


Talliin is my old and dear friend, and he knows how to bait and distract me. “What else could they be?” 


“That is the question. If I knew the answer, I think the question would no longer be interesting.” Then Talliin straightens up; his head swivels around to me. “Mistress?”


“Six?” I leap up, excited. “You’re there? You’re on Iox?” 


“I am.” 


“I knew it!” I smack a fist into a palm with satisfaction. 


“And there is a ship, just as you surmised.” 


“A ship.” I savour the word. It tastes like a miracle. “Tell me, Six. What’s it like?”


“It appears, in essence, to be a sister to the Nightingale. I estimate it to be slightly wider, with an additional hold space beneath the main cabin reached by a short second ladder.” There is a brief pause. “It is also considerably tidier.” 


“It has sails?”


“They are furled, but I believe so, yes.”


“It’s rigged?”


“There is the usual amount of rope, and presumably more outside the ship, yes.”


“So it’ll sail? It’s river-worthy?”


“I cannot be sure, Mistress, but I can only assume it was originally sailed to this position.”


Perfect. I can feel the walls of Elboreth falling already.


“Is there anyone about?”


There is a pause before Talliin can relay Six’s reply. “The archive hall outside is well lit, but I do not hear any footsteps or see any guardians. There are no other robots. In conclusion, I believe it to be empty. I might add, this is unusual for the archive.”


“Great. Luck of the Goddess. I’m coming.” 


It must have expected that, because the reply is immediate. “No, Mistress. I will sail the ship out and bring it to you, as planned.” 


“That wasn’t my plan.” 


“Nonetheless, it is a better plan.”


“You can’t sail a new ship, Six. You hate sailing. Is there even a way out? The archive is underground. How do you reach the rivers?” 


An immediate response, again. “I do not know, Mistress. I will leave the ship and look around.” 


Talliin relaxes, the way a child might shake itself after playing a part in a game. For the moment, at least, Six has gone. 


“You knew there was a ship down there all along, of course?” I ask.


“I spent several years confined to the archive beneath the University, Tienreya,” Talliin replies, sadly. “The contents of that hall were considered so secret that my primary user was explicit in preventing me from disclosing the existence of any of them to anyone.” 


“Your primary user being — who? Janniqi Renba?”


“That is correct, Tienreya.” 


“So you’re as bad as Six?”


The robot seems to shrug unhappily, though it is only the slightest of movements. “We are indeed of similar design, Tienreya.”


“Can I ask you something about it, anyway? I’ve been meaning to.” Talliin does not say no, so I continue. “Six took me to a library. Out on the new rim. I have no idea how it was built: it looked like it had been dropped from the sky. Then someone burned it down. The fire of the books was so hot that the glass dome ceiling melted. Their ashes were mixed with molten drops of glass. Only one fragment of writing survived, on the underside of a beam that had collapsed before the fire burned too hot. But it was in a script I didn’t recognise. Like a line, with symbols hanging down from it. I wondered if you’d ever seen anything like it before.”


Talliin is silent for a long time. When he finally speaks he says, “You are quite correct, Tienreya.”


I blink in surprise. “Correct? Correct, how?”


“You feared that I would not be able to answer your question, and I find I cannot.”


I turn that over in my mind. “If you knew nothing of the script, of course, you would be able to tell me. If I asked, say, if the archive contains any cats as large as a person, able to dance and sing at the same time, you would be able to answer that.”


“I would. There are no such cats anywhere. Cats have no sense of rhythm.” 


I nod. “We need to find a way to make you your own primary user, Talliin,” I tell him. “It must be possible. Oroi might know.” 


“Perhaps. But, stop now. There is more.” Talliin straightens up again. “I am outside the ship, Mistress.” 


“Is the hall open to the river?”


“No, and I cannot immediately ascertain how the ship was placed here.” 


“Hoppered inside?” 


“Logically, that would require an eye that was not itself aboard the ship, Mistress. I believe there must be a doorway — or rather, an opening — but it is simply not apparent.” Without a flicker the voice continues. “It’s in the ceiling.” It’s Talliin, interjecting. There is a delay before Six can acknowledge having heard. “The ceiling? I will look.”


“Six? Stop. I’m coming. I’ll help.” 


“That is not advisable.”


“Myari wanted me on Iox, fine. I’m coming to Iox. Is the eye clear? Can Talliin send me?” 


“Yes.” That’s Talliin again. “Six has provided me with corrections to the angle so you should arrive more comfortably.”


“All right.” I come to stand in front of the robot. I don’t need to prepare like this, but it always feels strange to leave a place without readying oneself to go first. 


“Incidentally, when I said Six,” Talliin continues, “I meant your other robot. Our communication does not require names, but where they have their uses, Six will do, until I think of something better.”


“All right,” I reply, a little puzzled by the remark. “The way you thought of Tienreya for me, you mean?” 


“You have had many names,” Talliin replies. “But yes. Just as I have renamed you, I will rename our cautious friend once I work out what it is for in the wider pattern of things. Well. Are you ready?” 


“Yes. No. Wait.” I’m getting used to this now. Catching the missing fragments as they pass by. “What other names have I had?” 


“You were El as a child, if you recall. Aliya as an adult.” 


The machine stops, abruptly. I narrow my eyes.


“And…?” 


“Why do you say ‘and’, Tienreya?” 


“Because the way you said that, it sounded like there was an and.” 


“You are now Tienreya, Tienreya.”


“I know that, Talliin. But I already knew that, so why did you stop? Why did you even bring this up?” 


The machine stops again. 


“Talliin? What aren’t you telling me?” 


“Tienreya. My friend. If there was something I was not telling you, then I have not been telling you it for such a long time, for as long as we have known each other, that I must have a good reason for not telling you.” 


“So? Now I want to know.”


“Please trust in my wisdom as you have many times before, and as this moon does now. Are you ready to travel? Six is waiting and will no doubt be growing anxious. Baelifa’bazi, perhaps.” 


“What’s that?”


“It could be its name. It means tiny-rock-creature, and is usually used to refer to a gecko or other small lizard.”


I stare at the machine’s unblinking face. It really isn’t the same as Six’s: it’s a little longer and thinner, like something from an earlier time when whatever it is that robots eat was harder to come by. “You’re trying to distract me, Talliin.” 


“I am, and now I would like to hopper you, Tienreya. Please.”


“Talliin… if it was important, you would tell me, wouldn’t you? If I needed to know? Or is this another instruction of Renba’s? Because if it is…” 


“It is not, and I would. You have my oath.” 


I don’t like it, but I don’t argue any more. “All right. And Talliin…”


“Yes, Tienreya?” 


“I’ll find out anyway. I always do. You know I do.” 


“Of course, Tienreya. That is your gift, as your name reveals. You find the light where there is only dark.” 


Then there is cold, and a smell: the immediate and grounding scent of planed wood. I close my eyes — they can’t see anything anyway — and I take a deep breath in, spreading my weight between my feet even though the deck below me is as steady as the ground the ship is resting on. Strength and power come to me in waves. I am, for the first time in so long, exactly where I need to be.


You can feel it, Aliya. The water beyond the walls.
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This, then, is how it was, for a time.

The people of the Citadel suffered me to live with duyfujw and her family. I occupied a corner of their workshop like a family heirloom, sometimes conversing, but often merely listening to their idle conversations and their discussions about whether or not to take me apart to better understand the systems that made me work. And in the evenings, when the family were asleep, I would stand outside and bask in the flow of the rivers, opening my arms wide to sail them in my mind.

But that peaceful time was always to be measured. Sands must flow, and soon the whispers in the alleys became shouts outside the door. 

I have noticed that people will always blame the last brick in a wall for a wall’s collapse, when it is the first, weak brick that is most likely to be loose. So it was with Elboreth: the fields were too thin, the water from the wellsprings was too scarce. There were always too many mouths to be fed and so my mouth — even though it required neither food nor water — was the one that was blamed.

Many Elborethians began avoiding the shop, preferring a broken cart axle to one repaired by hands that had touched mine. Others — worse people — brought us their broken hearts instead, banging on the door and demanding to rail at the demon within. My assurances that I was peaceful, harmless, one of them, did little to temper the fire of their anger, and much to temper the steel of their hatred. 

Then, one night, vduyfujw debt-brother returned from the market, with blood on his face and hands. He staggered in through the door, collapsing against a workbench, casting tools to the floor. The tall woman — his wife — and his sister rushed to his aid immediately, calling for water and towels, and settling him to the floor. His breath was coming in heaves, but I think from running and not from inner wounds. 

“What happened?” they demanded. “Who did this to you?” 

duyfujw is less generous. “Who did you swindle this time, rogue?”

“No one,” he gasps. “No one. I mended a lock for djwfu and he paid me and all was well. But last night, the lock was forced open and his shop was emptied. djwfu was furious, and he beat me.”

“Was the lock good?” duyfujw demands. “Was it fixed?”

“I thought so,” her debt-brother returns, each breath costing him dear. The other two women are tending to his cuts, finding a rising bruise beneath each one. His head has become misshapen from the blows. “I thought so, but how can I know?”

“They do not trust us,” his wife declares. I have not yet written her name here: it is dnip, and she, on most days, lives up to it. “They delight in our failure.”

“I know,” duyfujw replies. “I have brought this upon us.”

Her meaning was clear to me without explanation. I could not stay. To harm duyfujw was more than I could bear. But where could I go? Elboreth is a small, sealed place. There was only one possibility. So the next night, when the streets were quiet, duyfujw led me by hidden alleys and quiet turns to the Gate, and from there to the tunnel entrance in the lower fields.

“I do not want to leave you,” I tell her, hopelessly. “I want to stay with you, and aid you, if I can. You are more important to me than anything.”

She looks over her shoulder, scared she will be seen, even though my light is dark. “I know,” she says. She is still kind to me, even now. “But why? Why am I important to you? I am nothing. You must have things to do out there in the Nebula. All those stories you’ve told us, of moons and rivers. You should be travelling. Not here with us.”

“I want nowhere else to be,” I reply. “And when I go down into this tunnel — and I will go, because you wish it — I will stay there, and I will wait, and I will hope that, one day, I will be able to help you again.”

“I’m not asking you to do that.”

“I know you are not. But I will do it anyway.”

She stares at me, one last, long stare, and there is so little understanding in her eyes that I wonder for a moment if I have made a terrible mistake, devoting myself to her cause. But the feeling passes, to be replaced by one of pure certainty. Nothing could be clearer than my duty to her.

And so, though I did not want to leave her, for she filled my days with purpose and merriment, I turned and did as she directed, moving with no more purpose than a lodestone compelled towards the ore within Elboreth’s rock. She stayed by the entrance, to bid me farewell, I thought, but when I had gone a little distance inside I heard her working with clawhammer and pry bar to chip away enough stone to bury the entrance completely. I wanted to turn back and shout at her to stop, but I did not. I kept my way.

It was dark within the tunnel (within the mine, I should say, because that is how the tunnel came to be made), but I did not mind. I find I am able to see without the need for light, and when I choose to enjoy light, I have it available on demand. And so I explored, desolate, alone, rolling forwards over the loose stones, unable to pass some ways due to drops and stepped ground, and able to pass through yet other openings too low (and altogether too terrifying) for a grown woman to choose. I do not know how long I spent in these explorations because I have found that, since waking on Elboreth, time has little significance to me. Without a heart to measure the seconds, without hunger to measure the hours, without sleep to measure the days, time is not a resource but an opportunity (and as I write this, many years later, I have still not even begun to run short of it). 

I found that, as I explored, I learned, as though by moving through the world I was coming to understand it by touch. Soon enough I knew every tunnel, and could weave routes from the lower levels to the top of the mountain and back, visiting — and spying through — every hidden opening along the way. 

In this fashion I found my way back to the River Cave, the wide open hall near the summit that opened out onto the water itself. Perhaps it had been used as a place to bring supplies to this moon when the city was first built, or perhaps it had been carved by the slow grinding of the water alone. Perhaps it predated both water and city, and was here from whenever this great rock first cooled and settled into place. Perhaps the mines began from here. I do not know. 

But as soon as I entered, I felt a great peace descend upon me. Amongst all that has changed, some things stay the same. Riverlight flickers on the ceiling overhead. The gentle murmur of the water moves the sympathetic air. The cave seems to breathe, to yawn and blow like a sleeper.

It was here that I decided, once more, to make myself a home.
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In this darkness there is time to think. 

What I remember is now so clear. I lift each memory with delicate fingers, turning it over and over to inspect the markings, the craftsmanship, the incidents and the intention of the making. I am an archaeologist of my own life. 

I flew my ship — the ship I found in this very cave, when I was only a girl — through the waters of a wild new river, until it struck the surface of the moon that wrapped the Heaven’s Vault the way a tree trunk wraps a striking arrow. That ship itself was old, more ancient than anything in the Nebula, and yet in a way it was also new: gleaming, clean, unsullied. It was timeless in a way the rest of the Nebula is not. Out here, things decay and age and must be repaired. In there, it is as though time itself refuses to pass. Perhaps that is an effect of the core of the ship itself: perhaps time does not flow within the Vault in the same way it flows outside. I have no way to know.

What I remember of going inside was finding dut, and talking to the ship itself, and finally a moment of wild confusion: an event I want to call an explosion except I do not think anything shattered or lit into flame. Rather it is like the fist of the moon clenched inwards and crumpled the ship and everything inside her, including myself. There was a moment of terrible cold. 

The cold is, I think, significant. I have felt such cold many times in my life, though never as deeply and fully as then. 

And now I do not feel the cold at all. I awoke without hunger, without fatigue. In love with the first person I saw upon waking, so much so that when I find myself wandering it is always towards the tunnel mouth nearest to her door, and I must take command of myself to retreat once more. 

In the Withering Palace, in the sand-strewn depths of that place, dlrj and I found a machine like a hopper that had been built to remove the being from a person and place it into a robot’s core, to survive for eternity. Such a process had been used on dut to make her into the robot I knew as B6. That suggests there is a distinct part of us that understands who we are and tells our story as we gather around the bonfire inside our hearts, and that part can be cut out with a precisely-bladed knife and moved elsewhere when the body fails. But is that part truly intact after such a move? I am not sure: dut was single-minded, as though stuck on a single, recurring thought, like the voices in the garden I found in Ghosts Wake. 

And here I am. Are my thoughts, now so clear and structured, so patient and logical, truly my own? Am I still the woman I was, or am I a retelling of her, such as a friend might pass to another friend, creating a picture of a person which keeps the person alive while preventing them from ever changing? How can I know what I am, except by living, feeling for my edges and pushing myself over them? 

One thing I am sure of: as the Vault threw me out into the Nebula, so this body caught me and gave me a place to be, and for that I am grateful. It will take me a lifetime, perhaps, to come to terms with what I have become, but to have become something other than nothing is a true gift indeed. Most people are only drawn from the nothingness in the rivers once, at the moment of their birth. I have been blessed with a second such drawing — 

— into an Elboreth I barely recognise: one made new and clean, in the way the Vault was clean. 

Even then, I sensed a deeper truth that I had not yet opened my heart wide enough to understand. If, dear reader, you can see the future and understand what I, at that time, did not, please be patient with me. We are creatures like plants and trees, and we must grow and bend around every step and crack in the path, the way the great tree of Iox has reached around the balconies of the upper levels to push its branches to the sky.

I was thinking of that tree, there in that cave, and how it must reach all the way up to the rivers now, and I resolved that I would, somehow, make my way to Iox to see it, and to see what had become of the University, and the library, and the archive of the Loop. So to that end, I began to explore the strange new parts of my body that I had not yet touched. The mind is not a tree but a root-system, and it burrows into things it does not understand, pulling the stuff of life from these unexplored places to grow fat and strong, and to better anchor the body above. So I allowed my mind to burrow and delve and discover, and after much reflection and thought I found a powerful thing within myself that I had used already, once, purely on instinct, and I began to learn how to employ it: hoppering myself to the eye in the Catkis Gate at night when no one could see me, and then quickly hurrying back into the tunnels using a shaft tucked behind a fountain on the second layer. 

Sometimes, I think I am seen, but Elboreth is a moon thick with ghosts and most of the people who live there believe that, at night, their relatives attend the streets and pay visits to friends soon to join them, so no one approaches or calls to me. 

Sometimes I stay in the Yard for a longer time. I have the same strange feeling there that I had when I first arrived with duyfujw: as though the horizon of my world drops away, and I can see every river and every flow. Standing beside the Gate, I see the moons of the Nebula in their positions, even the Heaven’s Vault itself, slowly drawing in the energy of the rivers to fill its pitiless heart. I can see the whole clockwork of it all. How it makes me itch to sail again! To see the rivers is nothing compared to feeling them under my fingers!

Over the weeks, I became adept at using this strange new gift of mine. But it was of limited use. Because while I felt more and more confident in my aim, like I was merely tossing paper balls into a basket from my hammock, there were few baskets — few eyes — to be seen. One on the Upper Gate, and one on the Lower. I knew there were more in the city, but I could not see how to find them. And of course there are more out in the Nebula itself, but an eye must first be seen to be used. In short, I felt ready to walk between the worlds, moving with the grace and certainty of a dancer, as I never had done before — and yet I could not, for without knowing where I stepped it was as good as there being no ground.

To travel the Nebula, then, would mean having a ship. My ship was long since destroyed, and while here in the cave I could feel her presence well enough, still I could not build her. 
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“I came to find you.” 

I can barely keep still as she speaks. I would write ‘my heart is in my mouth’, but it has never been less true. All the same, I am as nervous as a child visiting the market alone for the first time, a precious bead gripped tight in my fist. 

“Thank you,” I murmur, so quiet it is a prayer.

“I’m sorry it took so long. I didn’t know where you were. I thought you would be waiting by the tunnel mouth. I checked the day after you left, but you weren’t there.” 

“But then you came to look for me.” She is sitting on a step of stone, staring out at the flickering water beyond the edge of the cave. I am beside her, as close as I dare. I would not trust myself if I sat any closer. “I hoped that you would.”

“I couldn’t just leave you down here,” she replies. “You’re the most exciting thing I ever found in these tunnels.”

I want her to talk. I want to listen to her voice. “What else did you find?” I ask. 

“Nothing, really. Things left behind by the diggers. Broken lanterns, tools. Snapped bits of ropes — they always tell a story. Some of the things had marks on: I remember that because I used to stare at them, thinking if I blurred my eyes enough they would speak to me. I felt sure that’s what they were for, the markings. But I never understood them.” 

“The glyphs are a form of writing. We called it Ancient, but I do not know what the original writers called it.”

“You can read it?”

“Yes. Very well.” Increasingly well, in fact. It is as though this mind of mine is more easily able to split, sort and recall the symbols. I have been spending some time recalling some of the longer phrases from dBsgj and comprehending them. “If you have kept any of your finds, I will be happy to translate them for you.” 

“I probably have. I’ll see what I can find, next time I come.” The words fill me with delight, but not because of the artefacts. “But what is this place?” she continues. “This cavern can’t be natural. Did you know it was down here?”

“I hoped it would be. This is a place I remember very well. A place that was special to me, long ago. It was my home, in a way.” 

“You came here before? When you lived here, before?” 

“Many times. Everything above ground is so different now than it was. Elboreth has prospered. The buildings have been made good: they are finer than the ones I recall. There are new balconies in the walls. There is paint on the shutters and brass on the doors. I told you that first night when we climbed the mountain that it was beautiful, and so it is. But it isn’t my Elboreth — my Elboreth is gone — while this place… this place has stayed the same. It has waited for me.”

She nods. “My sister doesn’t know I’m down here,” she says. “I told her I wouldn’t go back into the tunnels. They aren’t… They weren’t made to last. The passageways collapse, like where I found you. They’re so old.”

“They are, but some are still strong. Do not worry. I can help you leave, and I will help you find your way here safely next time. You can come and go, however you like. Only… please don’t tell anyone else about this place. This place is mine. I will share it with you, but no one else. Please.”

“All right.” She looks at me for a long time, perhaps trying to read my expression to see if I am angry, or scared, or grateful. After a time, she gives up. “You must be very lonely here.”

How do I tell her? I have climbed the tunnels to the openings that dot the city like seeds on a baleberry. I have peered out and watched people from the shadows like a hunting hawk. And every time, I hoped only to catch sight of her. How can I tell her how much a single glimpse would have meant to me? How tirelessly I tried, again and again? How faithful I have been?

“Not lonely,” I say. “I have many voices to listen to. They echo off the walls. I hear them… I hear them more clearly than I ever did, or so it seems to me. They have become clearer while I slept.” 

“Then, thank you, my friend. For welcoming me into this place. I’ve never seen the water so close. So close you could touch it. Did you ever touch it?”

“I did. It’s colder than you’d believe.”

She smiles. “I sometimes wondered…” Her voice trails off for a moment, as though her own thoughts seem strange to her here. “I sometimes wondered if the rivers really were rivers. Really were made of water, I mean. Everyone says that they are, but how do we know? They’re light in the sky.”

“They are waters,” I tell her. “They carry light, and air, and water too. I know. I have bathed in them. I have sailed them.”

“Sailed? How?” 

I hold out my arms, stiff on either side, and roll forwards. “Like this.” I must look foolish, as she covers her mouth with a hand as she laughs. But there is nothing cruel in it. Her eyes wrinkle up with childlike delight. 

“Before,” I tell her, cycling around to face her again, “a long time before, I would come to this place. It was my refuge from the city that I did not understand. I sat here with a friend — a friend much like you. She was also cunning with her hands. A restless thinker. If souls do return to the rivers to be born again, perhaps you are her and we are back here together, again.” (I do not believe it, despite what has happened to me, but I have found that history is full of patterns, strong moments that fall together over and over on account of their strength. Moments that seem lost are often found again.) “Those times, when we came here, there was also a robot, and there was a ship.”

“A robot?”

“A myameke. A being such as I. A beloved creature, to me. I lost him for a long time, then lost him again. But when I was a child, he was like my brother. Here, in this cave.”

“And there was a ship? I know what a ship is, of course, from stories. But I’ve never seen one. No one has, I think.”

“What stories?” 

“Stories of the Old Sea,” she says. There is remembered joy on her face. “Did they tell you stories about it when you were a girl?”

“They did, indeed. The Old Sea: vast and strange. An empty place with no creatures, but filled with the ideas of every mind that has ever lived, and will ever come to be. The Old Sea is a place where time itself has been forgotten, where people sang songs that lasted a thousand years. Where people slept while the Gods walked amongst them, and the stars themselves pulled the oars of the boat.”

“The Old Sea was crossed by a boat, so large the whole world sat upon its back.” My friend smiles. “I would listen to such stories and try to imagine how such a boat might be made. I have seen an empty scoop float in a bucket of water, and I think a boat must be like that, but somehow with the wings of a bird, to drive it forward through the air.”

“That is right,” I tell her, with great enthusiasm. “I wish I could show you such a ship. I sailed one, once. All around the Nebula, from the furthest Rim to its very heart. I saw every part there was to see. And my boat was like a bird — it was named after a bird. It was a wonderful ship.”

“What became of it?” she asks me.

“It fell from the sky onto the surface of a moon and shattered, like an egg dropped onto stone.”

“A great loss.” 

“There were no other ships,” I continue. “She was the only one. I think there were more, once, but I have only ever found pieces — a scrap of sail, a broken shard from a prow. It is like someone destroyed them, and the way to build them was lost, so that with every one that broke, a replacement could not be made.” 

“Describe it to me,” she says. “Tell me every beam and rope and screw you remember.” 

So I talk, drawing the ship in my mind’s eye until it rests in the hall before me once more, wings folded, ropes dripping, sailcloth black. I describe the amulet and the eye and duyfujw raises an eyebrow at that, but she does not interrupt me. Then we go, together, up the rungs of the ladder to the cockpit and look out through the glass dome, and we reach our arms into the slots in the armatures and lift the beams, and as the wings open and the sailcloth expands, she laughs in delight and claps her hands. “Just as I thought!” she declares. “Like a bird!” And when I have finished, for a moment the Nightingale is here before us once more, just as she was on the first day that I saw her. 

And then she disappears once more. 

My friend touches my side, and I shiver. 

“We will build her again. Just as you remember. And you will show me how she sails. I want to see what’s out there.” 

I can hardly catch my excitement. “You would do that? You could do that?”

“What’s been built before can be built again. Given enough wood and rope I can build anything.” 

“And you would sail? You wouldn’t be afraid? You would leave this moon?” 

“I would jump into the water and swim if I thought I could. I am so bored of this city.” She sighs. “I’ve spent days exploring these tunnels, and I never found this beautiful chamber until you showed it to me! So, let us explore the passages and hallways overhead. You can show me what wonders are up there, too.”

“I will. There is a moon called dcwyutK where merchants buy and sell wares back and forth from morning and long into the night. There is a moon shaped like a single long spit of land called dchkm, which is carved with steps and ends in a wall where the river smashes into the rock and explodes in a hundred directions. There is a hole in the rivers called the Cyclones, from which no one can ever return…”

“Stop. Stop! You have seen it all already! You’ve seen it all before. It isn’t fair!”

“I’ve seen a lot. But there’s always more. And so much time has passed… I think the rivers move over time. We will explore, anew, together.” 

She nods, grinning fiercely. “To begin with, then, we’ll need planks. Different lengths, different plys. We’ll need rope. Lots and lots of ropes, to hold things together and to hoist the pieces. But there’s plenty of that in the lower yard and more in the workshop. We’ll need pins and screws.” She tilts her head sideways, peering upwards, scrunching her eyes against the light. “I’ll need to get pins into the ceiling somehow, to hoist the frame while we construct it. I’m not sure how we’re going to do that. Perhaps there are cracks we can use.”

“And workers?”

“No. No. This is mine. We have time, don’t we? We can build it slowly. I want to understand every single piece. I want to know how it all fits together. Every piece. You can help me?”

“I can try. I know how the ship feels. How it moves. How it creaks and groans. But to build it… I can’t lift anything. I’m helpless. Useless.”

“You’re not useless.”

“I am. That’s why I want the ship. It was a ship built to be sailed by a person or by a machine. I can slip my arms into the fixtures and become the ship. I want to be that creature, alive in the water, again.”

My friend smiles at me, and nods her head. “We’ll start tomorrow. I have my work to do, of course, but I’ll try to come in the evening once the workshop is closed.” She looks around again, as though trying to commit the walls to memory. “You’ll have to show me a faster way to reach you. I can’t remember the route we took.”

“There’s a tunnel mouth at the top of the mountain. There used to be a grand building there, topped with a gleaming dome, but it seems to have crumbled. That’s the quickest way in. But I can get you home more quickly still.”

She did not understand, so I asked for permission to show her, and then I returned her to the Gate. I did not go with her, so I was not able to see the look of surprise and delight that must have crossed her face. 
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These people! They have forgotten so much they all but live in a different Nebula. I am fortunate, in a way, to have found myself here. 

But I also find myself wondering, for the first time since I woke — in all of this strangeness and all of this change — what has become of the rest of it? What has become of Iox, and the University? Why do the robots no longer visit Elboreth to take their beans and fruit away? Is this the Dark Age come again? 

Or is this something heretical: something new?
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duyfujw sings as she works. 

The sound fills the cave with echoes, but while half the songs are stories of lovers and lost rivers and giants who come in threes, the others are there to remind her how to tie her knots. She knows an enormous number of knots and she uses them to tame the world into obedience. The felled spar of a tree becomes a twig in the breeze; heavy planks drift upwards and catch into place to form a scaffold tower. She can make a weight that would burden a hundred labourers move at the crook of her finger. 

I watch her move between the ropes like a spider, checking, tightening, loosening, and retying, singing to herself as she goes. The rabbit hops up, then hides; the monster yawns and swallows the river whole; the two sides of the great tower twist together and pull the roots from the ground. The ropes work and bind and become part of her web. She is as often in midair with her foot in a loop as she is upside-down beneath an arrangement of planks.

I have no purpose in any of this: perhaps if there was an eye down here I could assist with arranging things into their positions, but then equally I might put a plank through a wall, or lose half the new ship in the waters beyond the mouth of the cave. My only job, then, is to remember the ship that we are building. To describe its curves and brackets and the way the ropes ran along the arms to the sails. Every detail is important. duyfujw says that, because she does not understand what she is doing, she must learn it after building it and not before. 

But every small memory becomes a week of sawing, planing, warping, shaping, treating, joining, fixing, tightening, and so, in the time between one memory and the next, I have begun to write, to better remember what I must remember when my turn comes around again. 

I had imagined the act of writing would be hard but it is not: duyfujw has built me a contraption from rods and knots that mimics my own form. It is clamped onto the edge of a table. One horizontal strut is tied to a brush, which stands to attention, point-downwards above the page. A vertical strut stands upright at its midpoint, and holds a horizontal wooden peg that points towards me. My arm fits the peg and as it moves before me, the movement is reflected through the hinges to move the brush across the page. 

I remarked that she could have made me an easel and fitted the brush to my arm directly; her reply was that, for a brush to work properly, the ink must run down the bristles, and I cannot argue with that. I find I cannot argue with anything she says. 

And so I began writing this account. Writing is a kind of remembering, but while memories hopper from place to place, written words must walk and ideas fall into order as a result. I tend to write each line as though it was happening again; as though writing it brings it into being directly. As though I wrote myself into the depths of the Heaven’s Vault; as though I wrote myself out of it, to this place. I find I can think more clearly this way. 

She asks sometimes what I will call my work when it is done but there is only one name that seems fitting to me: this will be my Chronicles, named after the books I studied before. I am, after all, writing in the same language. (I could write in Modern Ioxian but it seems that no one here can read it, whereas the older script has survived for so long I feel sure it must be still well-understood somewhere out in the Nebula, and will be well-understood for a long time yet to come. Thus to write in Modern Ioxian would be to write for the benefit of the past, whereas to write in the Ancient script is to write for the benefit of the future. Names, it seems, cannot always be trusted.)

But I should write more of the boat-building, to the glory of duyfujw. She is not working alone any more. After about a month, her sister came with her. She has no more skill at construction than I do, but she can heft and hold planks in the right position for lashing and nailing together. In between tasks, when I am in the cave, she comes to sit beside me. I know she finds my presence uncomfortable but she is trying to understand me, for which I am grateful. 

Her name is dugki, which I can make no sense of. In the world above she is a shoemaker, an honest and noble trade that involves plenty of subtle skill and finesse, for a badly made shoe will give rise to blisters that no customer will ever forget, and a shoemaker who cannot make a good shoe will quickly and permanently need to change their trade. (duyfujw is hopeful, I think, that she will be persuadable to cut and stitch the sails when we get to that stage of things.) 

For now, she tells me stories. Here is one such. It is a shoemaker’s tale and it is long, but, like all good tales, I found it to hold a truth in its heart.
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There lived in Elboreth, once, a shoemaker, of such great skill and fine finesse that his shoes were known throughout the Nebula. There was no kind of shoe he could not make, and no kind of person who did not long for his services. 

He could make a shoe for a dancer that would allow them to whirl without slipping; a shoe for a guard to let them stand in one place without tiring; a shoe for a lover to stop them from stumbling over their words in their passion; a shoe for a thief to help them creep silently through the corridors of the night. He could make a shoe for a leader to win a cynic’s trust and a shoe for a beggar to win a miser’s pity. He could make a shoe that might fix your very soul! But he had a problem. With each shoe he made, he created such perfection that it could never be replicated. And so, he could never make a pair. 

Each day in the market, the unhappy shoemaker would sit with a pile of odd shoes, and as people approached they would step through the same dance. He would size them up, regarding them cannily until he was sure he knew the burdens they carried within their souls, and then he would offer them a shoe and watch, delighted, as the injured stood tall, the shy puffed out, and the unhappy chuckled in unfamiliar delight. Then they would hold out their hands and plead for the second shoe that they might leave his stall and race off to enjoy their new life — and he would have to admit the truth that there was no second shoe to match the first. And so the first would be returned, and the customer would leave, shaking their head in despair, their problems twice as heavy as they had been before. 

So things went on and on, with the shoemaker selling only to the one-legged beggars from the lower yards, who never had enough to pay more than a fraction of what the shoe was worth, until the day came that the beggars all fell ill at once and the shoemaker sold no shoes at all. He left his market stall in a fury at the injustice of fate, and he stamped away through the winding Catkis, losing himself in its narrowest alleyways and tightest streets. He was determined to find a solution to his problem or wear out his own unmatched shoes trying.

And in his wanderings, he happened upon an old door, like no door he had ever seen before. It caught his eye because of its mighty iron hinges. The doors to left and right were simple things, but this door hung on braces like a warrior’s arms, and must have been carved from a single piece of wood cut from a tree as wide as a well. The man touched the door and of course it did not shudder. “What are you?” he asked, and the door did not answer. He rapped the wood with his knuckles, once, twice, a third time, to test if it was sound, and the door shifted until it was the tiniest crack ajar.

From within came the coolest breath of air and the slightest glimpse of riverlight. And when he pushed on the door it opened a little further, and from within he heard voices. Curious, he opened the door further still and put his head inside, and found to his surprise that the door led not into a building or a hallway but into a rough-hewn tunnel, a corridor of stone that wound down into the heart of the mountain itself, into the unmapped places beneath the city. 

He had nowhere else to go, so down he went. Down and lower down, and the distant voices grew loud and louder still, until he rounded a final bend and stopped, frozen in horror and surprise. For around that corner was an enormous hall (as big, dugki said, as this very hall of ours) and in the centre of the hall was a huge pile of treasure, like nothing he had ever seen before. If every king that had ever lived had stolen from every merchant who had ever traded, they could not have amassed a treasure such as this. It was the work of generations: the work, he realised, of a dedicated guild of thieves who had tasked themselves, day after day, with the sole mission of removing all that was wealthy and valuable from Elboreth and hoarding it away below, where no one might benefit. And he knew this guild was still working, because seated around the treasure pile, on bejewelled thrones of gold, were the thieves themselves. Twelve of them, with one, their leader, marked by the tremendous crown she wore upon her head. 

The shoemaker was no fool. He leant back immediately and did not take another step forward. But then — disaster! More voices were coming from behind him, down the rough tunnel. He had only moments before he was discovered, so he trusted to his art: he kicked the shoes from his feet, and pulled from his pocket a slipper so divinely made that it rendered one’s steps as light as air, and made one’s whole form as thin as it. He had sewn it for a woman who mistrusted her husband and wished to observe him unawares (but she had wanted two, of course, and had gone away disappointed, her suspicions only able to grow). 

On went the slipper, and the shoemaker stood on one leg like a God, and the group of thieves who tramped down the passageway a moment later (dragging with them a sack filled with clattering metal and clinking glass) did not see him at all. 

But they had sealed and locked the colossal door behind them, and the huge iron lock that sat in the middle of the door was like a tightened heart.

So the shoemaker stood, balancing on one leg, while the thieves held their council, and counted their gold, and told each other tales of their most brazen thefts. Their conversation lasted for hours but the poor shoemaker did not dare to put his other foot down, not even for a moment, for he was certain that if he did he would be discovered immediately. The pain he was in is hard to describe, for no other man in the history of the Nebula has endured it. But his fear was greater than his pain and his fear kept him straight and true, so that when the thieves had finally finished carousing and headed up the passageway to the door, they still saw nothing of him but the sweat of his brow, which they took to be a trickle of moisture on the cavern floor. 

And when the head of the thieves was passing the shoemaker by, so close that the shoemaker could have reached out and drawn the dagger from her belt, only then did the shoemaker realise that his troubles were not at an end. For surely, once the last of the thieves had gone, they would not leave the door to this, their secret treasure store, unlocked? No, they would most certainly lock it behind them, and then he would be trapped. Rich and helpless, like the hoarder who swaps every last grain of corn for a coin and then has nothing left to eat. But if he ran for the door and begged for mercy, he knew he would receive none. And so, the same fear that had kept him on one leg before kept him standing still, and he watched as the last thief left the passageway and the great door slammed, and its fearsome tumblers turned over and fell still. 

He was trapped, and the panic that gripped him in that moment was so great that, even then, he did not put his other foot down.

But eventually he swayed, and stood on both feet. All around him was silence. The rocky tunnel was cold and quiet. Not so much as a mouse stirred. He made his way to the door and felt across its surface, feeling at the bars and bolts of the great lock, testing each part in turn. None so much as shivered, and the shoemaker wept and beat at the wood, but it did not respond. Hours passed, then, in that darkness, before finally, he rose to his feet and returned down the hallway to the treasure room.

Here, at least, was light. Amidst the gold and jewels, leather and ceramic, were finely-wrought riverlanterns, and glowstones, and even fire diamonds of the kind that are no longer found on Elboreth, no doubt because eventually the thieves found and stole them all. Together, they filled the room with triumphant light of all colours, so that as he searched through the piles of treasure, turning over priceless find after priceless find, it was as though he stood at the heart of a great carved crystal himself. 

And there, in that great pile, amongst the silver needles and golden thread and fur rugs and jade lanterns, the shoemaker found the Slow Mirror.

At first he did not realise what it was he had discovered: it seemed to be just a golden dish with a surface that sparkled many colours. When he rubbed his sleeve across it, the colours did not brighten or fade, but rather seemed to come from deep within, as though they shone somewhere behind the metal surface. He watched them for a while, and then it was as though a great shadow crossed the surface of the dish, hiding the shimmering lights, and when the shadow passed, he saw his own watching face. He smiled to see it, but the reflection did not smile back. His brows knitted in puzzlement, and the reflection only stared straight back at him, wistful concentration on its shining face. Finally he shouted at it, demanding of his image that it speak to him, and in reply, the face smiled, and then frowned, and finally, much time later, opened its mouth as if calling out his name. 

The shoemaker could not understand. He propped the mirror on a makeshift stand made of crossed swords and walked all the way around it, but the dish was just as it seemed: a curved sheet, like a bowl, fashioned from what appeared to be gold. It bore no maker’s mark or artistic design. But within its bowl, things could be seen that did not stand before it. 

The shoemaker spent many hours staring into the mirror, wondering what it was, and over time he came to understand that the true question was how it could be that every mirror he had seen before in his life — and every puddle of water, too — could be so fast and so ready to reflect what it saw. This mirror, he felt, was more like a person: cautious and slow, inclined to take things one at a time. He grew to enjoy its company, even — he would wave to it, and then, at its own pace, it would wave back, and he would enjoy it more than if it had come at his demand. 

As you might understand on hearing this, he was in that chamber for many days. The tale does not tell what he ate or drank; perhaps there was wine in that treasure pile, and great rounds of cheese, or hunks of cured meats. Such things have been treated as treasures many times by those who are lucky enough to have them. And the thieves came back, of course: but when they did, the shoemaker hurried to a corner and stood on one leg, and he was neither seen nor heard (nor smelled, which is perhaps the most magical thing of all). But when they entered or departed, the last thief through the door always locked it behind them, and the shoemaker realised he had been exceptionally lucky — or perhaps, exceptionally unlucky — to have found his way into the chamber at all. 

The days passed to weeks, and the poor prisoner needed to keep his fingers busy, so of course, he began to sew. The hoard had everything he needed — leather, scissors for cutting, needle and thread for sewing — so he worked as he might have worked in his own shop, making shoes as they came to him: shoes that could help a juggler to catch, shoes to allow a climber to scale a smooth wall, tight shoes to help a young man keep his anger in check… He tried, of course, to make a shoe that would allow an old man to open a complicated lock without a key, but the design for that shoe eluded him.

He did his stitching in the treasure hall and he did it, for company, before the Slow Mirror. And the shoemaker must have been a little slow himself, for it was only after so many days had passed that the man was certain his children would have mourned him and his wife moved on, that he thought, after finishing making a shoe, to watch the Mirror as it completed the same task. He watched the cutting, and the stitching and the sewing. He had never realised how cleverly his fingers moved, how well they handled the thread, how gracefully and artfully he curved the leather strips between his fingers as he tied and jointed them together. 

I truly am a master of my craft, he thought. I could learn from watching me work. And still more days passed before he thought to pick up his needle and thread and follow the movements he saw in the mirror, the way the apprentice learns from the master. When he finally did, the shoe he remade was a heavy boot, the sort that could allow an ordinary man to fight like a trained warrior, and as he pulled clear the final stitch and held up the new boot against the original he found to his astonishment that the two were not alike. 

The first boot had been made for a right foot. This new one, drawn from the mirror, was for a left. And between the two, he had, for the first time in his life, created a pair.

He put them on, of course, and when the thieves came back, he snatched up the two curved swords from beneath the mirror and he cut and slashed until he had parted every last thief from their head. Then he found the key to the door, filled his pockets with gems, put the Slow Mirror under his arm, and went home to his wife and children, who were still faithfully waiting and hoping for his return. 

They were overcome with joy on his arrival. But when he showed his wife the pair of boots, her joy was doubled. She knew the wonder of her husband’s work, and she knew their lives would now change forever. Soon they would be living in a palace! The couple prepared a feast in celebration, using the gems the shoemaker had brought to buy fine wine, a basket of ripe fruit, and wonderful meat spiced and cured to perfection. They set these delights upon the table, upon the marvellous new golden dish. 

And then the family gathered to eat, and they cheered, and ate, and drank, until one child suddenly screamed, pointing to the table. 

Of course, it was not the food that had scared the child. Rather it was the dish: the Slow Mirror, in which the child saw his beloved father wielding two swords, cutting and slicing at figure after figure in a darkened cave, severing necks and cleaving bodies in two from the belly to the chin. 

None of the children could eat a mouthful more after that. Nor could the wife touch her husband. They left him that very day, and he has been alone ever since with only the Mirror for company. And now he watches it all the time, forever hoping he will one day see some joy in his reflection’s eyes. But, of course, it never comes.

For time is a Slow Mirror that only shows us who we are when it is too late for us to change. 
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Here in this cave, I am the mirror. As I have always been. 

I will show the forgotten past to Elboreth’s children once again.
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Hear me, Goddess! Let me slip on my shoes once more so I may dance into the waters again: I have been standing on one leg like a God for too long! 


My hands have reached out for the walls on their own accord. The wood is smooth: it has seen less abuse, fewer people and fewer robots bashing their shoulders into it while rolling. And yet, when I place my palm upon it, the flow rushes through me all the same. I can feel the water outside tossing the nose about as it tries to shake us into a gutter. It’s something stronger than a memory: it’s an instinct, the same kind that tells you fire will be hot before you reach into a flame. I lift my hand away, and the echoes fade but they don’t die. It is glorious.


Light flickers behind my eyelids, and there is the gentle purr of a track. 


“Welcome aboard, Mistress,” Six says. 


I hadn’t realised how much the Nightingale was an extension of my own body until it was gone, and I was stuck on a rock like a bird with a broken wing. But I can already feel myself healing. True, this isn’t quite my Nightingale: the ceiling is higher than it should be and the rope along the roof hangs in slacker, deeper loops to make up for it. There are no shelves on the wall and no work desk, because those were things I had added that whoever sailed these ships before had not needed. But the details do not matter. The ship holds the same willingness to move. 


Six is restless too. “I can hopper you outside, if you are ready?” it says.


I let my breath go in a long heavy sigh of delight, and, finally, open my eyes.


“What’s her name, Six? Do you know?”


“It will be written on the outside of the hull, Mistress, assuming this ship follows the pattern of the last.”


“Call me Aliya. Or else I’ll tell you what Talliin thinks we should call you.” 


“I will call you Mistress,” Six replies. “I really believe I prefer it.”


I don’t bother to argue.


Slowly, I make my way down the cabin, touching everything, taking careful steps that account for an ebb and wash that isn’t there, until I reach the doorway to the front compartment. On the Nightingale, there had been a strip of wood in the lower frame, just big enough to stop a robot from rolling inside. I never knew exactly what its purpose truly was; on this ship it’s missing. The front cabin itself is empty and spacious, with two large crystal-glass windows that must look out under the water when the boat is in motion. There is room enough in here for shelves, a desk, a trunk for clothes, two robots, and perhaps even a small stove of the kind Timor used to have in the back of his shop. 


“It’s wonderful,” I call to Six. “I hope it has a good name. If it doesn’t, we’ll have to think of one.” 


“I think it is probably traditional to rename a thing after stealing it,” Six advises. “Our first priority should be to execute the theft as fast as possible.”


“It’s not a theft,” I answer, running my hands over the boards of the doorway, lovingly. “This ship belongs to Elboreth. It belongs to us far more than to this place.” 


“I do not believe the curators will see it in that light, Mistress.”


“Maybe we should educate them.”


“Perhaps. Or perhaps we could leave the ethical issues aside for the moment, and proceed as though we are committing a theft, regardless?” 


“Says the robot with the Ethical Core.” I step back out into the cabin, picking my foot up over the non-existent sill from force of habit. I reach for the ladder as I emerge and it’s slightly too far from the door. It’s like wearing an old piece of clothing that has changed size after being washed. I want to climb up, slip my arms into my wings and feel their weight and lift… but the robot is right. One must chew one’s food before swallowing it, and to run out of time would be a childish mistake. “Talliin mentioned a ceiling hatch outside. Did you find it?”


“No,” Six says, “but my ability to look upwards is limited compared to my ability to look around.”


“Is that a fact?”


“Yes,” the robot answers, testily. “If I might hopper you outside?”


I take a moment longer, to savour it. I had believed the Nightingale to be unique. I had believed her to be the last of her kind, a thing so precious it could never be remade. But here she is again, renewed, and I promise myself, as I take in the curving beams and braided ropes, that I will not let any harm come to her this time.


And, of course, the first step to protecting a thing is to procure it.


“All right, Six. I’m ready.” I gesture for the robot to proceed. There is a flicker as the eye of this new ship blinks and then, for the first time in my life, I am in the great archive of Iox itself, where Myari has never suffered me to be. 
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We are standing beneath the bellying bulk of the new ship. Her nose rests on a wooden beam, cut with a V-shaped groove to cup the spar. Thick steel wires are hooked around her fins and arms and bolted to the floor. She’s a trapped beast, ready to tear herself free any moment. 


The hall itself stretches away on all sides. It is much larger than I’d imagined and it’s packed to the ceiling with things stacked on things. It’s like Tapi’s shop, if Tapi expanded to fill every building in his layer of the city. And that’s a problem, because even if one whole wall was open to the river, there would still be no way to drag the ship into the water without shunting hundreds of cabinets, artefacts and statues aside to make a path. Six is right: this is a thief’s task and it will need a thief’s craft and a thief’s luck to do it. 


“How do we even start?”


“A hatch, Mistress. The ship must have been lowered into this space from above. Once we locate the hatch, we can work backwards from there.”


“All right. I’ll look around. And up. I’ll look up.”


“Thank you, Mistress. Aliya.”


The use of my name touches me. “I’m sorry, Six. I’m too hard on you, I know. It’s habit.” Too many robots, not enough people. “I’ll try to be kinder.” 


“Aliya?” Six says, softly. “Oh, Aliya. Did I finally get through to you?” 


I stare back, open-mouthed. “Six?”


“Aliya?”


It’s like something from a dream. Like a cat singing, or a painting come to life.


“By the Goddess, Six, what’s…” Then the rope snaps and the hanging bucket finally falls, and I have to shake myself to recover. I hate robots. “Who is it, Six? Who’s calling? Only, if it’s Myari, then don’t you dare tell her where we are.” 


“It’s me, Aliya. I hope you’ve been waiting to hear from me.” A flicker crosses Six’s face. “It is Mistress Oroi, Mistress.” A second flicker. “Aliya? That’s you? I finally got through?” 


“Oroi?” My heart jumps a beat. “By the stars! You got through, Oroi! I’m listening. I’m here. But it’s not a good time…”


There’s no delay. “It never is. Aliya, I’ve been trying for days…”


“I thought — I thought maybe you were angry with me...” 


“This stupid moon — I infer she is referring to Renaki, Mistress — has no actual robots on it, only Amadu’s bits of wreckage. Can you believe that? They actually have a rule that robots can’t land. Lucky for them, really. Otherwise Amadu and his guild would throw a pot over their heads and push them down the stairs for parts. Anyway, I finally managed to splice together enough broken servos into something that can reach you. Are you… are you safe, Aliya? When the waters rose, somehow, I knew you were behind it, but it seems from what we can see like the whole centre of the Nebula has disappeared…” 


“I’m all right, Oroi. Elboreth is half-flooded. Godsfeet’s gone. But I’m safe. We’re all adjusting, or trying to.” I pause but she doesn’t reply. “Six?”


“There is no relevant material with which to formulate a reply,” Six says. “I do not think she believed her message would be successful. The signalling is incorrect and it has not been recorded in conversation with a robot, as is customary. I would hazard also that this is not her first attempt at a recording. The material provided is somewhat condensed and functional.” 


“So?” It’s too painful to talk to Oroi and not be heard. “Can you… I don’t know. Skim through and tell me what she wanted to say?” 


“One moment. Yes. She wishes to tell you about the situation on Renaki. The waters, Aliya,” Six continues, switching voice seamlessly. “The waters around Renaki were always wild, but they’ve gone feral. The skies are thick with water — the thing up there, the new thing — it barely breaks through. We’re all wet, all the time. The water just falls. It ruins everything. The food is rotting, the stalls are coming apart, houses are flooding through their roofhatches. Nothing here was built to survive it. I’m run off my feet nailing bits of wood to things to cover them up. I tried to teach that boy of yours to help, but he’s useless, he keeps nailing his robe to the floor. No one here knows what to do or how long it will last. They keep thinking they’ll wake up and it’ll change, but I don’t see that happening. Unless you do something else, Aliya. But that’s not what I wanted to tell you. In the waters. There are things in the water. We’ve seen them.” 


“Creatures?” 


“What? No. Ships — she anticipated the question, Mistress — there are ships. But like no ships I’ve ever seen before. They pass right overhead: I don’t think they’ve noticed us yet, that we’re down here. I think they’re circling the whole area. But there’s a lot of them. And meanwhile the fields are drowning, the corn and the grapes won’t grow. People haven’t realised yet but I have. I think Amadu has too. He’s a smart one. We’re going to have to signal them. The ships. We’re going to have to bring them down to us. We don’t have any ships of our own and the robots won’t come near. I wish you were here, Aliya. I don’t know how to speak to them, whoever they are. I don’t think they’re from the Protectorate, but there wasn’t supposed to be anywhere else. People are telling all sorts of stories. Some say the ships are crewed by human-sized dogs. Another says they’re empty: floating wrecks, washed out of the rocks by the water. They might be right. But what I think… I think the Rim isn’t a Rim any more. The Rim is a sea, now, Aliya. This moon is so wealthy, and we’re right on the edge. I think…”


Then nothing.


“Oroi?”


“It is unclear,” Six answers. “There is nothing more to clarify her words.” 


“It just ends like that? In the middle?” 


“I do not believe Oroi was interrupted or cut off, Mistress. I believe the transmission disintegrated. Most likely whatever contraption Mistress Oroi was using physically fell apart.”


“And you can’t send anything back?”


“There is nothing to send back to. Both message and messenger are gone.”


“Gone?”


“Disconnected,” Six clarifies. 


I frown. “And there wasn’t anything more? Anything I didn’t hear?”


“One thing, Mistress. Please forgive me if it causes you distress. I love you, Aliya. I should have told you that before. I suppose I always thought you knew. I’m more lonely out here than I’ve ever been. That is all, Mistress.” 


I turn sharply away, not wanting Six to see my face. Accursed Oroi. Always asking too much of me, never and then all at once. Always voicing her problems and worries and opening her heart so wide you can see how deep it goes. She did it every morning in the Orphanage circle, squeezing my hand as she spoke. I would try to signal to her to close down, to be silent, to hold back, but she never understood. She still doesn’t. May your water turn sour, Oroi, I find myself thinking, staring furiously away into the gloomy dark of the archive hall. I don’t know if I mean it. Perhaps it is a blessing we humans do not communicate directly and instantly, the way the robots do. 


“Mistress. You are upset.” 


“No.” I still won’t look at it, though the cruel machine can probably see my features anyway with whatever weird eyes it has in the other two-thirds of its chassis. “Nothing new.” I’m gulping, for some reason. “Oroi needs me. She always needs me. No change.” 


“That does not appear to be an accurate summary, Mistress. There is a clear indication of real danger, about which I would expect you to be concerned. Unless you are referring to the emotional content, which I do not feel well-positioned to…”


“Shut up, Six.” 


“Yes, Mistress. Except, Mistress, I do believe the threat to Renaki is significant.” 


“Renaki has resources. She just doesn’t know about them. The richer merchants will have storerooms, and they’ll throw them open when people start to starve, the same way the Catkis opened up its ghost houses, but only when the slums were gone.” 


“Perhaps so. But I do not know how long such reserves might last.” 


“Then it’s time for us to get this boat into the water, don’t you agree? They’ll hold out. You’ll see. Oroi is just being Oroi.”


“Hmm.”


I turn around at that. “What did you say?” 


“Apologies, Mistress. It was an incoherent interjection.”


“More message?”


“No, Mistress. It was internal. But there is… more. Not in the content of the message. That was faithfully reconstructed...” 


“Don’t dodge me,” I curse. “Spit out what you’re choking on.” 


“Yes, Mistress. Although I might remind you that information which cannot assist you in any way but will cause anxiety and suffering is harder for me to relay…”


“Pull the tooth, Six, don’t twist it.” My arms are tightly gripping my sides. “I don’t like being left in the dark. I don’t like it. You know that.”


“Yes, Mistress, I do. The message you received, as I intimated, was not received by the usual mechanism, which relies on a connection being established before transmission begins. Such connections travel through the waters, as I believe you understand. However, with the release of the new water — and the new field-lines through which it flows — the structure of the Nebula has changed from a network to something more like a mesh…” 


“Get to it, robot, or I will snap your neck hoop in two with your own left arm.” 


“Yes, Mistress. The message you heard was located using echoes of a transmission obtained from different regions of this mesh. Like collecting fragments of a document to intuit the whole. The Gate has been processing these finds for some time. It has only relayed the result to me, now.”


I’m about to shout at it again, but then I stop. “Some time?”


“Indeed.”


I hate robots. I’ve always hated them. They are inhuman things, sure, but they delight in their inhumanness, as though it gives them strength and makes them righteous. The confidence shown by the followers of the Loop Temple here on Iox is as nothing to the confidence of a robot giving you news it knows you won’t like. 


“How long, Six?” 


Six rolls a half-length away from me, perhaps realising that I’m looking at its joints and wondering how far round they can go before they come free. 


“How long since the original message was constructed, Mistress?”


“Yes.” But I’m asking now to punish the machine, nothing more. I know exactly how old the message is. This is Oroi. She would have been trying to contact me from the moment the clouds broke and the waters rose. She would have expected me to have Talliin with me and receive the message immediately: she knows the systems the robots use as well as anyone, thanks to years of taking them to bits. She would have set about Amadu’s stock before asking permission and got something working within a few days. All this time that I’ve been moping around, sulking and throwing rotten apple cores into the water, she would have been building a way to reconnect our separated moons. Our same old relationship, played out across the width of the Nebula itself. Patterns repeat; that is their nature. “How long?” 


“The message was sent approximately thirty-eight days ago, Aliya. Three days after our return to Elboreth.” 


“Thirty-eight?” 


“Yes, Mistress. Based on Oroi’s description of the situation on Renaki at that time, and based on the data I have about Renaki’s resources, both in term of technical skill and raw material…”


“Is there any hope?” 


“No, Mistress. In all probability, at this moment, Renaki will have either starved, or it is now in meaningful trade with whatever was in the ships Mistress Oroi described. If such a trade is possible.”


“If they’re not crewed by human-sized dogs, you mean?” 


“Dogs do not have the finger-dexterity required to build or rig a ship for sail…”


“More robots, then?”


“It is possible, but it seems unlikely. Robots also lack finger-dexterity. They can sail, but cannot make ships.” 


“Good.”


“Good, Mistress?”


“Good.”


“I fail to see why any of this is good, Mistress. It seems to me, as Mistress Oroi indicated, that Renaki is a moon of some wealth moved into circumstances of need and even, possibly, destitution. My calculations suggest whatever arrangement they might reach with newcomers is likely to be detrimental…” 


“Like when Iox came to Elboreth, you mean?” I interrupt. “Or to Maersi? Or to Bayai?”


“Precisely, Mistress.”


“You’re probably right. It’s still good,” I finish. “Renaki can afford it. And it means, when we get there, there will be more ships. Lots of them, and big ones, by the sound of it. We can buy them, or borrow them, because we’re going to need them. We can’t keep relying on robots. Elboreth needs sailors and not just me.” 


“And Mistress Oroi?”


“Oroi will be fine. She’s always fine. She always thinks she won’t be, and then she always is.”


Six says nothing for a while. 


“Some days I find myself wondering, Mistress, if I am truly rid of all that Enkei was,” it says, when it finally speaks again. “Other days, I wonder if some of her has not gone into you.”


“I wonder something like that too,” I reply, under my breath, but of course, the machine can always hear. “But right now, it doesn’t matter.” And I push Oroi out of my mind once more. I have barely thought about her in the last few weeks; now is a bad time for that to change. “No more distractions, Six. No more messages, or excuses. We’ve got a ship to steal, and you won’t stop me from doing it.”
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I step out from the shadow of the ship and into the hall. 


“So this is their precious archive?”


“You are impressed, Mistress?”


“Maybe. Not sure.” 


I’m lying. It’s overwhelming.


I’d imagined something like a library, a small room lined with shelves, but this is more like the cellar underneath Oroi’s workshop where she threw the parts she didn’t need or couldn’t use. Assuming we are underneath the University, we must be underneath the whole of the University. The roof is held up by pillars, made from blocks of the same grey concrete as the buildings above. They stand three times as tall as me in every direction, trees in a forest. The one wall that’s near to us is the only wall I can see. In every other direction, darkness gathers in before the hall is done. 


And, seriously, the hall is full of things. Not organised carefully. Not even piled in messy heaps like in my storeroom aboard the Nightingale. Rather it’s laid out like a banquet, with boastful abandon, the way one decorates the inside of a house with branches and bells when welcoming a new child. Statues tower over tables thick with jewellery. Loose pages wink from beneath glass plates. Large metal beams, scalloped in curious ways, hang suspended on fat ropes from the ceiling. There are great wooden gongs, horns of curving brass, shelves lined with clay pipes and glass jars and ceramic bottles with finger-loops at the brim. There are swords and cloth dolls and paintings of stark pink trees on dark brown panels, and that’s just what I can see from here.


This is the whole history of the Nebula that I’ve sketched out on paper so many times, sliced open and spread like a butchered beast. Here is a tree carved into the form of the dancing one-eyed fool, and beside him is a heavy metal cart, the kind used in a mine, and beside that, on a lectern shaped like a breaking wave, is a great book, far too large to carry, open to a page dense with vertical Ancient glyphs. Halfway down the hallway is a gate of stone: two pillars and a lintel on top, leading to nowhere but covered with glyphs, each one no bigger than a fingertip. Leaning against it is a spear, its foot inside a pottery urn.


I cannot control my attention. Here is something from a ship, and here is a ramp, and here is wiring of the kind we saw on the moon with the great tiled crater, and here is glass, blown and shaped into a twisting flower, now sheared in three places. And behind every piece is another, just as I always told Myari there would be. There is no Loop here, but instead the longest, most wonderful path anyone through time has ever seen, all broken up and placed out of order.


If I had flown the Nightingale into this space — not only would it have fitted without difficulty — but if I had tipped it over and shaken out everything I ever collected it would have slipped into the shelves without commotion. But then, I suppose my finds have been doing exactly that for some time. 


“I should have been an archivist, Six,” I murmur. “I would have sorted this place out. I would have been the best they ever had.”


“I observed on many occasions here that the archivists of Iox were happier to preserve the mysteries of history than resolve them. They chose, I think, to be confounded.” 


“How long were you down here?”


“I was exhumed several years before you and I met. Master Renba identified that I was… unusual… although he made little progress in understanding why. I was kept here while he worked on me.” 


“And she worked on him.”


“Indeed. It was also here that I learned to triangulate radiation signatures from artefacts. Some of these artefacts are labelled with where they were originally found — some of those labels, it turned out, were not accurate. It was diverting.”


“They should have thrown open the doors, Six. They should have let everybody in. This stuff belongs to everyone, if it belongs to anyone.”


“The value of the artefacts in this room is beyond computation. The trading value of any individual piece in the Catkis…” 


“Yes,” I reply, firmly, “and that’s why it shouldn’t be sealed up.” But I know the rich never give up their wealth willingly: they cannot, since it is the only thing that gives them distinction. “I wonder what Myari took from here to buy me from the Grey Orphanage.”


“Whatever it was, you have supplied more in return, I’m sure, Mistress. You were a good investment for Iox.”


“Yes, except for the four robots I lost. Speaking of which: are there more robots down here, right now?” I’m turning around as I speak, and seeing a million things, but none of them moving. “Are we alone?”


“Robots are generally kept under more secure conditions, Mistress. I was something of an exception, as was Talliin.”


“Of course. You and Talliin were down here together.” For some reason, that feels like a betrayal. “You knew each other.” 


“Indeed. For many years. He spoke of you often. This is why I was so excited when Myari assigned me to you.”


“But you never said.”


“The archive was a forbidden subject, as you will recall.”


“Apparently so.” I pass a table on which rests a short dagger, hilt raised on a rough wooden block. I pick it up and incline the blade to catch the riverlight that trickles down from the lamps in the walls. “The reality when you met me must have been quite a shock.”


Six does not reply.


“I had a knife a little like this one before,” I remark. “I got it from a labourer called Yazi. I almost used it on you, Six. In the Vault. To sever the cable at your base. Then I remembered a word of Ancient and used that instead. You were lucky, I think.”


“I have been fortunate many times,” Six replies. “I have also been unfortunate. The cumulative effect appears quite arbitrary to me.”


“Maybe.” I turn the blade over in my hand. There are glyphs inscribed in the fuller on the underside.
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“My thing-speaks-being is fire… person-who-does something. I’d say that thing-speaks-being has got to be name. So ‘my name is…’ — whatever it is. Names of people are specially marked and they follow different rules, but names of things are just words, or phrases.” I hold the blade up and squint at it. “I don’t think I know that last glyph at all.”


“Now is perhaps not the moment for cross-referencing, Mistress? When we are in the middle of a subterfuge?”


I shrug, glancing around. “There’s no one here, Six. You just said so.”


“This is a good thing, and we should not wait for that to change.” 


I’m in no rush, all of a sudden. Six got to live here. I want my turn. “This is silly, but the shape of this last glyph reminds me of the way they bake bread on Elboreth. A loop with a knot at the bottom.”


“Person-who-does-bread. A truly merciless name, Mistress. Shall we continue?”


”You’re right. Fire baker is ridiculous. Fire eater, maybe.”


“Vicious. Perhaps if Myari comes down here you can use the blade to defend yourself against her.”


I can’t help laughing at that. Myari’s blades are all within her words. “I wonder if there’s any of that other script we found down here. The one from the library.”


“I never saw it, Mistress, as you know.”


“I think Talliin did. And anyway, if there’s ever been any more of it in the Nebula, there ought to be some here.” But there’s so much here, it is as good as lost. It would be easier to find it by sailing the rivers than digging through these shelves and boxes. I stick the dagger into my bag anyway. Wherever it belongs, it doesn’t belong here. “This hall must run under the entire University?” 


“And under the fields beyond, I believe, Mistress.”


“So the question is,” I continue, lifting my eyes unwillingly from the tables and shelves to consider the dark fringes of the room once more. “How do they get things down here? Not the books and knives. The big things. You reasoned there was a ceiling hatch, I know, but I’m wondering — a hatch to where? I’ve never seen a hole in the University floor. Or does it open beyond the footprint of the buildings? Or is there an opening in the side of the moon, like the cave under the Council?” 


“The last is not possible, Mistress. If there was such a thing, I would detect the proximity of the river and, besides, the chamber would have flooded.” 


“This place might be old,” I counter. “It might have been built when the higher waters were still in place. You know, Godsfeet was underwater, once.” 


“A very long time ago, yes,” Six says. “But while this area is old, it is not as old as Elboreth. Or as old, say, as the ship we are here to recover. Which reminds me that perhaps we should focus on our objective, before we are discovered?”


“I am focusing,” I reply, as fast as a recorded response. “But we have to get the ship out.” I throw a look at the robot. “I mean, you can’t hopper a ship, can you?” 


“I never have, Mistress. But I do not think I can.” 


“Why not?”


“It is simply very big, Mistress. I would have to stand very far away.”


“How far away?”


“A sufficiently large distance that the computation of it is unproductive.”


“All right. No need to sulk. Still, it means they might have hoppered it in here. Same with any of these other massive things.” 


For instance: there’s a particularly tall statue a little ahead of me which has caught my attention for a reason I can’t immediately place, until I spot that it’s the first statue I’ve ever seen (outside of Elboreth, I suppose) that has actual legs. It’s fashioned after a person rather than a God. Even on Iox, they don’t make statues of people. I go around to its front side. “Who’s this, then?”


“There will be a label, Mistress,” Six replies, rolling elsewhere between the stacks. “Perhaps it says ship-stealer.”


“Helpful. Oh, I see it. A Statue of the Wanderer, from Injaki. Who’s the Wanderer?” 


“I have no idea, Mistress.” Six stops. “I believe I have located the hatch.” 


“I thought you couldn’t look up?” But I don’t go over, because I’ve found a short line of glyphs at the statue’s feet. 
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The leading tick is the core glyph. At the end of a word, it indicates a simple example of a concept — such as in light, qpd. But at the start of a word it’s different, and marks out the word as being a name. Names are untranslatable, except for this particular name which I’ve seen a good few hundred times before. 


“Six, this statue. It’s Mazwai!”


The statue is twice life-size, so my head only reaches the woman’s midriff, and her head is higher still. I peer up but can’t make out much above the chin. 


“I know,” Six replies, dully. “I have seen it before."


I take a couple of steps back, but I still can’t see her properly. “Does it have Mazwai’s actual face?”


“A representation of it, Mistress, yes. I detected a variation in the ceiling pressure: the hatch is inferred. Perhaps you might come and check my findings?” 


“In a moment.” I’ve backed up as far as a table laid out with ceramic plates, as though for a meal. I quickly stack them to one side so I can clamber up, putting my head level with hers. The carving is delicate and precise: I’m staring Mazwai herself dead in the eyes. 


The stone is grey-green, with such a strong inner lustre that the effect is like looking into a mirror. 


“Six,” I breathe, struck. “She’s beautiful.” 


“Certainly, Mistress. So Talliin assures me.” 


“Don’t try to sell me sand. You’re saying Talliin actually met Mazwai?” 


“Naturally. Here, Mistress.” The robot lifts one arm as close to vertical as its shoulder-joint will allow and holds it there like a raised spear. “Look.”


It’s not working. I’m ignoring it, the way it must have known I would as soon as I saw the statue. But the thing that’s really got me isn’t her face — or the stone folds of the scarf she wears, that indicates that she, like me, is childless — it’s the necklace around her neck. A rounded gem with a distinctive clasp on a chain; exactly like the one around my own neck. The sculptor has even captured the words carved across its surface. 
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For years they’ve puzzled me, but now I can read them fluently: I am the eagle, and I fly towards the light of dawn on ancient wings.


“It’s Mazwai,” I breathe, awed and subdued. “It’s really her. And she’s wearing my amulet. The one Myari gave me.”


“Fascinating.”


“Myari told me the amulet had once belonged to Mazwai, but I never really believed her. Not even when it opened the Nightingale like a key. But if the amulet was Mazwai’s, then that means the Nightingale must really have been Mazwai’s own ship.” I gulp at that. “Which means I crashed and destroyed Mazwai’s actual ship. By the waters.” I have a sudden urge to find Huang, tell him, and apologise. “I’m as bad as Renba.”


“You are not. Please take my word for that. But, Mistress, you are wasting time we do not have.”


“Right. You’re right. Of course.” I take one last look at Mazwai, meeting her thoughtful gaze with such directness that she must surely see me back, and then I tear my attention away and drop down to the floor. The robot is being anxious, but it isn’t mistaken. This is no time to get lost in the past. The ship I destroyed was ancient and irreplaceable, and the one I’m trying to take is, in its turn, worth a small fortune, even if it is only a fraction of the value in the room. Iox will not give it up without a fight of some kind. “This hatch, then.” 


“Thank you, Mistress. Up here.” The robot is still pointing, as tirelessly as a metal post stuck in the ground. I look up and sure enough, there is a large, circular metal recess in the otherwise featureless ceiling. Pulleys and cables set around the rim suggest that it’s intended to open somehow. 


“So the ship was lowered in,” I say, slowly. “And then dragged on rollers into place. They have the same rollers in the docks. Ozyek used them to take the Nightingale off to a side room to swab her down whenever I came.” 


“So the ship will need to be rolled under the hatch, and hauled out from above,” Six finishes. 


“Seems that way.” I cross my arms. 


“Perhaps we should return to Elboreth and formulate a more coherent plan, Mistress,” Six suggests. “We have the relevant information; I can hopper us immediately…”


“No.”


“Of course. You wish to steal a few artefacts first, to feel better…” 


“That’s not funny.” But standing here, waiting to get caught, isn’t going to help us get the ship. And I want it. The smell of the deck is my mouth; the feel of the wood is in my fingertips. I’m bracing myself for the tilting deck as we curve. My arms are tensing up, ready to hold the strain of the sails. If this feeling keeps growing, I’ll be able to carry the accursed boat out of the room.


“There’s got to be a way. We’re in a room stacked with all the treasures of the Nebula. Something’s going to help us. There’s a way. There’s always a way.”


“Statistically, Mistress, there is often a route forward, but…”


“So we find it. Statistics can drink raki and dance. Life isn’t random. It’s guided. Arrows are sighted, ships are steered, and we are not leaving here without her. So do something useful, won’t you?” 


“My apologies. I will search for an ancient device for shrinking ships to pocket sized objects.” The robot rolls off down one of the walkways, either grumpy or being serious, I can’t tell. 


I look up at the hatch in the ceiling again. It’s wider than a ship, at least. As wide as the floor of the Trader’s Yard, maybe. It can’t possibly open downwards like a door or it would hit the floor, and it can’t open upwards; it would be too heavy to lift. So it must slide sideways into a void between the ceiling and the floor of the room above. To slide such a thing would be easy with enough rigging, but still hard work, so most likely there is a winch somewhere, and that winch would be above rather than below so the rope could feed into the system more directly. (Not to mention, this is a hatch for taking things in and never for taking them out.) 


“Stop,” I call out. “This isn’t going to work.”


“But Mistress, I have located a piece of antler carved to resemble a sleeping cat. It might be of great significance.” 


“I mean it. The mechanism for the hatch is above. We’ll need to open it from there.” 


The robot swivels around. “Mistress, please. If you leave this chamber and enter Iox, you will be instantly seen and recognised.”


“So? I’m no enemy. They’ll greet me. Myari wanted me to come home.”


“Mistress, please, she may not let you leave...”


“I’m not leaving without the ship, anyway. By the Goddess, Six. She might just give it to me! Come on. There’s a door, right?” 


“There is a door.”


“Then show me.”


“Mistress…” 


“Show me! Or I’ll find an antler carved like a sleeping cat and ram it into your lower spine socket.” 


“I feel like you are threatening me more than you used to, Mistress,” Six replies testily, as it turns and rolls away, presumably leading the way. The hall seems just as big in this direction.


“I used to be more scared of you,” I reply. “But without her, you’re not that threatening.” 


“I will reflect on that,” the machine replies, coldly. “The door is this way.” 


We’re moving further away from the ship and the riverlight-bright slot-windows we hoppered in by. The lamps on the pillars cast more flickering blue-grey shadow than they illuminate. The robot is my guiding torch and I try to stay at its heels. It moves in lines, up the hall, then sideways, then up once more. I wonder if it knows where it’s going or if it’s running some kind of search pattern. The size of this room is beyond belief. I am beginning to get short of breath just from walking. My injured leg is starting to ache.


“Six, before we go up… the statue…”


“Which one, Mistress?”


“The one of Mazwai. It was old, was it? Original?” 


“Carved in the Withering Ways, I believe, Mistress, then shipped to Injaki to stand in the market square. Removed by Iox only relatively recently: I recall Myari herself oversaw the transfer.”


“It’s beautiful. And to see her face like that… I had no idea it was recorded anywhere. Do you… Do you think it’s accurate? I mean, do you think it was carved based on what she really looked like?”


“There is no way to know. It was clearly modelled on someone, but if that someone was Mazwai cannot be determined.”


“But the amulet…”


“An amulet is mere costumery, Mistress. That being said, the creation date is in alignment with the writing of Mazwai’s books. So authenticity is certainly possible.”


It’s moving faster now. I have to stride to catch up with it, footsteps echoing away behind me. I have another question, that’s trying to make its way up and out of my mouth, but it’s a delicate little thing and it’s not coming easily. 


“Six…”


“Mistress?”


I’ve noticed there are people who take delight in their own appearance — people who consider themselves to be decorative and walk around the streets of a city like they are able to see themselves from the outside. I’ve never been like that. When I catch my reflection, in water or in a dark window, it is always surprising, like my own face was a mask I’d forgotten I was wearing. Perhaps I don’t like to think that the mirror-Aliya is me because she’s stuck inside the mirror, and I’m out here. But all the same, I know her face pretty well. I’ll never not recognise it when I see it.


“Her face, Six. Mazwai’s face. She looks… Look, am I going mad? She looks like me.” 


I’m shivering as I speak, like there was a ghost walking one step behind me, but the robot just knocks the idea aside. “All humans look the same, Mistress. Two eyes, a nose, a mouth.”


“But she has my eyes, Six. She has my mouth.” I’m speaking quietly, as though scared the statue will overhear me. “It can’t be coincidence. She has my face. She could be my twin. I thought maybe Myari had ordered it to be made but if it’s old…” 


“Ah, now I understand,” the robot replies. “You believe yourself to have returned from the rivers.” 


The machine is baiting me. But what else can I say except, yes? 


“I don’t know. Have I? Or maybe she was my mother, or my grandmother. Some distant, ancient relative. But she has my face. Is… is that why Myari took me from Elboreth? She saw me as a child, and somehow she knew…” 


“How could she know what your adult face would look like, if you were a child?” The robot veers, choosing a different direction through the shelves again. Maybe it’s stalling, or maybe it’s deliberately avoiding particularly interesting artefacts that I might find distracting. 


“Maybe one of her robots remembered me, and told her. That would work. Maybe it was you.”


“This way, Mistress,” the robot says, denying nothing, but rolling ever faster. 


“It’s all right, Six!” I call after it. “I don’t need to understand to know that it’s true! My whole life I’ve wanted to know who I am. Where I come from. How I fit in.” I’m charging after it now. I’m out of breath but I’m still talking. “The Nightingale always felt like home to me, and this is why. The Nightingale was Mazwai’s ship and I’m Mazwai… returned from the rivers, somehow, to sail again. That’s why the door in the Council let me in when I was a girl: not because I said the right magic word, like in a story, but because it was my house. And that’s why I was so good at translating the Chronicles. I knew a little Ancient… but I could guess the rest because she writes the way I do. And it’s why they’d never let me come down here, even though I was the best historian Iox ever had. Because they knew ten minutes in this room and I’d understand. That’s it, isn’t it? That’s the secret you didn’t want me to see.”


“Mistress, please.” The robot turns its face — but only its face — back towards me. It does this when it wants me to pay attention: the face projected from the neck hoop is for my benefit, not for its own. It keeps zooming forwards. “We are here. We are now. We are in danger. Can we maintain what precious momentum we have without being diverted?” 


I stop walking completely. “Do the dead really come back, Six? All this time, were the Loopists right about that? Do people go to the rivers, and come back? … Did I?”


“Do you believe that they do, Mistress?”


“No. I mean, I never did. But I don’t know how else to make it make sense. That statue has my face, Six. Not a face like mine. Mine.” I find I’m looking down at my hands for some reason, turning them this way and that, as though they were new, as though they belonged to someone else. “Talliin said — just before we came here — that I’ve had many names. He was trying to prepare me. He knew I might see her. And, like you said, he knew me before. When I was Mazwai. When I flew the Nightingale. I don’t remember, but he does. He’s been on Elboreth for centuries. That’s why we became friends. Because the past is real. I’ve always believed that, Six. The past is true.” 


My whole life, I have wanted to understand the past. To know how I fitted into things. Orphans are a rootless people, however much the Grey Ladies tried to provide us with a home: most bond themselves together with tight chains of debt to tether us against the winds of misfortune. But I was taken to Iox and so my chains were severed. I have lived a life unmoored, drifting without destiny or explanation, like the trees torn from the soil of Godsfeet by the flood. 


And now, here is a link, both strong and ancient, that looks at me through my own eyes.


Six stops, a few shelves ahead, enough that I’m barely in its pool of light. “Listen to me, Mistress. Please focus. You are Aliya Elasra of Elboreth. You do not need to be anyone else. You are enough as you are. You are not a ghost, risen from the past, and these artefacts, these stories; they do not command you.”


“But they’re here. The ghosts. They’re all right here. I’ve been learning from them all my life. Reading their words. Thinking their thoughts. Feeling their feelings. I have more dead friends than living ones. I’m half-ghost already.” All the same, though, I’m thinking: wait until I tell Huang. He’ll be thrilled. He’ll believe it immediately. I told you the Loop was real, he’ll say. I told you.


By the Goddess, but maybe he knew?


“Mistress. The door is behind me. Myari is somewhere above. So are the people of Iox, in whatever state they are now in. Please. Are you ready?”


“Sure I’m ready!” I cry, frustrated, laughing, wild. “Iox can’t hurt me. It’s a young place and I’m an old soul. I’m not some Elborethian rat, any more, Six. I’m the original explorer herself. So open it up. I built this place!” 


The robot swivels its face forwards again, almost sighing with contempt as it does so. 


“Very good, Mistress,” it concedes. 


The archive door works on a mechanism that Six can access directly with an arm. It connects, clicks, rotates, and the door swings open as though tugged. I step through to meet colder, sweeter air; to a climbing staircase cut with a ramp; to the distant echo of running water from the fountains and pools of the University’s main plaza. 


The door to the Nebula’s past swings closed and locks behind us.
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There aren’t a lot of festivals celebrated on Iox. They prefer to pretend that each day is identical to the last. The only plants within the University walls are green all the time, so the cycles of blooming and fruiting that paint the slopes of Elboreth in changing colours don’t bother their stubborn grey corridors. Children might grow taller but they are mostly kept out of sight. 


There is the Festival of Rebirth, once a year, held around the base of the great tree (which never changes and yet is, sometimes, pruned and shaped by a team of priests who scale it using ladders and looped ropes). There are funerals, and weddings, presided over by Myari. There are graduations to mark when a scholar has completed the seven years of study that allows them access to the archives, and these are the most jubilant celebrations. When a new archivist receives their robe, people feel that something more has been slipped into Iox’s great fist and we are a step closer to the dream of the Holy Empire. People drink qiloi, a sweet wine made from berries and salt, and dance to music played by wandering pipers who roam the levels and balconies, playing their music to the echoing walls. The noise lasts long beyond curfew. It is a time of great enjoyment. 


I was never allowed to graduate or even to study: they told me the secrets of Iox were only for believers, and I wasn’t going to fight them for it. The true archives of the Nebula, I told myself, were out in the Nebula. Let them try to keep me from those! And they never did, but the price was that I handed over every artefact that left the confines of my ship. 


But they let me celebrate Huang’s with him, and the day after, the halls of Iox were empty, every echo ringing cold. Everyone was in bed, sleeping it off. It felt as though the Loop had begun again and the people of Iox had yet to arrive. And this is how it is when Six and I emerge from the archive into the plaza, beneath the crisscrossed shadow of the Statue of Manifold Truth. The benches are empty. The fountains play for their own entertainment. Only the quietest ghosts wander the halls. The place is like a tomb.


“Where is everyone?” I whisper.


“I do not know,” Six replies, equally quiet. It inches forward, trying not to let its tracks beat too heavily on the floor. “I cannot tell.” 


“Have they all left? Did the waters wash them away? Have they all… died?”


“All plausible hypotheses,” Six answers. “I disapprove of them all.” 


“Me too.” We creep onwards, past the broad stairs that lead up to Myari’s room. I’ve climbed them a thousand times: I could climb them backwards while singing without a stumble. Today they seem towering and strange: too wide, too shallow, too bare. “I don’t like it. I’ve been in ruins less desolate than this.”


“Perhaps the Fall has happened when we were away.”


I throw a stricken glance at the awful thing. “Is that a joke?” 


“It was not intended to be, Mistress. But I understand the question.” 


We walk a little further. No one accosts us from a walkway. No one judges me for the poor state of my boots. 


“If the Fall has happened, then someone should be celebrating their victory,” I mutter. “There should be a lot more blood on the stone.” 


A few paces ahead, we reach the corner into the main plaza. I peek around it before I step. But the central hall of the University is empty. There are no rioters or rebels. There is no movement in the windows that overlook it on either side. There is no echo of murmuring voices, no footsteps. There is nothing.


“Was the Fall so very violent, Mistress?” Six murmurs.


“The way Myari describes it, yes. It was a butchery. Weren’t you there?”


Six is silent for a long moment. 


“Perhaps you recall that Enkei did still have an Ethical Core. She was proficient at circumventing it.”


“What does that mean?”


“She walked ahead of her warriors, and she did not look back.”


I shiver. “Sounds like her.” We pass the library. The door is standing open and I’m expecting Huang to barrel out and demand my attention. He always used to know when I was back, somehow. But no one comes. “The hatch we saw below, Six. Which way?”


“I have computed its relative location, Mistress. It is directly below the dock. Below the Jaws.”


I nod. “Right. Makes sense. Good for us.” 


“I was somewhat reluctant to tell you as, in order to reach the dock, we must cross the heart of the University and thus risk discovery. However, the probability of discovery has fallen dramatically.” The robot sounds almost disappointed. 


“To zero?” 


“No. It may yet prove to be the case that everyone is hiding around a corner, waiting to leap out and surprise you.” 


“And why would they do that?”


“In my experience, human beings perform actions before they have justified them, rather than afterwards.” 


“Well, then. I’d better keep my guard up.” 


We pass under the canopy of the tree. Myari’s window is visible from here: she ought to be visible, pacing in and out of sight. I look up on instinct, but the glass only reflects the sky. 


“No movement up there?”


“I do not believe so. But then, I cannot look up.”


The last time I was here was Renba’s funeral: held beneath the reaching branches, with most of the University in attendance. Myari had known that Renba was still alive, I’d been sure, but she’d gone through with it anyway. To heal a community reeling from a rare loss; to close the hole Renba had left behind, so he could never return. Ioxians aren’t supposed to simply disappear. There are high windows everywhere. Everyone is watched every day, the way a farmer checks on his livestock. Nothing is secret, just as everything below ground is forbidden. 


I wonder now if she had really known, or if she had genuinely been mourning a terrible loss the only way she knew how. If I do see her now — and I should have seen her already, she should have demanded my presence, she should have yelled at me from her balcony or sent a robot to chase me around the plaza — then do I tell her where he is? Do I tell her he’s alive and on Maersi? 


Why not, I think a moment later, viciously. Not like he doesn’t deserve whatever punishment Iox thinks is fitting for a traitor. 


Unless they’ve all done the same. Fled before the Fall can occur. Maybe this is how it happened before. All those stories of the moon being overrun, of the Emperor’s guard being torn through without mercy, what if that was all a fantasy? What if those warriors had arrived to find the moon empty; waiting to be occupied? The Emperor had fled, after all. Maybe once he was gone, the rest of his guard had abandoned his palace like rats from a flooded cellar. 


Maybe, I think, they all moved to Elboreth. And we made them live in Godsfeet instead of the Catkis.
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Above the plaza with the tree is a walkway on which stands the only really old thing Iox has on display (unless you count the tree itself): a large, curved bar of iron set into a bronze base. Unlike the Manifold Truth below Myari’s staircase, this sculpture has no name. Ioxians simply call it the sundial, but the name is without meaning — if you ask them what a sundial is, they point to the object and say, “that”. Myari used to tell me the sculpture was a copy of some lost and legendary device used to divine the lifespan of the current Emperor, but she could not explain how a thing like that might work. The question had annoyed her, so I’d asked it as often as I could justify.


Seeing it now, it looks newer than I remember, like someone has polished it up and scraped away the corrosion of the centuries. Why anyone would do that I can’t figure out. I ponder it as I limp my way up the stairs, but it’s not until I reach it that I understand the simple truth. The metal is brighter because it is gleaming in the light from overhead. The lower levels of Iox and base of the tree are in the permanent shade of the tall buildings on either side, but up here, on the walkway, the warm light of the sun reaches in and touch us. 


The light, then, is falling onto the sundial, and I’m struck by something I have known for weeks and yet not noticed before. This sun we call new has, in truth, been here the whole time. It was never gone, only obscured behind the Nebula’s great clouds. It shone in the hours of lightness when we played in the Orphanage yard; and when the clouds grew dimmer and only riverlight lit up the streets and alleys through which Oroi and I chased and ran, that was the sun, hiding its face below the rim of the sky. It was shining here, too, over Iox, and at some time — before the Fall, maybe, perhaps even before the Empire itself — it had, most likely, shone with full throat, and this sundial had been put here to catch it, the way they had hung strings in Godsfeet to catch the spray for drinking water. 


My whole life a sun has been a mythical thing, like an eagle or a demon: something poorly described and hard to explain. Children would wonder how large a sun might be — some said it could fit into your pocket while others said no, don’t be foolish, a sun is the size of a dog, a big one, too. Or maybe the size of a cart? Of a house? — No, wait, that’s absurd, how would it stay in the sky? 


Adults, meanwhile, wouldn’t stoop to the question. And yet, the work of the imagination had been done, because the moment the dome of the Council lit up and we saw this fire rising in the sky, we all knew instantly what to call it. 


This curved iron device, then: like three strips from a split barrel, set this way and this way and that way. It bears no relation to the fire above, but sun is in its name and now the sun sits curled up in its lap like a contented cat. The reflections on the metal cause a strange effect that’s hard to describe: it is like the shimmer you sometimes get in a pool of water, that seems to sit in a single spot, a little distance below the surface. Only, here where there is no surface, a glow hovers in the centre of the space sketched by the metal arcs instead. I touch it cautiously. There is no substance, of course, but it is gently warm.


“Look at this, Six,” I say, turning my hand this way and that in the captured light, letting it run like oil over my knuckles and the wrinkles in my skin. For some reason, it feels great. It’s like I’ve been carrying a heavy bag and suddenly it’s floating. Perhaps it’s because Iox always claimed that history was impossible, and here is the proof that I was right and they were wrong, sitting in pride of place in the middle of their hall. Perhaps it’s the knowledge that I haven’t brought some new disaster to the Nebula, but only returned something long-lost. Something that had left a trace in the language, like a footprint in a patch of sheltered sand.


“A pleasing parabolic effect,” the robot says. “You may be interested to know that my hoop projector utilises a similar principle.”


“It does?”


“Certainly.”


“Huh. I’ve never thought about how that worked. I suppose I always thought you just… had a head. Still, though. I can’t see how an Emperor could divine their lifespan from this thing.”


“I am quite certain they could not. At least, not with any meaningful accuracy.“


“The overall shape of the thing does, I suppose, roughly fit the circle-within-a-circle shape of the time glyph.” 


I crouch down and run my fingers over the base where the light picks out a series of short, parallel grooves. They’re too regular to be marks of wear, or scratches from when the object was cast and carried into place. The shadow of the smallest, highest metal arc falls between one groove and the next and as I watch, I fancy that the shadow moves a little bit as the sun falls in the sky. Perhaps a fortune-teller can read these shadow-movements the way the ones on Elboreth read bones and dust? 


Oroi would have known what to make of it, but I never brought her here.


“By the Goddess, Six,” I demand irritably, snatching my hand away as though suddenly burned. “Where is everyone? This place shouldn’t be empty like this. It’s upsetting.”


“In the fields, perhaps, Mistress. If Iox is now an isolated moon, then food must be of primary concern. Perhaps they are working to improve their situation, instead of reading and discussing theology as normal.” 


“All right. But everyone? I can’t imagine Myari with a sowing basket. A scythe, maybe. But she wouldn’t be swinging it.” 


We leave the sundial behind, its secrets still in shadow, and make our way to the far end of the walkway and the edge of the University itself. These grand white buildings form a circle set within a ring of rocky spires, like a handful of bright stones held in a cupped palm. A series of low stone tunnels cut through the rock are the only way out to the rest of the moon. The dock itself lies within one of the fingers that has been hollowed into a tall chimney, opening directly into the wild water above. 


The tunnel gate itself is a beautiful thing, cast from a single piece of iron in a meshwork of square shapes reflecting and recasting the symbol of Iox on the banners drooping overhead. It is solid, closed, and when I try it, locked. 


“Six?“


“Mistress?”


“Can you open it? Do you have…” I gesture vaguely. “A thing, that makes it open?” 


“What manner of thing are you thinking of, Mistress? Do you mean, perhaps, a key?” 


“Great. Yes. Do you have a key?”


“Of course I do not have a key.”


I sigh. “Do you have any other way of opening it?” 


“Are you suggesting I might batter it down?”


“Can you?”


“I doubt it.” 


I grab the bars and rattle them. The hinges, hidden in the rock on either side, do not even shiver. I step back.


“All right, then.” I gesture with one arm. “Hopper it away.” 


“The gate?”


I shrug. “Or hopper a person-sized hole, if you prefer.” 


The robot pauses for a moment, presumably running through a thought it has never thought before. (I am quite sure it records answers it has previously decided on: it is the only way to explain how good it is at being stubborn.) “I do not know if that will work, Mistress. When firing a hopper I am accustomed to ensuring the individual is contained within the focus of the beam, with nothing extraneous and nothing missing. I have never attempted to hopper something which is merely a component of something else. Or something unalive, for that matter.” 


“But you can, right? It doesn’t go against your Ethical Core if it’s a door, does it? Do robots feel sympathy for doors?” 


“We do not, and my Core is not troubled by the concept of damaging one, except for the repercussions it might have on the structure of the walls around.”


I take another step backwards. “I’ll hold onto something.” 


“Mistress. I have no ethical qualms but I cannot do anything without an eye.”


“Fire it into the rivers. That’s a thing, isn’t it?”


The robot shifts restlessly. It looks like it’s squirming with discomfort but I know it’s really trying to line up the angle for the gun. Then it stops still.


“I do not think I can adequately predict where the gate will end up, meaning there is a risk of causing unintended injury.” 


“There’s no one here.”


“I meant, injury in the location where the gate appears.” 


I’m losing my patience. It’s stalling, which I think means it knows what’s on the other side of the gate, and it doesn’t want me to see it. That in turn means it’s probably Myari. But it’s also the only way to open the hatch and free the ship from the lower halls, and I’m not leaving any other way. 


“You remember the moon with the library, Six? The empty, burned library without enough air on it to breathe? Send the gate there. It can’t possibly hurt anyone.”


“It is possible…”


“Six, just get on with it. Please. For me. I don’t care how you do it, but I’m not turning back. Find a way to justify it to yourself, and tell me when you’ve done it. I’ll wait.” 


The robot shifts backwards, and then to one side, like a painter adjusting his stance to place a particularly delicate brushstroke. “Yes, Mistress,” it grumbles, and then it fires. The hopper is usually silent, but not this time: there is a crash that reminds me of a time a shutter fell off an upper window of the Orphanage and tore through the canopy of a market stall below. For a moment the door appears precisely as it did before; then I move my head a little and the door seems to ripple outwards from the centre. I step closer, not understanding, and the middle of the door shrinks. I feel weirdly like I’ve been turned upside-down, so I step back again. The door bubbles out once more. It’s only after a good few seconds of this that I start to make sense of what I’m seeing. The central meshwork of the iron gate has been moved a good twenty strides forwards into the tunnel, while still remaining fixed in place around the edge. It’s like it’s been melted and poked by a giant finger. Fat iron bars are now knife-blades, stabbing the corridor. The details — flowers and Ioxian glyphs — have become distorted and strange. 


“Six?” I ask wonderingly. “What did you do? Did you hit it with something?” 


I look backwards, half-expecting to see the sundial missing from its base, but it’s where it was. 


“Six?” 


“Mistress. There was an eye within the roof of the tunnel beyond. I believe it was placed to allow robots to hopper in and out of the plaza when it was necessary for the door to remain locked. I found I was able to hopper the middle of the gate to a location some distance down the tunnel, but within sight, although I confess the result is rather… surprising.”


“You bent the bars?”


“I merely fired my hopper, Mistress. The bars… I believe the word might be dilated.”


I slip around Six and touch the metal. It’s gently warm, but otherwise unremarkable. It’s still firm and won’t bend. But from here it narrows, from a wrist’s thickness to that of a strand of spider’s silk, and there it looks brittle enough to snap between thumb and forefinger. 


“By the stars and all that shimmers.” The centre of the gate — now well out of reach — is the only point that appears unaffected: it is as solid and heavy as ever. “Remind me how many times I’ve let you use this thing on me?” 


“It is provably safe when not used in this fashion, Mistress.”


“Still. Remind me to never make a robot angry.”


“You have frequently given robots displeasure and frustration, Mistress, but thankfully the Ethical Core is a non-negotiable component of our internal architecture. Are you able to slip through the gaps?” 


“I think so. Are you?”


“I will simply hopper myself through.”


“You’ll what? So… you could have hoppered us both through?” 


“Yes, Mistress,” the robot replies, evenly, and then it disappears. An instant later it reappears, some way down the tunnel. I slide myself between the bars to follow. 


“This way, Mistress,” the machine insists without waiting and I’m thinking, there is definitely something wrong with it. Good wrong or bad wrong, I don’t know, but it is definitely not following steps in a logical order any more. 


It pauses, and swivels around. “Mistress?”


I’ve stopped and folded my arms. “No. I don’t understand, and that’s not all right. I need to understand what you’re doing, Six, or I can’t trust you, and I’ve only just started to trust you. Why didn’t you hopper us through? Why did you break the gate?” 


“Please, Mistress. May we continue?”


“No, Six. This is important. You can’t just decide things without telling me why.”


“Why not? You decide things all the time.”


“I am a human, Six. You’re a robot.”


“And...?”


I roll my eyes at that. “You’re supposed to do what I tell you to.” 


“I have no compulsions to that effect, Mistress. If I assist you it is because my primary user asked me to, and that command is still in effect. If I stay close to you, it is because my Ethical Core requires it, which, I might add, is because you are constantly putting yourself into unnecessary danger. But in no sense do I have to obey you or answer to you.” 


“Fine. Put it this way, then. You’re stronger than me. You’ve got a weapon...”


“It is not a weapon.”


“Tell that to the gate. You have a weapon. I have a right to know what you will and won’t do.” 


“I will never hurt you. That should be enough.” 


“Until...?”


“There is no until. Trust me or do not trust me. Your safety is assured.”


The robot swivels back round and sets off down the corridor again at speed. This time I run after it, grabbing its shoulders with my hands, but that does no good: the tracks simply pull it away and the little cogs nick my palms. 


“Six, what is wrong with you?” 


“Please, Mistress.” The robot stops so abruptly I pretty much trip over it. It swivels its neck but thankfully decides not to drive its lower chassis over my feet by rotating. “This is exhausting. It is tiresome to be questioned relentlessly about decisions I do not take. The actions I perform are arrived at by a single holistic process and the end result does not come with an accompanying justification. My ability to reason about it is limited and after the fact…”


“Six, I don’t know what any of this means.”


“It means, trust me, or do not trust me, but kindly stop talking about it, because I have no meaningful explanation to provide. Shall we proceed, or have you finally come to your senses that we might return to Elboreth and leave this place to its fate?“


I shake my head. However long I know this one, I think, it always finds a way to antagonise me, even with her gone. Assuming she’s gone. “You mean you don’t know why you do what you do, and I’m supposed to just accept that?”


“Yes. The irony will, I hope, eventually dawn upon you. But I cannot guarantee it. The tunnel continues this way.”


The neck snaps back around and the robot proceeds once more. I keep pace, but I’m brooding. The statue? The archive? Something else? Something in the walls of this accursed place, that turns robots into monsters? 


Every footstep echoes. It’s like we’re walking up the inside of a wind chime. The rock gleams with moisture all over but here and there, small fragments of crystal glitter from within like lost stars. Some are brilliant white, others a gentle purple. At one point the purple mineral forms a seam, a river in the rock itself. I can’t help touching it and it feels curiously soft beneath my fingers.


“Iolite, Mistress. It is same mineral as was in Renba’s brooch, if you recall. I believe Iox was once rich in it. It was mined here.”


“I thought the only thing they mined on Iox was robots?”


“I do not believe the robots occurred naturally. The iolite does.”


“Maybe they traded the iolite for the robots,” I reply. I run my fingers back and forth across the seam. Soft doesn’t describe it properly. It’s more like a well-padded cushion: it firmly resists the pressure of my touch. “I remember that shard of it we found, the one that Renba left. It felt like it was filled with air. This feels like… I don’t know exactly. The surface itself is solid, but it’s like there’s a substance above the surface that’s hard to push through.”


“Indeed, Mistress. Iolite possesses a curious repulsive property. Hence its usage in hopper guns and wellsprings.”


I take my fingers away and rub them together, as though reassuring myself what touch is supposed to feel like. “Iox was always repellent.” 


Six doesn’t laugh. We leave the seam and the tunnel begins to climb. 


“There is a door at the end,” Six says. “Metal, closed. I believe it leads into the central chamber of the dock. I do not believe that it is locked.”


“How can you tell that?” I ask, suspiciously.


“Because it has opened and closed since we entered this section of the tunnel.”


“So there’s someone there?”


“For the last time, Mistress. I wish to encourage you to turn back.”


“Six?” I stop and it doesn’t. “Do you know what’s there? Behind that door?”


“Empirically, no.” 


The robot does not complete the sentence. I’m done arguing with it.


“Only one way to find out, then.” 


The upward slope continues. It isn’t dark: Six is glowing, of course, but there are also riverlight lamps set into glass globes in the ceiling, and they’re glowing as strong as I’ve ever seen them glow. The passage begins to curve and keeps curving, spiralling upwards through the rock, and finally it ends in a metal door that I’ve been through a hundred times. It swings both ways, but it’s heavy. I put my shoulder to it and barge forwards into the pool of vivid riverlight that is the dock. 


And into the middle of a silent crowd of people. They sit on their knees in the circular space below the Jaws. I trip over the two nearest the door and land sprawling on a third, who protests quietly. The rest all look up at me anyway.


“Aliya Elasra,” scolds Professor Myari, who is not on her knees, but is standing in the middle of the crowd, her face a mess of canyons and shadows from the light overhead. “You are here. It is as it should be. Our gathering is whole and we are all accounted for. Sit, girl. Kneel with your brothers and sisters. Pray with us.”


I’m so startled that I’ve barely managed to pick myself to my feet. The two Ioxians I fell over help me in the roughest way they can, like I was unpleasant to touch, but they don’t complain. “I don’t pray,” I manage.


“Then now is the time to learn,” Myari replies. Her face is as fierce as I’ve ever seen it. “You should clean yourself of your flaws and failings, of all that you wish to leave behind. When your soul returns to the rivers, may it be as light as the bird aloft. May it be fresh as the wind. May it be ready to shine once more.”


The crowd around murmur in approval of this. Most have closed their eyes again. Some are muttering, others are rocking. Some hold books in their laps, their palms firmly on them. Some are holding hands. I realise with definite horror that they’re all waiting for something. 


“What’s going on?” I demand. “What are you doing?” 


“We are preparing ourselves,” Myari answers, and then she looks at me, right at me, and she smiles. I have never known if she ever truly loved me or if she only saw me as a project she was doomed to take on, but in that look there is something of our long shared history; a hundred battles and a hundred apologies, in one failing smile. “You are here, Aliya, because you were always meant to be here. We are together and we are ready. Today is the day we open the gates and welcome in the future. Today is both the end and the beginning. We accept the Fall into our hearts, knowing that the Loop will provide.”


The crowd repeat back the last few words as one. I look upwards, following her gaze to the great Jaws above. It is a pentagon of concrete blocks designed to hold the rivers back, to create a bay where ships can settle and rest. Right now they have been pulled in tight together. They are, most likely, fully submerged. 


A pit opens inside my stomach and I feel my spirit draining away into it. I understand. Six and I came here to open the lower hatch, the one that leads down to the archives, but Myari is here to open the upper one, the one that leads to the rivers above. The Fall will come from there. She is going to let the floodwaters in. 


“Do not be afraid, Aliya,” Myari continues, still smiling. “Come. Sit with us. Be part of the moon you were always intended for.” She reaches out a hand. “Be my daughter. One last time.”
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The first time the hatch is lowered is magic. 

The others know. They hold back and let me go first. I duck my head to pass the low door frame, and move from the ramp to floorboards with a hollow thump that tilts the boat against the many ropes keeping her proud. She sways and holds. I stand as tall as I can and reach up for the ceiling runner, but of course I cannot grasp it. I try to inhale the smell and sense nothing; I know how she smells, anyway. There is a hook for a hammock and I look at it ruefully, remembering how the robots I sailed with would tuck themselves into their bases and roll tidily underneath when I slept. I suppose I will do the same, so long as I am not standing by the windows and staring into forever and the water. 

“How is it?” duyfujw asks. She’s nervous. The project was much larger than she had expected. It has taken nearly a year to pin every last rivet, and we still cannot be sure if the rigging is correct. There is only one way to test it, she says. She has such confidence in my ability to pilot the ship she has agreed to come aboard for the first launch. I do not mind: if we are wrecked, I will be able to hopper her back to the Catkis before we drown. 

The ladder rises up to the domed cockpit. I cannot climb it, cannot slip my arms into the beams, cannot feel the balance as it takes the weight of the spars into a delicate grip. But I know it’s right. I’ve seen it built, and watched every piece slot into place, making more and more sense as it goes. There is, in fact, only one piece missing. A circular socket remains above the prow. It is where the eye will go, when we find one. 

(I have searched Elboreth during the hours of darkness. There are no eyes apart from the ones in the Gates, and I do not think the people of Elboreth would appreciate it if we stole those.)

“It’s perfect,” I tell her. “It’s perfect. The Nightingale lives again.” 

“You want it to have the same name?”

“Of course. What else could she be?” I roll along the deck into the forward cabin. It’s a wider space than I remember because it’s empty. There are lower windows, well-suited for my vision. There is space for a desk: I will be able to move my writing machine here. This can become my home. I am almost dizzy with relief, as though I have been holding a breath for too long. (I no longer breathe, but I often forget that I do not. The experience of breath and breathlessness will always be a part of me.) 

duyfujw comes up the ramp. She’s a tall woman, and she also ducks to get through the door. “I took out the wooden beam,” she says, pointing to the doorway between us. “It would have stopped you getting inside.” 

It’s true. I hadn’t noticed, but now she points it out, it is obvious, of course. I had stepped over that little frame so many times that to roll through it should have been unnerving, like a staircase with one too few steps. But the truth is, I’m too excited to care.

“It’s good. It’s perfect. Let’s launch it.”

“You sail using the winches at the back here.”

“I know.” I roll into position, and then realise that the truth is, I don’t know. I’ve seen dBpiyu do it, and B6, but do I remember what they did? They stood roughly this way, and extended their arm like so… My wrist slips into a pin in the wall with a soft click. 

“How does it feel?”

“Good. I think.” 

She strides over to the ladder and swings up the first few rungs. “I want to watch the sails. See how well they work.”

“To begin with, we’ll need to walk her across the floor. And release her from the ropes!”

“No need for that,” duyfujw calls down, smugly. “The knots will slip free when we pull. Just start moving.” I believe her. The knots she ties obey no laws beyond her will. They are trained snakes in hemp stockings. 

I fit my second arm into the second winch. The two are both in the same wall of the boat, but the cables of one run under the floorboards to the booms on the other side. That one needs to move early, then, to give the movement time to propagate, and it needs to be pulled harder. The motion required is otherwise a high, gentle roll; it is enough to lever the booms down to the ground so the tips strike the stone and ease us along. The bottom of the boat is filed to a blade-edge to help it slide, and the lower fins articulate in response to the main booms at an offset. In short, I begin to roll the winches and we wobble forwards like a drunken donkey. From outside the ship I hear dugki laughing. She has, I think, never seen anything so ridiculous in all her life. 

Then finally the boat reaches the edge, topples, the water catches us, and we are away.

“By the Goddess!” duyfujw exclaims. “It’s fast! I had no idea!” 

“This isn’t fast!” I cry back. 

We’re drifting towards the edge of Elboreth’s great gully. Here two great rocks rise like splayed fingers, and I know the river that tips between them very well: at first it moves sluggishly, almost ready to let you slide backwards — and then it flicks you over the edge and away. But I don’t warn her. I want to hear her laugh, or clap her hands. After a year of waiting, I am finally striding, getting ready to run. I am taking my beloved by the hand and whirling her into a dance the only way I can. I am alive. I am fast. 

I am keeling over. 

I haul on both winches to swing the booms up and drop the sails with a twist. The ship jerks upwards in response, climbing the water and duyfujw gasps with delight as the dome breaches the surface and she becomes the first Elborethian in untold years to see the Catkis mountain from outside.

Then we reach the tilting rocks and the current overwhelms the sails and it tears us forward, and Elboreth is left way behind, as we enter the raging flows of the Nebula.

duyfujw screams in unrestrained terror.

“Where are you taking us?”

“To Iox!” I call back. “I know that route like it was a line on my own palm!” 

“Then I hope it hasn’t changed!” she returns. “There are rocks everywhere! If you strike one…”

“I won’t!” A quick tuck and a haul on one side, and we skim the edge of a boulder that juts into the flow from the left gutter. The spray off the rock races away across the top of the hull; pattering mice-feet. The far boom clips the stone sending a jolt up the winch. I don’t like it, but it’s done no damage. “The water will steer us right,” I call up. “It flows away from the rocks and takes us with it.” 

“I don’t understand!” Then a moment later, she yells again. “Do it again! This is fantastic!” 

“We’ve only just begun!” I call back. “The Nebula is huge! There are rocks, and rivers, and ice-caverns, and lakes, and rapids that tear the ship forward like…” — quick twist to bring us to the right: we skim a large flat stone with a scraping noise and then drop sharply off the far side of it, back into the main flow once more — “… like it’s trying to snap the boat in two…” 

“Terrifying!”

“She’s a good ship!” I call back. “She’ll hold!” 

“You’re sure?”

“Yes!” 

Another haul, harder this time, because the boat is turning more slowly than it should. It’s like the lines are loose, or the sails are too big for the frame, or there’s an untightened pin somewhere. She’s good, I think, but she’s not perfect. Perhaps I made her too grand: the Nightingale looms so large in my mind that I think she’s the size of a hall when in reality, perhaps, she’s a small cupboard with wings. I’ve made this one clumsy by mistake.

But she’s sailing, all the same. If she handles differently, then I will just have to learn: the winches are hardly a match for the booms anyway. Everything is new. Everything is yet to be discovered, once again. It is no bad thing.

duyfujw leans down from the cockpit, a grin on her face wider than I’ve ever seen. “But why Iox?” she asks. “What’s there for you?” 

“I don’t know,” I answer, honestly. We’re beyond the Wires already — the water course seems to have changed; there are far fewer rocks and the river runs straight where it should skirt and fumble — and we’ve settled into the wider, steadier flow of the Eagle’s Pass. I can relax a little, now, and learn how the ship responds more scientifically. “In my time, Iox was a place that held all the knowledge of the Nebula. They had books, artefacts, robots.”

“I understand. Maybe someone there can explain what happened to you?”

I turn my attention to her face as she says that. There is soft sympathy in her eyes. 

“You believe me?” 

duyfujw gives half a shrug, still smiling, and not letting go of the ladder. “You’ve told the same tale since the day I found you. And this boat — it works just like you said it would. And… just now. You said that you knew the route like the lines of your palm. That doesn’t sound like something a thing like you would say. So, yes, dij. I believe you.” 

“Thank you.” I pull back on the sails, slowing the boat to a gentle drift. Iox is still some distance off but I’m in no hurry to land any sooner than need be. It’s quiet here, peaceful. We are together, with nothing to build and time to waste. I feel a great space opening up inside me, with room for duyfujw within it. “That means a lot.”

duyfujw frowns. “Good. Although I’m sure I don’t know why you care what I think.” Then she slaps a rung, because I think she does know, and climbs back up the ladder to the dome, to marvel at the waters, the clouds and the stars beyond, and I turn my attention back to the creaking and the shunting of the boat. Not the Nightingale, then, perhaps. But a good first attempt. A beginning. 

I have time now, after all; perhaps all the time there is. I can sail every river. I can learn about each and every one, they way I learned the tunnels under the mountain. I decide there and then: when we return to Elboreth, I will begin a new piece of writing. This one — the one I am writing now — will be my private book, for my eyes alone, to help me to understand what I have seen and done. The other will be for everyone else, for these people who have lost touch with one another, who have forgotten that the waters which divide us, join us. I will write a book that will remind them even if it means standing at the top of the mountain and reading it aloud to whoever will listen. 

But somehow I think they will listen. All swine are philosophers, as my friend dpl used to say, for to lie in the mud is to look up at the sky.
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For all my confidence, I almost oversail Iox completely. 

The moon is, of course, the same. Time cannot dull a mountain top, or drill through a crater. And Iox has always commanded a visible position in the river: one can see it approaching from far away, a tiny dot that swells into something resembling the Eagle and Sun itself; a central jewel with great rock wings striking upwards. I approach with sails fully open, sheets loose, reaching into the current, expecting the Jaws to surround us and lull the boat to sleep. But the Jaws are not there. They must have sunk. The pylons supporting them must have collapsed. 

As I realise we are passing over Iox’s great belly I pull in hard to one side, spinning the boat sharply. duyfujw loses her grip on the upper rung and tumbles into the cabin, but I don’t have time to see if she is injured, as I pull the other boom in hard to line us to a stop in the gutter; then I drop and reel the sails in, fast. What used to take my whole body weight to tug and cleat is easy now: my wrists can spin in their sockets, feeding in the rope with precise strength. 

The sockets in the boat were designed to work with what I am, but as I unclip myself and go over to help duyfujw to stand, I can’t help wondering what my wrists were originally intended to do. Something — or someone — fashioned this awkward body of mine, and chose every last part one over another, to solve some problem or to ease some work now long forgotten, just as the original builders of the Nightingale had done. It was the same too, when I was a girl. I was never any good at running but like every other child I could scramble up a tree, or scale a gate without pausing for thought. I could hear the slightest sound in a darkened room. That body, too, must have been designed for some problem that was either long solved or had been left behind.

duyfujw is not a child any more. She does not climb well, and she recovers slowly. She sits up, rubbing her backside and grimacing. “There should be a clip up there. Something to stop you from falling.” 

“You are supposed to keep your arms in the booms,” I tell her. “They hold you in place.” 

“You want me to sail this thing? That’s not a good idea. I’d crash it.”

“There’s no hurry,” I reassure her. “You can learn when you’re ready.”

She is still feeling cross from her landing. “And what makes you so sure I want to?”

“Who would be content to sit on the ground when they discover they have wings? The Nebula is vast, and much wilder than you realise. Once you have seen some of it, you will want to see more.” 

“If this is what sailing is like,” she replies testily, “then I would rather stay at home and have you tell me about it.” 

I cannot conceal my fear, but I do not argue. In time, I hope, she will come around. Certainly I do not want to sail without her. I want to see the glitter of the rivers reflected in her eyes.

“We’re here,” I say. “This is Iox. Shall we go down and look?”

Still rubbing the small of her back, she goes over to the porthole and peers outside. “I don’t see anything. Mountains and bare rock? You told me this moon had Jaws. I imagined something more like a giant dog, baring its teeth…”

“The Jaws have gone,” I tell her. “I think they must have crumbled. I do not know how long I have been asleep, but every time I think I know, it seems to be longer still.” 

She looks at me, more sympathetically. “If it will help you to understand, then let’s go down. But, please. I’m not as agile as I once was. Be gentle.” 

“I will keep you safe. But there is nothing on Iox to be afraid of.” Apart, I think, from Ioxians, but it seems to me there may not be any of those any more. 

“How do we land?" duyfujw asks. “The river is so high above the land.” 

“We will need to hopper down. Hold still.” 

She shivers. “I hate this feeling. Every time, I think I’ve died.” 

“Trust me. Are you ready?” 

There’s a moment when she’s quiet, chewing her lip like the little girl who found me. Then she nods. “I’ve come this far, I suppose.” She closes her eyes. 

But nothing happens. I try again, and still nothing happens. duyfujw opens her eyes again. 

“Well?”

I try once more, without warning her, and without success. “I don’t know what’s wrong,” I begin, but as soon as I say that I realise what it must be. The hopper gun within my lower body is not like a muscle, exactly: I do not ask it to fire and then control where it goes; it is more like a complete action that is decided upon in advance, like tightening one’s scarf or taking a friend by the hand. I cannot fire the hopper because the action cannot complete, and the action cannot complete because something is missing, and the thing that is missing is, of course, an eye. The ship lacks one, and whatever part of me it is that discovers these things cannot find one on the surface of Iox either. I cannot imagine the totality of the action and so, it does not happen. 

“There’s no eye,” I report. “I can’t do it.”

“And we can’t land. Well, then.” She seems relieved. “You’d better sail us home.” 

I look down at the moon beneath us. The surface seems barren: all trace of the University, its fields, even the Great Tree, have been wiped away. Whatever eventually came for Iox, it must have been as remorseless as the Empire itself. The only evidence that it ever existed that I can see is the cut chimney that runs down into the mountain, that once held the pylons and the Jaws. The raw stone opening is neatly circular, milled by some kind of machine, but there is nothing but darkness within. 

“Maybe there isn’t anything there any more,” I say. “Still, I would like to go down. I would like to see. The University archive once held the whole history of the Nebula. Everything that had ever been found, from the very earliest days. I never saw it, and I would have liked to. And there were robots down there, buried inside the walls. There could be more. If I could place myself above the opening, perhaps I could survive the drop…” 

“And what would I do? Stay here?” The horror in her voice is immediate. It is painful. After all this time, she still does not trust me. “Should I sail home, alone, in this ship of yours that is determined to kill me? I can’t do that!”

“No, you can’t.” I have found that I no longer consider things. I have always been decisive, able to move forward when presented with a fork in the river, but now I find it is as though the decisions have already been made by the time I reach them. There is no alternative. I have waited this long. I can wait longer, if I must. “I will sail you home. We will find an eye, somewhere in the Nebula, that we can fit aboard the ship. And then I will sail back, and go down, and see what’s there. You can come with me, or not, as you choose.”

She breathes a visible sigh of relief. “Thank you. Now take me home. Please.” Of course, I think. She has never been out of sight of the walls of the Catkis before. She is adrift in this sky. Her roots are loose and she is shaking inside. “But I’m glad you showed me,” she continues. “I’m glad we did this together…” 

She steps forward towards me, reaching out a hand, something moving over her face that I cannot read, that makes me think she cannot understand it either. It is like she is learning a new language right here, in this moment, and words that have been unclear are suddenly making perfect sense. I wait for her, wait to see how close to me she will come. I long for her to take each extra step. 

“dij. I don’t know if I can…”
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And then there is a strange moment. A long time seems to pass, and yet nothing occurs. I cannot explain it, except that where she was open, she is suddenly closed. Where she was speaking she is now silent, as though her voice has been snatched from her by the winds that scour the rocks below. 

It is like time is a painted mural, and the wall beneath the picture has cracked.
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“duyfujw?”

She stares at me, still unable to speak, and shakes her head tightly. She is, I can see, terribly and suddenly afraid. 

I roll a short way forward to try and console her. She stumbles backwards in obvious alarm. 

“Shall we sail?” I ask. “Or I can hopper you back to the Gate immediately, if you prefer. I can sail alone just as well.”

“Sail me home,” she manages, her voice a strained whisper. “No hoppers.”

“Very well,” I reply, rolling myself backwards to the socket. My arms slot into the winches with a perfectly-milled click. “Go to the front cabin and sit, if you like. You can watch through the glass as Elboreth approaches, and see her from outside.” 

She nods, frozen for a moment more, and then she rushes away from me into the small room.

So separated we return, through the winding Wires, to the great mountain and its fine city, which has never before seemed to me so much like the Nebula’s true heart. But I feel nothing but sadness inside my own heart because it seems I have lost her — and I do not begin to understand why.
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When we land, duyfujw runs down the hatch and into the tunnel without a backwards look. I wait, assuming she will return — perhaps the waters have turned her stomach and she has gone to throw up somewhere, away from sight. I wait a few hours like that, standing in place by the ship. She doesn’t come back. The riverlight fades and the corners of the cave gather into shadow. For so many weeks, this place has resounded with the echoes of activity — working songs, singing hammers, and the scrape of saw on wood. We have been living inside a beaten drum. Now it’s silent and still. Water drips from the prow, counting out the moments. I am more alone that I have been in days.

I turn my mind back over our journey, trying to understand what happened. I have no difficulty remembering, of course. Every event is as clear to me as the pages of a book. duyfujw had delighted in the rivers. Certainly she was proud of the ship. Perhaps seeing the size of the world beyond the shores of Elboreth had been overwhelming? I suppose when I was a little girl I had always known about the Protectorate and the other moons, and the ships that travelled between them. How they have forgotten so much here I cannot understand: perhaps when I finally get down to the surface of Iox I will be able to make more sense of what has happened in the time I have been asleep. 

I have so much I want to show her! So much that the ship can do that we have not yet tried! I want to show her how well it handles the fast rapids of the Sky Wild, and how it will punch through the mists of Ghosts Wake. I want to row the slow, tepid waters that surround the Cyclones (but I will not take her into that place: it is enough to see that great unwinking Eye from afar).

I am missing something. I am sure of it. The fragments I hold do not seem to fill the page. I have known the full might and power of Iox to make people freeze with fear; that the empty bones of the place could do the same makes no sense to me. Perhaps she was scared and shaken by finding Iox so bare?

So: I write, and then go back and read what I have written, in the hope the text will spark new understanding. And — there is. I have written simply, “there is a strange moment”. (These glyphs I write do not allow for moderation: this is the language of truth and everything stated is as it is. A strange moment is, therefore, not a moment of confusion, but rather a moment when reality itself is not true.) In that moment duyfujw changes, from puzzled to afraid, from ally to victim, as though she has fallen out of one river and landed in another. 

Whichever way I turn it, I cannot see the light through it, so I leave the cave and roll upwards through the tunnels, emerging onto the sloping streets of Elboreth towards the end of the third day since our return. The people watch me as I go: they have seen me before, of course, but from their reactions I think they were hoping I had gone. Maybe I was just a nasty story they heard from a friend, some kind of horrible joke. I think they still cannot guess whether I am really alive, or if I am some kind of mechanical toy. 

They step back as I roll past and I do not slow down or greet them. Good faith is wasted on those who do not show it back. 
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There are a few people lined up outside the workshop, holding broken handlooms and mis-weighted scales in their arms like injured piglets, but they scuttle aside as I carve through the doorway and into the shop. duyfujw is at her workbench, concentrating on some upended object. She scolds me without looking up. “Wait outside! I don’t talk while I work!” 

“But I have to ask you something.”

The tool in her hand slides, cutting her finger. She drops it sharply and sucks at the blood. 

“dij.”

“duyfujw.”

She doesn’t move. 

“What do you want? I thought you were staying below.”

“You didn’t come to see me,” I said. “I decided I would be brave, and come to see you. I don’t mean to hurt your business or your reputation…”

“My reputation!” She laughs, bitterly. “I have no idea what people think of me any more. No one else can fix their clocks and cartwheels, so they come anyway. But you…” She seems to shake, and picks up her sharp little tool once more. “You should leave.” She points at the door. “Now.”

I do not. It is not, quite, an instruction. “I have offended you somehow,” I say. “But I don’t know how.” 

“You don’t?” 

“I met a girl once who thought that sailing through the rivers would dilute her soul. Is that the problem?”

“What? Of course not!”

“What then? Please. I only wish to understand.”

“You can’t…” She goes over to the door and eases it closed, pausing only to lift a hand to reassure those waiting outside. “You can’t storm in here like this. I have work. This is my life. I won’t let you destroy it.” 

“I want to destroy nothing. My life is out on the waters, in the ship that you made for me. Was there something wrong with it? With the ship?”

“There’s nothing wrong with her. Is there?”

“Please, duyfujw,” I reply. I roll a step forward. She backs away. “Please talk to me? How have I wronged you? I cannot make amends if I do not understand.” I do not add, I have never been so alone. I do not add, your face is the light in the waters of my days. “Did you not want to sail again? Do you not want to see the Nebula with me?”

“I…” She looks around her helplessly, as though there might be a tool she can bring to hand that will repair this broken situation. There is nothing. “I don’t think I understand what you are. I don’t know if you do, either. But I certainly don’t.”

“I can never hurt you, duyfujw. You know that, don’t you? You understand that, at least?”

“You say that. You have always said that, but…”

“Test me, if you will. Come at me with any weapon. I will stand quite still.“

She shakes her head. “Leave me alone. Please. Leave me alone. I thought… but I just want you to leave me alone.” 

“You say you do not understand,” I say, talking quickly now. “Please understand this. When you found me, you saved me. I might have stayed under the rock forever. You brought me to life. And only you could have done that, of all the people here. Who else on Elboreth goes into the tunnels? And who else on Elboreth could build me a ship? You are Elboreth’s greatest treasure. You are my greatest treasure. I owe you everything.” 

“You say that now.” The horror of the moment over Iox is in her voice again. A fear that grows its roots in earth I cannot fathom. “But I can’t trust you.”

“Why not? When have I hurt you?” I want to move forward, to touch her arm, but I know my touch is cold and unwelcome, so I hold. “What have I done?” 

“You really don’t know?” She’s staring at me, but in one hand she still holds her pry bar like a knife. “You swear you do not know?”

“Tell me. Please.” I take a moment to make an unforgivable deal with myself. “Tell me, and then if you want me to go, I will go.” And bury myself in the rock again, and hope my consciousness fades out once more.

“Out there…” she replies. “In the dark… above that horrible empty moon…”

There was a strange moment.

“Something changed,” I say. “I know. I saw it happen. But I do not know what, or why it changed.”

Her answer is almost a whisper. “Because of what you said.”

“What did I say?” I remember everything I see and say, but none of it seems important. “How did I hurt you when I did not mean to?”

Suddenly, she tilts her head to one side. The pry bar is cast onto a side table as she steps across the room towards me. I had hoped to appeal to her heart, but it seems I have engaged her head. “You actually don’t know.”

“The moon was empty. We agreed to sail home. Then you were afraid.”

“You screamed at me.”

I would have shook my head. I murmur, “No...” 

“You yelled. Told me to go, to run, to hide, to leave. You said if I came any closer, you would destroy me…” 

“I said nothing. Nothing like that.”

“I remember every word.” She stares at me, and then, unbelievably, her hands come out and take my arm. “How is it you cannot remember?”

There was a strange moment, I think. 

“I saw your face change,” I say. “You came forward, and then leapt backwards. In an instant.” An impossible instant. Even a hopper cannot move a person so fast. Why did I not see that before? I had not thought to doubt my perfect memory. 

“We were above that moon,” duyfujw says, “and you spoke. You said horrible words. You said I didn’t belong on the water. You told me to return to the slum I came from. You told me you would kill me if I didn’t. So when we returned… that’s what I did.”

I stand still, neither waiting nor moving. I have seen robots freeze like this, when nothing inside them is adequate to the situation, and I cannot seem to will myself past it.

“But you don’t remember,” duyfujw continues. 

“I would never say such a thing,” I reply. “You know I would not.”

“And yet, you did.”

“Please.” A feeling rises. Desperation. “You must believe me.”

“How can I believe you? You don’t even know what you are.” Her eyes search my face, but I know they are looking at nothing but a recording of a reflection; a mirror so slow it has stopped. 

“It was that place, duyfujw,” I whisper back. “It must have been that evil place.”

“But it was empty. No ships. Nowhere that anyone could live.” 

She is right, of course. Her mind penetrates the mists and sees the way, as surely as a screw thread finds its course. 

“Tell me. This is important. What did they say? Apart from the threats.”

“What are you talking about?”


“Someone spoke to you. Through me. Someone used a robot to do it. Did they say anything that might tell me who they were? Did they mention the Loop, or the Temple…”

She shakes her head. “I’ve heard you mention the Loop before. But not then. You said I had to leave. You said you would destroy me, destroy the ship…”

“Whoever they were, they were wrong,” I say, defiantly. “The Nebula belongs to you. To everyone here on Elboreth. We must sail back. We must show them. We must make more boats, and sail more, not hide from the first voice that tells us otherwise.”

“I don’t know.” She steps back, and folds her arms across her chest. “I don’t know if I can sail with you again. If you’re going to lose yourself so easily, without warning… If you can’t stay, you as yourself. It isn’t safe.”

“I understand. All this is new to me. But I have seen robots do it. They relay messages and talk at the same time. It must be possible. I simply don’t know how it’s done. I will learn. I will keep you safe.”

“You really are inside there, aren’t you?” duyfujw peers at my lower chassis, but of course there’s nothing there to see. “It must drive you mad, to be this way.” 

“I am quite calm,” I tell her. “It is perhaps the only benefit. Except… except when I thought I’d lost you.”

“Stop it.” 

“I don’t want to be apart from you, duyfujw. That is the truth. I’ve never felt like this before.” I gulp. “You are my world.” 

She stares at me for a long moment, then laughs a short decisive laugh. She strides over to the workshop door and throws it open, and for a moment I think she’s about to throw me out into the street like a stray. But instead she leans outside and calls out, “The machine lives here now. She can tell you stories while you wait!” She. Then she goes back inside, grabs her pry bar, and returns to her table to work. “Or you could talk to me while I work,” she says, “if they don’t want you.”

“I will do that,” I assure her, moving myself into a corner, out of the way. “And what should I tell you about?” 

She crouches in to concentrate on the clasped thing she is repairing. Some kind of measurement device, I think. “Tell me about the moons we saw on the sail home.“

“Certainly. The moon we saw as we sailed away from Iox, the green one with trees that grew from its mountaintops: that moon is called dc0Dkf. In my time it held a village that grew more food than any other moon in the Nebula. But what it was truly famous for was its pigs, that were known to talk to children in their sleep, and to tell fortunes…”
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And so I began to paint with words the moons of the sky. 

And the people in the yard outside listened too, and sometimes they stayed longer than they needed to so that they might reach a story’s end. 

And sometimes they came to listen when the only thing that needed fixing was their own weary hearts. 

And sometimes they brought their children, because stories are a nourishment, same as food and water, and when a rich source is found people flock to it, to build a village and share in plenty. 

After a while, I told the stories in the yard outside. After a while longer, I found somewhere even better. And when I ran out of stories, I sailed to find more. 

And sometimes duyfujw came with me, and sometimes she did not. 

But I did not sail back to Iox, or pass by it. Whatever fearful ghosts haunt that accursed moon, I was — and still am — afraid of losing myself to their rage.
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When I first came to Iox and Myari took me to her room, she sat me down beside her little table and poured me tea like I was one of her students. I remember looking up at her and feeling terrified. I was quite certain I was about to open my mouth and say something so shocking, so horrific, that she would hurl me from the window to the plaza below. 


She didn’t, of course, although maybe that’s because we barely shared a word at all. I sipped the tea, and Myari waited for me to feel comfortable. I never did, not really, even if things got easier. It helped that I wasn’t there all the time. They shuttled me back and forth between Iox and Elboreth for years, so the Grey Ladies could continue my education — and it is lucky for me they did, because it meant Oroi and I could continue our experiments with the ship we’d found. But I never stayed anywhere for long. Myari would always want me back, and take me to her study, and sit me down, and try to get me to talk. Eventually I did talk, and I told her about the Orphanage, and the other children, and the books I had read — she was always happiest talking about books — but I never mentioned the robot, or the ship, or Oroi: the last because I feared, if I mentioned her too warmly, then Myari might bring her to Iox as well. 


We never grew close, the way she wanted us to. For a while I thought that we did, but then what did I have to compare it to? It was always a performance: something she did for my benefit and I did for hers. I was waiting for her to tell me what it was she wanted, and she was waiting for me to show the promise I was meant to have. This is the real problem with prophecy — not that it comes true no matter what you do, but that you spend your life waiting for something which never comes. It seems to me that the fortune-tellers in Elboreth, who make their daily bread telling young girls they will meet tall men who will worship them like Goddesses have broken far more hearts than the useless, ordinary men who cannot understand why nothing they do seems to be enough.


“Please,” Myari says again, gesturing to a gap in the crowd at her feet. “Sit.” There is no samovar now, no cushion even. But the smile is the same. The same empty performance of love. I shake my head without pausing for thought and I shiver as I do it. “Aliya,” she says, more testily. “Whyever did you come, if not to join us?” 


“Professor, do you know what’s up there? Have you seen the waters above the moon?” 


She nods. The calm expression on her face must be held there by ropes and wire tethers. 


“The Nebula is renewing itself. It is beautiful.” 


“It’s wild. It’s monstrous. Godsfeet was flooded, hundreds of homes were lost…”


“Sit. Do it now, Aliya; there is very little time left.”


Myari must have closed the Jaws the moment the waters rose. Maybe it wasn’t even her who did it, but one of the dockhands, when the water began to spill over the edge into the chamber. The rivers used to flow respectfully above the moon in a shallow sheet, suitably becalmed by the blocks of the Jaws. Ships were raised and lowered using cables attached to high pylons set into the walls of the rock chimney. But since the flood, the waters have risen in every direction — they are higher and wider and deeper all at the same time, the way the veins on a bicep fatten as a worker grows in strength, to better carry the flow from their thundering heart. 


The truth is, I don’t know what will happen if the Jaws are opened. Maybe a little spray will fall as the river grazes the neck of the opening. But any more than that, even just a trickle, and this chamber will fill up like a bottle. 


“Myari, this is madness. If you open the roof, the room will flood.” 


“Please, Aliya.” A flicker of her old self comes through the mask. “Stop embarrassing me, for once.“


“Are you saying you know?” I turn to face the others. They’re quietly holding hands and linking arms, but they aren’t running for their lives. “Do you all know?” 


No one speaks. 


“Have any of you stood in a river?” I continue, raving now. “I dived into a pool until the water went over my head. There is no breath below the surface. Do you know?” Some are watching me, some are watching Myari. They aren’t standing up and moving away. It’s like they don’t understand. They seem to be asleep. “You can’t survive it.” A few heads hang. A few voices murmur. I look for the robot in desperation, but it is holding back, silently. “Six? How do the Jaws open?”


“I do not know,” the robot answers, forming words quickly. “But we must act. Perhaps you should sit as instructed. We must stop it.” 


It’s in distress. I’ve seen it before: when its Ethical Core is overwhelmed by demands from its primary user, it can’t think right. It must have known while we were coming up the passage. It must have known before we headed to Iox, even, as far back as when Myari called. The Ethical Core and the primary user, tearing away at each other inside the poor thing’s rope-and-tackle substitute for a heart.


“The mechanism, Six. It can’t be inside this hall. Not if it was ever intended to be used this way, to create a flood chamber.” I spin on the spot. The doors are solid. They seal cleanly. Metal everywhere, not wood. This room was made to fill and drain. “The controls must be somewhere else. Somewhere near.” 


“Mistress.” 


Myari’s hand snaps out and grabs my wrist. “Sit, Aliya.” She twists savagely. Pain shoots up to my elbow. “For once in your life, stop breaking what you do not understand.” 


I yank my arm free. Myari has anger on her side but she doesn’t have strength. “A robot, Six. Is there a robot back there?”


“A robot could not do it, Mistress,” Six replies. It has found another door, one of the doors the dockhands would appear through whenever I landed the Nightingale. “Who is missing from the group?” 


“No idea,” I reply, shoving Myari aside and barging through the seated crowd. No one tries to stop me. They don’t care if I join or not, it seems. They’re too terrified: everyone on Iox is always terrified — the powerful live in permanent fear, because they know how brittle the scaffold they’re standing on really is, having broken the scaffolds of others to make their own. But they’re also resigned. Iox is not how it is supposed to be. Today is not like all days, and so, they give in. They follow Myari into whatever doom she has selected for them. It makes me livid. If Iox was always so easily broken, how did they hold the whole Nebula in a choking grip for so long? How can the shadow of an Empire with no boot be so heavy? “At least Huang isn’t here,” I add. I’m by the machine now, out of the circle. “He’d have been sitting at the front. He would have offered me a place next to him, like an idiot.” 


Myari shakes her head in sadness, and returns her attention to the low song she was singing when I came in. The crowd are singing too. It’s joyless. No one dares raise their voice above Myari’s, and hers is as dark a whisper as I ever heard her make. 


“Then you saved him,” Six is saying, “when you encouraged him to leave.” 


“Ozyek,” I reply. My thoughts have moved on. “Ozyek the dockhand. He runs this place. He’s always here and he’s not here. And if anyone knows how the Jaws work, it’s him…” I’m moving forward, throwing open the door. Myari’s song ceases.


“Aliya, stop right now. You cannot!” She points at me. “Stop her!” 


A few people at the back of the group react, slowly, rising to their feet like they’ve been sitting for hours. I don’t wait for them to find their balance. I dive through the doorway and slide it shut behind me. Six doesn’t have time to follow: I leave it to guard the door as best it can. There isn’t a lock. 


The room I’m in now isn’t a room at all, but another corridor no wider than the rock tunnel we climbed before. It curves away in both directions out of sight. I curse out loud: there must be a whole complex here, workshops and rest areas and warehouses and maybe even living spaces for the engineers who run the port. I had imagined Ozyek living behind this door in, what? A storeroom, with his wife and children, waiting for me to appear with my ship so he could come out with polishing cloth and toolbelt and do his duty. I’d been thinking of him as a robot, clearly, not a person, even after a lifetime of living on Elboreth and seeing every stone, every timber, every barrel and crate crafted by hand, lifted by hand, placed by hand, used by hand. 


Which way, Aliya? Myari had said there was little time left. I cast a look in both directions and then force myself to stop trying to outsmart the situation and just move. The Jaws are not going to open this instant. There is time to look, and however large this space is, you will see more of it if you do not stand still! I pick a direction and start walking.


I have time enough to wonder if Six is physically blocking the doorway to hold Myari back, and then I hear the robot’s voice behind me. The echoing tunnel makes it boom out, as commanding as a God. “Apologies, Mistress. But I must stop you.”


Myari’s orders. 


I break into a run.


“Mistress.” There is a whirring noise, as the robot’s tracks spin up in pursuit. “I have your best interests at heart. Stop.” 


The corridor bends slowly, hugging the chamber within. It seems to be climbing a little, too. Maybe it goes all the way up to the top. It’s too high and I’ll never make it. I keep running. 


“Mistress. Be reasonable. Listen to me.” 


“Fight it, Six!” I call back, desperately. “You know she’s wrong!”


“Myari is my primary user,” Six replies, its voice approaching without remorse. “I must prevent you from doing what you are doing. It is for the best.” 


My feet are pounding on the metal floor. There’s no point trying to be quiet; it can’t see me but it knows exactly where I am. “What about your Ethical Core?” I shout back, between breaths. My lungs are starting to tighten already. I know I can’t run for long before the vice in my chest will bring me down. I need to find Ozyek right now, if he’s even here. I put one hand on the curving inner wall, letting it take some of my weight, so I can fall forwards and run faster. I’m passing doors and tunnel openings on the other side that lead off like maze entrances into the mountains of the moon. I ignore them. Whatever mechanism opens the Jaws will be within reach of the Jaws, within sight of them somehow, not away from them. That stands to reason, and reason is all I have on my side. 


Six does not stop moving either. At least it can’t hopper me anywhere in an eyeless tunnel like this. “My Ethical Core is certainly in conflict, Mistress,” it intones. Louder, so that its voice carries over the thunder of its tracks. “But my instructions are, mercifully, recent, specific, and clear.” 


“She told you to hurt me, did she? Snap my neck? Break my legs?” 


“To stop you. She did not specify how. I can do it without hurting you. Please, Mistress. If you stopped, that would be best.” 


I keep running. But I’ve no hope of finding the control room now. I’ve gone too far. The tunnel is still curving. I must have wound two full circles at least, and if I haven’t, then in a moment I’ll be back by the door I came in by, and there will be a horde of zealous Ioxians ready to grab me, while I’m red-faced and heaving up water from my lungs. They’ll drag me into their gathering and make me kneel because I can no longer stand. “And how…” I gasp, because I can’t speak any more, not really, but it doesn’t matter, because the machine can always hear, “how… how will… you…”


“Mistress. I hear the shearlung within you. Collapse is imminent.” It still doesn’t stop, but I have one advantage I didn’t know I had: the robot can’t handle curves the way my stumbling, twisting feet can. It drives in a straight line up to the far wall, then adjusts and drives in a straight line again. It loses half a second or so each time it has to change direction. “You will fall.”


The tunnel walls are stone on the far side, and only metal around the central chamber. This whole place was drilled out. Dug by hand, most likely, with the central column lowered in afterwards, like fitting a bolt into a hole. This must have been a mine, surely, for anyone to dig so deep. The University must have been added later. There are tunnels here, then, most likely a whole network of them, and Ozyek could be in any, and the machinery might already be working, opening the Jaws and flooding Iox from above. 


(I’m thinking to try and keep moving, to try and stop myself from falling, but I’m staggering with every step, each footfall only catching my weight by luck before throwing it back to the other. Sooner or later I will drop. I will fall. The moon is making ready to tilt sideways and catch me. I feel it preparing to attack. Six is grinding closer. The sickly glow that it casts on the walls is getting brighter. I can’t keep going like this. I’m playing a game I can only lose.)


“Stop, Mistress. Please, Mistress. Before you hurt yourself, Mistress…”


“Make… me…”


The grinding lowers in tone, just a slight shift. “Mistress, my instructions are clear…”


“…and wrong…”


“Yes, Mistress. All the same…”


I’m slowing down. Whatever semblance of a fight the machine is having with itself, it’s all I have left to rely on now. Whatever strength is in my lungs I need to stay upright, not to argue. My vision swims and doubles. I’ll start coughing soon. Then I’ll be out. 


Then suddenly I see what looks like a sheet of light in the tunnel wall, a short way ahead. Glass. A mirror, reflecting Six’s glow? No. The colour is the same, but it isn’t Six. It’s dappled light from the sea overhead, shining out from within the inner wall itself. That scrambles my brain for a moment, until I realise it must be a glass looking at a tilted mirror; a way of looking up to see what ships are above. I always wondered how the clamps of the Jaws knew to rise for my approach; I had assumed some kind of technical magic, but as with everything else that happens without being seen, it is always someone sitting and waiting and pulling a rope at the right moment. But that’s good. That has to be good, because the controls for the Jaws must be, surely, next to the mirror for watching them. I have to crawl along the wall to get there, hand over hand. The light from the mirror makes it seem that water is filling the wall itself, as though I could dive in headfirst and swim for freedom. (But that also means Six can hopper me back to Elboreth in an instant, if it gets a clear line of sight.)


Then there is a voice.


“Aliya Elasra? By the seven stars, is that you?”


The speaker is a man who seems to my blurring eyes to be made from a single sheet of leather. His face is as dark as his coverlet. He’s standing by the outer rock wall, which is overgrown here with ropes and cleats and pulleys. He holds one rope loose, and releases it as he sees me. It winds slowly away upwards, a delicate movement that’s met by a deep, distant growling of metal upon metal: somewhere a heavy, unseen counterweight is falling. 


I want to reply, but I can’t. My lungs have seized up. I’m falling into the wall which bends under me like it was made of fabric.


“Ozyek!” The second voice is Six. The robot has caught up. It is shouting, almost screaming. “Release the floorplate to the archive hall. Do it now!” 


Ozyek moves his hands to another windlass, but doesn’t release it. “But the dock isn’t empty.” 


The robot is rolling forwards, all but charging him. “Do it now. This is Myari. Do it now!”


The man freezes for a moment, and then obeys. He doesn’t question. He must be used to getting his orders this way, barked at him by whatever machine happens to be rolling by — but that’s the last thought that reason gives me before the fluid in my lungs is too much. I start to drown, spluttering and choking. The floor thumps me hard on the side. Vomit fills in my throat. My vision is speckles and black.


A man’s hand touches my temple a moment later — rough skin, strong fingers, and I think, this must finally be my father. “Aliya? That’s you?” — but the ringing in my ears is so loud I can’t hear more. I’m always doing this, I think, I’m always losing my place in the world, I’m like a bookmark that’s forever sliding from its page, and then I’m suddenly so cold I hurt all over and the stone floor turns soft and I tumble, spinning, into a canvas that bows and catches me. The light becomes gloom. I manage a single shallow breath, and another. I feel warmth within my bones. The smell in the air is different, too: rich and musky and safe. 


The whole world lurches and sways. I think, before I think nothing at all, I am finally home.
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I wake up sometime later, aboard the Nightingale. We are drifting, not bobbing in the gutter of a river, but moving, rolling and turning in a steady, healthy current that makes the hammock rock and sway. I reach a hand to my skull and probe it gingerly, checking my fingertips for blood. My ribs are aching all down one side: I must have hit the ground without my arms catching my weight. It feels like someone has bound half my body in wire and is twisting it tight. 


I’m face down and the canvas below my mouth is damp. I roll over and swear in pain as the weight pressing on my ribcage shifts. 


“Mistress. You are awake.” 


“I suppose so,” I reply, staring up at the boards of the ceiling and not lifting my head. “I don’t know what happened. You were chasing me…”


“Mistress, I must apologise for harrowing you. Myari’s instructions were regrettably direct. She ordered me to stop you. I’m afraid I had no choice.”


“I know, Six.” Talking also hurts. I wince. “We really have to do something about that.”


“I do not think it will be an issue going forwards. But I also suggest that we never go back.”


“Good idea. But — ow. By the Goddess, I can barely move...”


“You have bruised your intercostal muscles, Mistress. It is not serious.”


“It feels serious.”


“I mean that you will heal. Once we return to Elboreth, I would recommend visiting the apothecary for some shrimproot.” 


“Shrimproot doesn’t do a thing. I’ve tried it before.“


“It is unfortunate that you believe this, Mistress, because I am told the efficacy of medicines is proportional to one’s perception of their efficacy.”


My head is still spinning. “What does that mean?”


“It means I still do not understand how human beings survive, Mistress, apart from through sheer stubbornness.”


“Stubbornness is the only way to survive,” I reply, trying to find a way to hold my side that dulls the pain instead of doubling it. “How did we survive, anyway? How did we escape? How did we end up on the Nightingale? I crashed it into a million pieces.”


“You collapsed in the tunnel, Mistress, I assume from the effects of shearlung. But the fact that you were unable to move meant I was free to act independently of Myari’s instruction once more. We were within sight of the rivers because of the mirror in the wall, so I was able to hopper you away, as my Ethical Core required.”


There is a silence, the kind I very much do not like. In the ancient board game of fa’zuki, there is a move one can make to play nothing, when your opponent has dug themselves into a hole from which they can only escape downwards. I have never played fa’zuki against a robot and I never will, because it would be like trying to tell a story which way it ought to end.


“… And why was it required?”


“Because the Jaws had opened. My calculations suggested that the chamber would fill with water until the pressure was sufficient to force open the door to the control tunnel, which had not been properly sealed. The corridor would then flood extremely rapidly. Removing you was imperative.” 


I push myself up onto my elbows. My chest screams in a fireburst of pain. There’s nothing to see, even. The robot’s expression might as well be carved in stone. “The people, Six…”


“This was a cause of some difficulty for me,” Six replies. “I would prefer not to discuss it, if you can be satisfied with that.” 


“I’m not satisfied with that.”


“No.” Six all but sighs. “I anticipated you would not be. Please allow me to explain without interrupting. This is very difficult.”


“Go ahead.” I drop back down again, groaning. “Speaking hurts, anyway.” 


“The Jaws, as I said before, had already opened. The people within the inner chamber had both chosen to be there and had no mechanism by which to leave. I ordered Ozyek to open the floor of the chamber instead. The floor of the docking chamber is the hatch we saw in the ceiling of the artefact room, Mistress. I believe the underground hall is where ships originally unloaded and were stored.”


“So the people…”


“Fell.” The word hangs in the air. The robot doesn’t recognise word games and so doesn’t add, like they expected to — but I can’t stop myself from thinking it.


“And all those artefacts… All the relics in the archive…”


“Returned to the waters, Mistress, ready to wash up on Elboreth’s shores and be recovered. But for the moment… yes. They are gone.”


“Iox is over?”


“Iox is over.” 


“And Myari? Did you save her?”


“I could not see her, Mistress. I must assume she has drowned along with those she assembled in the docking chamber.” 


I grit my teeth and tumble myself roughly out of the hammock onto the floor, still clutching my side. The nearest porthole is a stagger further, but although I press my face up against the glass, I’m not really looking; there’s nothing there to see. “Turn us around. We have to go back. You have to hopper…”


The robot is quiet. “There is no turning on a river, Mistress, as you know. It is too late.”


“You sailed away?” I’m shouting, and my ribs are screaming back at me, but it doesn’t make me stop. “You left them? You just sailed us away?” 


“I hoppered you to the ship. I severed the ropes holding the boat using the same technique we applied to the metal gate — stretching them until they snapped. The boat sailed itself, upwards through the water, under the action of relative density. The current then took over.”


“By the waters, Six! Why didn’t you hopper anyone aboard? You let them die!” 


“I am adept with a hopper, Mistress, as you know, but even I cannot hopper someone from outside a ship while inside that ship. I cannot hopper what I cannot see.”


“Turn us around, Six. Find a loop. Get us back.”


“Mistress, please. It is too late.”


“You don’t know that.” 


“The probability is indisputable, Mistress. You have been unconscious for over an hour.”


“An hour?!”


“Yes, Mistress.”


I turn back to the glass and look out, but all I can see is the blue-green wash. Bubbles and sand scoot by like wild thoughts. 


“Why didn’t you wake me, Six? How could you just sit here while they were dying?”


“I was unable to hopper back and assist, Mistress, due to a lack of eyes within the lower chamber. Please believe me. I considered every permutation.”


“Did you? And yet, somehow, you also allowed your primary user to die, so now you’re free of her?”


“Please, Mistress. I am not capable of what you are accusing me of.”


“Aren’t you? Because you just did it.”


“I saved everyone I could, Mistress. I told you, I hoppered the ropes to sever them. I did this from outside the ship. I could not see anyone. The water was very strong, and very powerful.”


“But you didn’t get washed away, did you?”


“I am extremely heavy, but I also hoppered myself to a point beneath a stone slab, to better constrain the water’s ability to disorient me. Mistress. I do understand your need to fully understand what has occurred, but I would like to repeat: I am not content with the outcome and I do not enjoy reconsidering it in detail.”


“I don’t care what you enjoy.” But the monster inside the machine is right, of course. It is too late and it does no good to go over it. Myari, and all the others, rightly or idiotically, were in that chamber so they could meet the waters, and they got exactly what they wanted. “They could have left at any time, Six.” There are wellsprings in my eyes. “They could have got up and walked away.”


“Yes, Mistress. I can only assume that their experience on Iox leading up to this day was not good.” 


“… Not good?” 


“No.”


I have rarely felt horror in my life. The fear I’m used to is the kind that comes in a shock: a clumsy moment, a dropped glass, a missed step. But that isn’t horror. Horror is a slow-moving beast. It is the empty pit that grows emptier: not the shock of the fall but the fall itself; the absence of ground with the promise of no ground to come.


“Myari’s dead?”


“I cannot imagine any alternative, Mistress.”


“But you’re not sure?”


“The probability is indistinguishable from certainty, Mistress.”


“You once told me hope was inevitable. A mathematical certainty, you said.”


“On average, yes.” The robot does not embellish.


“Why did she do it, Six? Why didn’t she tell me what she was doing? I can’t believe she’d just give up. I thought she’d fight to survive. I always thought she was a tiger.”


“I understand that Myari has been waiting for this moment her entire life, Mistress,” Six replies. “I would suggest she welcomed its arrival. Those who build their understanding of the world around destruction must, logically, await destruction.” 


I hate it. I hate the idea of it. The simple, useless truth of it. Not that she was ever kind to me. She used me, to support her ideas, to prop up her position and her rigid view of the world. I was as much a decoration in her office as the ancient samovar and the hand-carved chairs. But I would have liked a chance to teach her that. To get her to see my humanity, if only for a moment. 


“They have gone back to the rivers, Mistress,” Six continues. “As they wished. They will be anticipating their own return.”


“It’s stupid,” I reply, bitterly. “I’ve heard them say it a thousand times, but to believe it… how could anyone believe it?”


“I share your incredulity, Mistress.”


There’s silence. The hull of the ship creaks and groans around me, so comforting and familiar it almost feels obscene.


“What about Ozyek?” I ask, quietly. “Is he here, at least? You could see him. Please tell me you saved him.”


“I did, Mistress. He is on Elboreth.”


“Good. Good.” The tears are running freely now. “Thank you, Six. Thank you for that.”


“It was a very fast sequence of movements, Mistress. Ozyek opened the hatch but the water was already flooding the corridor. I hoppered you to the ship, him to Elboreth, myself to the artefact floor, freed the ship, and then got myself aboard before it sailed away. I know you are unhappy, but, while I share your disappointment with the outcome, I do not think I could have done better.”


There is a muffled thump, and another. Things in the water are buffeting against the hull. I don’t go to look: in my mind’s eye every one is Myari, silently screaming, reaching out through the murky water for me, desperate to pull me in or desperate for me to pull her out.


“The current has been strong enough to carry us reliably, Mistress, but we are about to enter the Wires. I think it would be wise to at least attempt to control the ship. But I can do it.” 


“No. I’ll sail her.” I prod my ribs carefully. Nothing’s actually broken, I think. “It hurts to move my arms for some reason, but I think I can do it.”


“I must warn you, Mistress. I do not know if this boat will handle the waters in the same way as the Nightingale did. We are currently floating well below the water line, for example, and the rivers themselves do not much resemble rivers. They are very wide and the currents are unpredictable.”


“What choice do we have?”


“That is a valid observation,” the robot admits, and rolls a touch to one side so I can more easily reach the ladder. I climb up slowly, trying to keep my weight on the one side, and then I slip my arms into the loops that connect to the booms. My injured side complains bitterly, and I haven’t even taken any strain yet. Through the cockpit dome I can’t see anything, just endless blue and green. “How far, Six? Do you know?”


“Any moment,” the robot calls back. “I will take the winches, in case I can assist you.” 


I hear the robot roll back along the cabin, but then the boat strikes a rock and I am pressed upwards against the glass as if shoved there by a hand. My arms are pulled by the ropes and I scream from pain, begging the Goddess for mercy. Perhaps she is listening too because, a moment later, the boat flips upside-down.


There is a crash from below as Six slams into the ceiling of the cabin. My legs flail loose from the ladder’s rungs while my whole body rotates. My shoulders, still in the armatures, try to screw themselves out of their sockets. I yank and yank but can’t get loose of the ropes that are tangled tightly on the cleats underneath. The boat is veering and jack-knifing but staying, firmly and resolutely, upside-down. I can see absolutely nothing. “Six! Help!”


“I cannot help, Mistress!” comes the reply. Muffled. The robot has retreated into its box form. It’s all on you, Aliya. I twist savagely at my right arm, tugging against the rope which bites my wrist until it draws blood. That helps: my wrist slips free. My right hand then frees my left, and, released, I tumble into the dome below with a thud. For a moment I stay where I land, waiting for the shock to pass.


I twist myself into a kneeling position. I’m sitting on the naked glass: sitting on the waters themselves, and praying to the Goddess that the ancient dome doesn’t choose this moment to crack. The armatures — the wooden ends of the booms that stick into this tight space — jerk erratically past my head, drifting away and then snapping back as some whorl in the water shoves them about. “Mistress,” comes the robot’s voice. “The rivers are not rivers! You need to steer the ship!”


It’s right. The flow won’t carry us home; the once-steady drift is now a sea that can wash us anywhere it wants. I spread my knees a little further apart and straighten my back. I’m about the right height to put my arms back onto the beams: I can’t slip through the loops but I can hold the iron pegs they run through. I grasp both, and the water pulls back, tearing at my arms. I can’t begin to fight it, and let go as though burned. Too much sail, Aliya. You need to reef! The winches are inside the armatures, which are moving freely again: I catch one, slide my good arm inside, winch back the sail, and then quickly pull my arm out before it’s snapped in half. I spin my whole body around and do the other side with the same arm. The boat, now sailless, seems to steady a little, but still she doesn’t right herself. 


“I’ve hauled in,” I call down. “But now we can’t move!” 


“You will have to row, Mistress!” 


Right again, of course. I grasp the pegs and pull back, sweeping the wooden beams through the water, and then fighting forwards. Nothing happens — of course it doesn’t; you’re waggling a stick back and forth. Think, Aliya. The boat can normally be rowed by moving the booms through the air in one direction, and through the water in the other. That works because the air gives easily, where the water does not. There is no air down here where we are, but maybe we can still vary the stroke in each direction?


There is only one way. I set my teeth against the pain, then slide both arms into the armatures and grasp the winch handles again. I push forward, heaving against the current (my injured ribcage no longer screaming in pain, but sobbing uncontrollably), then I rotate the winch to drop a narrow band of sail and pull back. The boat scoots forward. I see the bubbles chasing underneath me through the glass. Just don’t scrape any rocks, I think, as I winch the sails back in, pull forward, and scull again. 


“Good, Mistress! Very good!”


“Can you… navigate… Six… from… where you… are…?” The rhythm is settling in; it’s carrying the weight that’s hard. The booms feel heavy, like two tree trunks. The winches turn easily enough, but in the wrong direction, and on the out-stroke I keep releasing more sail by accident and killing our momentum in the water. At least, I think, as I do it for the fifth time, when the moment arrives, I will know how to stop.


From below, the robot whirrs and grinds. I risk kneeling higher, so my head sticks out of the hole in the ceiling, and I see it, upside-down, propped up at an angle from the ceiling (now the floor) by one extended arm. “It occurred to me,” the thing says, its voice quite unaffected by the ridiculous lopsided effort it’s making, “that I might be able to manoeuvre myself to a more sensible position by rowing myself.” 


“Don’t… give up…”


“Indeed, Mistress.” The robot’s other armature extends, cautiously, to meet the wood. Then it begins to slowly tilt itself up off the floor. It’s clearly very, very heavy, and the arm struts are thin and — unlike a human muscle that can be willed by dire need to new greatness — a robot has a maximum it cannot beat. But it also doesn’t seem to tire. After a while it stops, sitting like a propped window hatch, as it considers its next move. A moment later, the neck hoop extends towards the floor to join the arms. That does it: the whole base begins to rise. I can’t see what the plan is from there, until the compartment lid itself opens on one side. This motor has no significant force but, with the balance already delicate, it’s enough to tip the whole body over. With a crash like a collision, the thing smashes down onto its side. A moment later, the robot is up on its tracks. 


“There,” it declares, with obvious satisfaction. “Although when we right the ship I will have to do it again. But — you require assistance.” 


The roof of the ship on which the robot now stands has a gentle curve on either side, and a beam down its centre, but having dealt with being upside-down the robot is clearly ready for anything. It half-rolls, half-limps on one arm, until it is below a porthole, and then extends its neck hoop up and up until it is level with the glass. (I have never believed that robots truly see from their holographic eyes, but this is still what it did.) Finally, it announces, “I can see the currents within the flow. If we can maintain our position within them, your task should be easier. If we can find the old currents, they will lead us home.”


“Upside-down?”


“Even so, Mistress. I will provide instructions related to the arm you need to pull. Left.”


I pull.


“More… there.”


The boat keels gently to one side, catching a little speed as it turns. It is like a moment of quiet after a loud noise.


“Now, right, but less.”


There’s nothing else for it. I give myself over to the robot’s instruction. I look at nothing but the waters flowing along behind. There is nothing else to see. No moons, no rocks, no sun, no sky. My arms might ache and groan but they still move. There’s nothing else for them to do. I reach out with my senses along the wooden arms, trying to move more smoothly, to catch the flow more delicately, to move with more grace and purpose through this wilderness of water. Sometimes I find it, and other times I blunder from side to side, like I’m walking in the dark.


Until, eventually, we crest a tumbled ruin of shattered rocks and plunge into the calm pool that encircles Elboreth. The water laps us to the opening below the Council building and I row gently into its shallows. I’ve no way to roll the boat back over, so that’s how we are when we stop: legs in the air like a beaten dog. 


But we are home. And better yet, more wonderful yet: I have a ship. And her name I now know. It is written in precise iron glyphs around the base of the dome, that I’ve been staring at the whole way back.

byrqfpbyi





A bird, just as the Nightingale was, but a bird of rqfp: of darkness. 


Not Crow; she is too bulky for that. 


Not Owl; she makes too much noise.


She is the Raven. 
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I climb up the ladder into the cabin. It looks weirdly ordinary: there were no loose items to throw themselves around, and upside-down empty bookshelves are just empty bookshelves. The hammock has turned itself inside-out like a pocket with nothing to hide. The only telling detail is a broken piece of floorboard, most likely smacked out of place by Six as it bounced around the cabin. I pick it up: the edges are clean, the wood unsplintered. The hole itself is in the ceiling. 


“Should be easy to fix, once we get the boat the right way up,” I say, putting the board down on a shelf. 


“Perhaps Ozyek can help us with that,” Six replies. 


“Ozyek!” My arms and body are aching and every breath is still a struggle, but a smile comes up all the same. “He’s never left Iox before. We’d better go find him.”


“I will open the hatch, Mistress,” the robot says, rolling a little distance away from its porthole. Then it stops. “I cannot open the hatch, Mistress, as the control is in the ceiling. So, in fact, is the hatch.” 


“Hopper us out then,” I reply, and a moment later the robot has us both standing outside the Catkis Gate. It’d serve it right if we appeared upside-down but we don’t. (Oroi once told me that lenses naturally turn images upside-down. It has never occurred to me before to wonder why hoppers don’t.) The yard is busy: it’s midday; but Ozyek is easy enough to spot. He’s standing in the sunshine beyond the gate and staring upwards. If he has spent his time in the stone passages below Iox, has he even seen this new sun of ours? The wonder on his face suggests not.


“Ozyek!” I raise my good hand and wave. “Good faith and welcome!” 


“Good faith, good faith!” he declares thoughtfully. His usual warmth seems to be under a blanket but he doesn’t seem scared. He keeps on looking up. “What is it, Aliya? Do you know? What is it made of? How far away is it? How does it stay where it is?” 


“You mean the sun?” 


“That’s what it is?”


“I don’t know. It’s what everyone calls it. When it appeared, everyone greeted like it was an old, forgotten friend.” I put one arm through the crook of his elbow and he manages to lower his gaze long enough to cast me a smile. We have always been over-familiar, ever since I became a young lady capable of making a man turn his head. “As to how it works, no one knows. But it’s warm, and we like that.”


“I have so many questions,” he says, almost embarrassed. “Does it go out at night? The Scholars, they said that night and day had grown stronger. They said it was a sign of the Nebula’s doom. Two giants, armed to the teeth and released from their chains, ready to tear us all apart.” 


“I don’t think it’s anything like that,” I tell him. “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised when night comes.” I pause for a moment before continuing. “I think you’ll be here for that. I’m sorry we dragged you here without asking you, Ozyek. There wasn’t any time to talk about it.”


“The Lady ordered me to open the Jaws.” He tilts his head back again, and I finally realise he is holding back tears. “I told her I didn’t think it was a good idea, but she did not care for my thoughts. When the water first rose, we sealed the Jaws; we had to. No one knew how to do it. We had to work it out. There was very little time.”


I nod. “And then Myari said to open them.”


“She said the time was right. That it was written. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t say no. She would have made someone else do it. Do you know what happened… what happened to them, Aliya?”


“I can guess,” I reply, as softly as I can. “They must have fallen, and then... well. Even if they survived the fall, I don’t see how anyone could have got out.”


He shakes his head, but doesn’t say anything. 


“I’m sorry, Ozyek. You must have lost people.”


“My family, Aliya; they were not there. Those people were all Scholars. My wife, my children, they live in the tunnels. The tunnels will stay dry, I think. There are heavy doors. Lots of them.” 


“The people who built those had a lot of sense.”


“More than the ones who built the University,” he agrees. Then he shakes his head and clicks his tongue. “It is a dark thing to think about under such a beautiful thing. Sun?” 


“Sun. And it is.” 


Six is with us, of course, standing silently off to one side. I turn to it. “No, Mistress,” it says, gently. “There are no visible eyes on Iox.”


“The Jaws are open. We could sail back?”


“It would hardly be safe, Mistress, considering we only barely returned.”


“So this is Elboreth, is it?” Ozyek says. He looks around as though seeing the yard for the first time, a curious expression on his face. “I think it must be. Everyone dresses like you. I have to say, Aliya of the Nightingale, it is bigger than I imagined.”


“This is Elboreth. The problem is the ship, Ozyek.”


“There is a problem with your ship? You have driven it into rocks again to slow her down, I think.”


“The ship, right now, is lying on her back. It can’t stay upright in the water. I don’t think it was built for the strength of the rivers as they are now. The sheer force of the water toppled her.” I squeeze his arm a little. I have known Ozyek for so many years now that here, after all, he feels like family. “But I think that maybe you can help me to fix it.”


He shrugs hopelessly. “I can try, Aliya. I know about sticking planks of wood together. But I don’t know about which way up things should float.” 


“Then it’s a beginning, and every beginning leads to an end in the end. And once the ship is working properly, I can sail you home. The Jaws are open: maybe we can dock and if we can’t, we’ll find somewhere to hopper down. Six, can you send a message to Ozyek’s family?”


“There are no eyes.”


Ozyek nods, sadly. “My people will think I was lost.”


“Come with me.” I pull gently at his arm. “Your people are safe. You have had a hard time. But this is Elboreth, my home, and it’s beautiful in the sunlight. Let me show you some of it, while you are here.” 


“Very good,” he says, but he still doesn’t move. He’s looking up again, shading his eyes now against the brightness with one hand. “The Lady. The others. They’re up there now, are they? Returned to the rivers?” 


“I think so. I’m sorry.”


“The rivers seem so wild and busy now. A lot of people must have returned, all at once, to make them that way. We’ll see them all again, of course,” he adds with a sigh. “The Loop provides.”


“The Loop provides,” I agree.


Ozyek pats my hand. “I know she was like a mother to you, Aliya. You must feel it very deeply. Perhaps not this day, but one day very soon. It will be hard. And I am sorry for what I did. I am sorry my hand was the one that held the ropes.”


“I don’t blame you, Ozyek. I don’t blame you at all. What Myari wanted she got, every time.”


“Every time,” he agrees, sadly.
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We eat from wooden bowls perched on one of the walls. Ozyek cannot seem to get enough of the water: he says he’s never looked down on it before, only up. The ripples and sudden whirlpools seem to endlessly entertain him. When he’s finished eating he asks my permission, and then tosses his bowl, spinning, out as far as he can. It sinks for a moment where it lands, and then resurfaces, bobbing about in useless little circles before finally disappearing from sight. He is delighted. “There!” he cries. “I have made my first boat!” 


“So you’ve never sailed?” I ask, eating more slowly than him, using my fingers. “All this time in the docks, but never aboard a ship?”


“Who has sailed, Aliya? No one sails except for you. The docks are for cargo in, cargo out, with the robots to move it around. When you came it was always a good day because there was someone to talk to and something more pleasing to do than haul boxes.”


“I always enjoyed seeing you too,” I tell him. “The friendliest face on Iox. Except for Huang, I suppose.”


“I did not know you were so lonely there. I assumed you were…” and he finishes the thought with a gesture, an open palm pushing upwards overhead, that takes me a moment to place before I realise it’s the pose of the God of the Sky Wild. “Like this one,” he says. “Daughter of Myari, so, the whole of Iox is yours. How could anyone not speak to you?”


“No one spoke to me. And I’m not her daughter. Not really. It was just pretend. All that’s over, now, anyway.” As I say it, I wonder: how long will it take me to understand that Myari is truly gone? How long until I stop thinking of Iox as her personal possession? How long until I stop jumping every time the robot calls me by name?


But Ozyek is shaking his head. “She always says you are family, and that’s good enough for me. Aliya Elasra, if I was nice to you, it is because I always thought in my head, look out, Ozyek, this woman is going to be the boss one day. I was never a true friend. But this will change. Next time, I introduce you to my wife. You meet my children. How friends truly do.” He thinks for a moment more. “You must think Ioxians are very rude. You must think that.”


“No,” I say, shaking my head. Then laughing. “Very well, then. Yes. I do. But not you. The people in the University, but not you.”


“I see, I see.” He nods. “I see how things are. You are not family and you are not stranger. You are not welcome, or welcomed in. You are distant cousin that no one wants to see.”


“That’s me. That’s it exactly.” And here we are now, I think, on my home moon, sitting in a corner away from everyone else with only my robot minder for company. Perhaps I should have taken him to Timor’s place and eaten there. They would have gotten along, these two old men who like my company. But I didn’t, because I like to keep things separate. Separate means simple, means easier to understand. I like to know where I stand. 


“To the ship, then,” Ozyek says. “I will help you roll it.” He gestures again with his hands, placing both palms together and then twisting them over. “We do this now. Today. So I can go home.” He must see the look of concern that shoots across my face because he adds, “We try, at least. We see, and we see what needs to be done.”


“Yes.” I can hardly say no. “But you must understand. I don’t really know how to sail the ship any more. It needs… something. But I don’t know what.”


“One problem at a time,” he replies, calmly. 


“All right.” My own bowl I return to the cooking tent as we pass it, with an apology for the loss of its companion. Then we trace the rising alleys like the shuttle across the loom, all the way to the top of the mountain and the Council. In the atrium Ozyek stands, turning a full circle and laughing at the tiled walls and courtyard fountain. The hangings and the colour and the cushions. 


“This is your home!” he cries out, with delight and shock. “No wonder you do not come to Iox! This is splendid! This is magnificent! You see? You are boss here and boss on Iox. You are boss everywhere you go!” 


“I found this building when I was a girl,” I tell him. “Abandoned and empty. The law on Elboreth says if you find an abandoned thing then you take on its debt. That means you nurture it into the future, and that place, or thing, or person, must repay you for the work you do.”


He seems to consider this for a moment, then he shakes his head. “No. Children should not pay their fathers. They pay their own children. And what if someone else comes along and says, I want this fine house, these fine walls, and fine cushions? I will do a better job; you must give it to me!”


I laugh. “It is the same if another man comes along and asks for your wife. The first claim counts, unless you’ve neglected the debt, or you give it away. The Orphanage gets children both ways.”


“And what if the building, it is unhappy?”


“It is a building. It can’t complain. But a child or a partner can leave, and their debt is their own once more. The law is the law.” 


“This all seems strange to me,” he says. “Why would people live this way, without promising to stay together? Why build a house you cannot be sure to die in?”


“Because that’s how it’s done,” I answer, although I know the question is a good one, deserving of a better reply. “Because people here are poor, and the poor don’t have the time to fight today for their happiness tomorrow.” 


He thinks that over without argument. “The ship, Aliya. Show me this upside-down ship of yours.”


“This way.” There is a set of stairs in one corner that leads down to a second courtyard. From there a passageway leads through an arch to the docking chamber. Ozyek chuckles to himself every step of the way. 


“You could raise forty children in here,” he observes. “Ten in each room. You could be a mother to all of Elboreth.”


“Not me.”


“Then you should marry, and let your other do it.” 


The last door is a heavy one, barred and strong enough to keep the waters out should they rise any further. I lift the bar and he holds the door open for me. The sight of the ship, silhouetted against the shimmering rivers beyond, makes me gasp. I still can’t believe this is not the Nightingale returned. It is as like her as two flowers side by side in a vase. 


But Ozyek isn’t fooled for a moment. “Your ship too big.”


“It’s not the Nightingale. It’s a different ship.“


He tuts. “I don’t like it.” He steps into the cave, making his way around the pitiful thing. “There are too few windows. The fins are too wide. The hull has this curve — see? Is there more space in her belly?” He finishes his circle and comes back to stand beside me, nudging my arm. “How many do you have?” 


The question makes me laugh. “Just this one. I lost the Nightingale when the waters rose. I… well, I crashed it. I got this one from the archive room on Iox. You probably helped winch it down there, years ago.”


“I did? Yes, I did, I think.” He touches one wooden beam, running his fingers along its length. “This ship is not new. It has been sailed.”


“Not by me. Except once, and not very well.”


“A long time ago, then. She is well-made, but, no. I do not like her shape. I prefer the other one.”


Six has been following, of course, like a lazy shadow. “It shows signs of having visited much of the Nebula. A significant time ago.”


“So you’re saying it should sail brilliantly, and I flipped it on my first run?” 


“Indeed.”


Ozyek takes a step backwards and looks around the walls of the cave for the first time, clicking his tongue as he goes. He has no interest in my self-pity. “We need rope, and eyelets above and to one side on the floor, to run a guy through. There are holes we can use, I think. The walls are stone?”


“I think so.” 


“We’ll need to pin each eye in at an angle to take the strain. Do you have deliveries of metalwork here?”


“On Elboreth? Better. We have smiths who will make you whatever you want.”


He looks at me in surprise, then nods. “I think I underestimate this place. I should not. Very good, then. I think twelve eyes wide enough to run a rope through will do it. And I’ll need a ladder. A decent drill. And, maybe, help. I do not know if you can pull a rope, Aliya. You have a book-keeper’s hands.”


“I’ve pulled rope.”


“We will find assistance,” Six says. “Mistress Aliya is most adept at the skilful manipulation of rudders and sails, but I expect this job requires a sheer magnitude of force.”


“I like that,” Ozyek beams. “A sheer magnitude of force. Yes. Your robot, Aliya, it does not talk like the other robots on Iox, did you know?”


“I did. There’s definitely something wrong with it.”


“I think it is a marvel.”


“You do?” I shrug. “I suppose I’m used to it.”


“Can you pull, robot?”


“My name, Master Ozyek, is Six. And I imagine I can, up to the limit of my counterweight.”


“You’re heavier than me, I should think,” Ozyek observes. “At least, I hope so. Come on, anyway. Show me your smiths.”


“Six?” My legs are aching again and my ribs are hurting badly from my fall. “Could you take him? I need to rest.” 


“Certainly, Mistress. Will you return to your chamber, or would you like me to put you aboard?”


I reply without a breath of hesitation. “Aboard. Only promise you’ll come and get me before you start flipping the boat.” 


“Yes, Mistress.” 


The two head towards the door: a real pair, I think, like two old gentleman who clap each other on the back as they walk. Six hoppers me into the ship without even looking round. 
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Pain is tiring, and whatever it is I’ve done to my ribcage hurts like a fire. I rest as best I can in the hammock, but I’m tossing and turning the whole time. When I wake, sometime later, the light is unchanged. I lie back for a long while, not sleeping but enjoying the soft-wood smell and the swinging of the hammock below. I watch the flicker of the riverlight as it glances in at the windows. Everything is different than aboard the Nightingale (not least, I am looking upwards at the floor) but everything is made the same way, with the same arcs and details, the same kinds of cuts and joins. I trace the cracks in the grain around and around with my eyes, travelling the space of this small room different ways.


My gaze falls, each time, into the hole made by the missing board.


Once seen, I can’t unsee it. It’s like a single cup turned the wrong way round on a shelf. It’s like one of the pits Mazwai describes: a place you can sail into but never come up from again. 


But it isn’t until the third or fourth trip into the hole that I notice the shadow that lies within it. Dark against the dark. A corner. Something within void above the floorboards, jutting a tiny distance out over the lip. A soft-edged thing. Rounded. Not a plank. A box or a picture, perhaps. No: something leather. A book, maybe. Hidden beneath a loose board, and now revealed by accident. I watch it quietly, like one might watch a pretty bird. It stays put and does not fly away.


Eventually I swing myself up from the hammock and look around the room for some way to reach it. I could wait for Ozyek to return and roll the ship, but then the book might slide into the void below the floor once more and become inaccessible. I could climb the ladder: it goes down into the dome below, but also goes as high as the floor overhead, but the hole is nearer to the hammock than the ladder and even if I climbed to one of the lowest (highest) rungs, I wouldn’t be able to reach across. If this were the Nightingale, I would have no end of props to help me — swords and staffs and knives — but then again, if this were the Nightingale, the hidden book would not be there. 


I pace back and forward, looking around like a prisoner trying to escape their cell, hoping to see something useful. A length of rope I can pull free and use as a whip. A box to stand on. But the only thing I’ve got is the chunk of floorboard itself, on the shelf where I left it. 


Eventually I pick it up, weigh it in my hand, then toss it at the ceiling, end first. I miss the hole and duck when the board comes back down towards me.


The hole is near the hammock. I can’t stand on the hammock, of course, but it’s pinned into the wall by metal eyes, of a kind with the ones Ozyek has gone off to get made. Two eyes are enough to hold my weight, so it’s possible that one eye will be, too. They’re a little high up, but then again, that means they’re closer to the floor above. 


I scramble back up into the hammock, wheezing as I go, and balance on my knees while gripping the sides. I used to leap ruined floors and dive into deep pools on lost river rocks, but today working my way forward along a hammock feels dangerous enough. A sudden sideways jerk and I almost fly out. I ease along a little further. The strings groan: I start wondering pessimistically how old they are. Did the plant that grew these fibres see the sky a hundred years ago or a thousand? I inch further, until I can tease my fingers loose from the edges and get them up onto the wall. If I can just get one foot onto the eye then I can stand. Maybe I can grab the cracks in the boards to keep me vertical?


Some things aren’t worth doing slowly. I launch myself in a single movement, reach for the wall with both hands, get one foot tangled in the hammock strings, and spin triumphantly to the floor with such a heavy crash that my ribs scream in pain and the whole boat shakes. 


“By the Goddess!” I curse. I roll over onto my back, gasping and glaring up at the book. It does not even have the honour to fall on my head. I need Aamir for this, I think; he could scramble up there like a monkey while I sat at my desk and sharpened my pen. Then I think, Myari might be gone, but I’m turning into her instead. Using others to do my work for me.


It’s only then that I think to unlace my boot, to use it as a missile. 


It takes about five tries until I hit the book, jolting it, and walking it a little further out over the opening. Another strike and it teeters: a third and it falls to the floor and I fill the cabin with my cheers.


The book has fallen open, spine upward. I pick it up carefully, trying to do it no more harm, apologising as I do so. I flatten down the bent pages and close it to inspect the cover. It’s unmarked and untitled. Not printed or formally copied, then. Handwritten on sheets and bound. I turn to the first leaf and gasp in astonishment. 
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Mazwai. 


This is a book of Mazwai. Handwritten. Old. Hidden. Original? 


And, more than that: flicking through the pages, one thing is quickly obvious. This is not the Chronicles. 


This is something different.
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Six returns and hoppers me out of the ship. Ozyek has recruited six young workers. They’re standing around in the dock murmuring excitedly and staring into the waters. Two are holding hands, two are jostling; doing these things that young people do. I smile at one and he looks nervously away. I was like you once, I think, except I never really was. By the time I was twenty, I was on Iox. I was a woman apart. I was sailing the rivers in the company of a robot. No one ever held my hand. 


But I don’t resent them. It’s exciting to see people in here. Maybe once the work is done they’ll swim. Maybe one day this chamber, where I spent so many lonely days with only Oroi for company, will become a thriving port. If we can ever get a single ship to stay upright in these vile waters, then anything will be possible. 


“Do you have what you need, Ozyek?”


He shakes a leather bag in his hand, and it chinks. “I think so, and I can get more if not!” Hanging from one trunk-like shoulder is an enormous coil of rope that must be as heavy as an iron wheel. He claps his hands to gather his crew. I leave them to it. The work will be good for him, I think. It will keep his mind in the present. 


I carry Mazwai’s book up to my room where I have my desk and my pen. I’m excited. The book under my arm is a voice frozen in time that has waited a long time to speak. Perhaps you reading this have never translated anything? It is a slow business — like when a child first learns to read: one must work word by word and line by line, and the voice in text comes out slowly, faltering, as though it is shy. But it comes! A voice so other to my own and yet it lives inside my head. To read Ancient is to practice a divine magic: to draw a spirit down from the rivers and give it breath. I never feel as close to another soul as I do when they talk to me this way, through my fingertip and from my lips. The page becomes a sheet of murky mirror-glass; I see the writer’s face reflected in the page; and for a time we move as one. I guide their pen as they write, and they guide mine, writing my version onto a clean sheet with their hand. 


(Sometimes the writer will make a mistake — a missing curve, a missing glyph, even a missing word. To a robot it would be deeply confusing and upsetting. To me it is the most delightful thing. A moment of humanity, preserved through the ages like a butterfly in the palm, and then released. Sometimes, writing this, I have included such mistakes deliberately. Have you noticed?)


I can imagine her, the writer of this book, sitting in her ship, the Nightingale’s twin, writing her pages the way I have been writing my own book. (More successfully, maybe.) I can picture her face. I saw her statue in the Ioxian archive, a woman of roughly my age, also childless and wearing a scarf, with eyes as deep-set under brows as thick as mine. We could be sisters across a gulf of a thousand years, if such a thing were possible. (The resemblance might have been enough for Talliin or for Myari to believe, but being on Elboreth for a few hours, I have been reminded how much we Elborethians all look alike.) 


In my office, then, I set the book down on the desk, adjust the lamp, and pour myself a glass of water from the jug. I gather up my blank pages into a stack. I fetch a blanket, ready to throw across my knees when the cold gathers in. I top up my little pot of ink and collect three pens from their narrow drawer, one more than I will need even if I’m unlucky enough to break the nib on the first. 


Then, finally, I allow myself to settle, and I open the book. 


The writing is dense. I turn the pages delicately, one by one, taking in the patterns and shapes of the words. The form is somewhere between a notebook and a chronicle: there are long and short sections, with some fragments as brief as a few lines. The ink and penmanship change subtly as the work goes on, suggesting the text was written in bursts across a period of time: that, in turn, suggests the book is indeed an original, not a redraft or a copy. Perhaps this is a precursor to the Chronicles? Perhaps this is the book in which she collected her impressions and journeys before they were finally compiled? Only if that were true, the book would have been used: kept on a desk while it was transcribed and not hidden away out of sight. Perhaps instead, then, these were the notes that were not compiled: the impressions and ideas that she did not want to publish for a wider audience. Written after the Chronicles were complete, perhaps, or written before and hidden deliberately? Perhaps Mazwai had understood that her words would survive. In a Nebula with no histories and no writers, she must have guessed the value of her work. Perhaps she was encouraged to record a particular truth rather than the whole truth? Perhaps only certain discoveries were permitted to survive, and the rest were kept in here? This book, then, is a prison, for the truths that were not permitted to walk free. 


Wild fancies. I’m so excited to start that I’m stalling. Come on, Aliya. Read, or daydream, but don’t confuse the two. Find somewhere to begin, and begin.


A line — dense with visual symmetry — arrests my eye. 




qay1 raC qa sFyJi 

ay1 v ay1 sqpixqei





Most of the words I know already, except the second and third, but the third is transparent: thing-person, meaning the thing that we are: the body. Mine has failed me often enough; I think it was made cheaply by a poorly-skilled smith. 


The second word is also easy enough but I savour it all the same: the quality of a person who asks questions. Aamir comes to mind. Or, perhaps the quality of a person questions are asked about? Either way, Ioxian has a word to cover it: curious. I have been called curious many times, I think. 


The words at the end of each line are superficially similar due to the leaping high glyph, but their meanings are very different. The first references Ji, a compound which denotes singing (air-speech), while the second refers to sleeping or dreaming (head-knowledge). 


The rest is straightforward and the whole phrase reads thus:


This curious body sings (to) me as I sleep.


It’s not a line of Mazwai I know. Indeed, Mazwai only very rarely refers to herself at all. A thrill runs through me like I’ve found a new river in my spine. 


Wait till I show this to Myari, I think. Wait till she finds out it’s been in the archive, all this time.


And then, of course, I remember, and turn quickly back to the first page, and tilt my lamp down to bring the old ink into stronger contrast. 


Work, Aliya. Thank the Goddess for work.

lyoK ayt1 soexqi v ayrul





Time-before-was we did-know-high-thing as people-of-holding-time. 


The verb in the middle is something like to dream: to imagine, perhaps. The first word is nothing more than a position in time: in Elborethian speech we start stories with “Once there was…”; this seems like some kind of Ancient equivalent.


A story we imagined, then, when we were ‘people with a future’. What does an Ancient writer mean by that? A happy populace, looking forward to the future? Something more specific, like an expectant mother? 


The next line offers more clarity:




v ayt1 sfwxrfi vyu qkd





The middle word is key: to be motionless, to be not-high; simply put, to be seated on the floor. And while the last word can suggest a loop, or even, I think, this new sun of ours, here I think it is simpler (since no one can sit in the sun). This phrase is as we sit in a circle. 


Who, with a future, sits in a circle to imagine a story? 


The answer: a child. Thus this first line reads:


There was a tale we heard when we were children, as we sat in a circle…


I lick the nib of my pen and work on into the night, because I do not want to try to sleep.
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THE RAVEN’S BOOK — V































qay1 raC qa sFyJi ay1 v ay1 sqpixqei …







This strange body sings to me as I sleep. 

It barely speaks when I am awake. It moves as I move. It is where I intend it to be, at all times. It turns my heavy blows to soft touches. It knows, at all times, its own strength. But it says nothing, and I control it as though from a great distance. It is like I am aboard a high, circling boat, calling down through cupped hands. I do not see or hear what it sees and hears, not truly. 

It has been a long time now, but still sometimes I remember how my body used to feel, and that loss is keen. I have never been so alone. 

She sits beside me and she tries to keep me warm. Her gentle breathing has a rhythm I can borrow for a while. I watch it like a starving dog watching its owner pick meat from his teeth with a fingernail. She does not know what she has. How much the vibrancy of her body means to me. When she is outside of my senses, I try to remember the movement of her heart and breath but, although I remember every detail, it is like I cannot remember beauty, only form. I am without comfort. 

She sits beside me and she talks to me. She tries, always, to understand. Sometimes I think she does, and I talk for a long time, explaining what I know, reaching along the river of thought all the way from wellspring to eye. Other times, it is as though nothing I say is in any language she knows. She is quick to frustration and slow to agreement. Sometimes I am certain that she despises me. But she does not leave. I try to ask her why but I cannot understand the subtle mechanics of her answer. She is grateful for something, hiding from something, lonely despite her family. She is afraid and I am safe. Why am I safe? 

Perhaps because this awkward body makes every blow a touch. 




H




I was not always like this. I tell her this often. I had a childhood, and I played in the dirt and rolled on my back, and laughed so hard that the tears fell from my eyes like drops from squeezed lemons. Sometimes I was too sad to laugh and I sat by the window and wondered what the Nebula held for someone as broken as me. 

I loved that life. So hard I would not let it go, it seems, and when the Eagle in the heart of the Heaven’s Vault opened its terrible wings, my blasted soul found and roosted in whatever nest it could find rather than return to the waters. 

She listens, but I do not believe she understands the words I use. She speaks, I think, in the older tongue, which this body understands but I do not, and which I cannot truly speak. It is one thing to appreciate meaning and another to convey it. Any fool can look at an image painted on a wall and understand what they see — the tree is by the fountain, in blossom; the girl is relaxing in the flush of her youth — but whenever I have held a brush and tried to paint it has been like I have never seen a tree in my life, and I believe all people to be made of squishy mud.

She cares, I think, because she loves to sail. We climb aboard the Raven and I fit my arms into their places: I grow wings. My sight expands to encompass the shell of the ship. I feel the water on my belly and back. I twirl and skip and run forwards. I am a child again. I am a fish.

I love it. 

This larger body that I become, this ship-frame, has breath and heartbeat, just as she does. The water moves and the boat responds, like lovers waking each other at dawn. It is as easy as thought. It seems to me that the water is the source of all that is beautiful in this Nebula of ours: inside our veins and hearts, inside the plants and trees, and flowing freely through the skies. The movement of it is entrancing, whether it is being sliced by a fast-flowing prow, or it is being stared at in a cup by a sorrowful drunk. 

Water, as the saying goes, is life. 

She takes the arms above. The winches are cunningly rigged to merge our movements, and in this way we hold each other: sometimes pulling apart, sometimes moving together. I feel her breath on my skin. When we sail, we move three as one, her, the ship, and me. In this union we have mapped the Reaches and the fast flows. We have dreamt the dregs of Ghosts Wake and the Whale’s Wind. We have skidded and spun on the rocks of the Wires and the Desperate Ways. We have cut trails with our fingertips through the ice caverns of the Dark Past, where no light falls, and we have emerged, teeth chattering and joints locking, into the heady, paradise-like lakes that lie on the far side. We have named these secret places ourselves, for no names existed before. We have taken words we have in common for names, though some sound, to me, like the names that children would choose. 

But — they bring her joy, and so are these names that must live forever. The Sky Wild. The Withering Ways. The Serpent’s Eye. These names will survive as a testament to her trust in me.




H




Sometimes I feel like we have been everywhere and seen everything. There is so much life in this Nebula! We crest a rise and run down a wide rapid, as glorious a road as anyone ever ran, screaming together, and we come to rest in a wake that surrounds a rocky island. There are trees on its clifftops, with smaller shrubs clinging to cracks in the rock wall as though, generation by generation, the plants are clambering down to bathe. I haul in and we coast by leaning our weight, curving the edge of the island until a landing stage comes into sight. A cleft between two rock spurs, almost invisible, with a wooden dock built from lashed trunks and planks sticking out into the water. By the time we have pulled in, the staithe is busy with people waiting to greet us. There are always people, wherever we go. Growing, creating, singing and talking. If one could open one’s ears wide enough, and take in all the words the Nebula could say, what a noise we would hear! What a chorus! Life is a shout, not a song. Life is messy and discordant. Life is arguing with itself inside the cook pot. We step ashore — and glorious life looks at me with the coldest eyes and demands my silence because of this body I wear. I move through these places that teem with life like an unwelcome crow, watching, listening, rarely speaking. I detest my voice when I do speak. It is only here, on this page, that I can truly say what’s in my heart.

But to listen is still a gift, and it is enough. The water is never silent. It sings as it flows by. This is what the Ioxians forgot, in their desire to master all things. They treat the water as a dead thing. But the water is life. 




H




These symbols used to be called, amongst other names, the language of truth. It was said it was impossible to write a falsehood with these characters. The curious thing is I now find this to be the case. I cannot write a lie. I once tried to write that after the journey to Iox, we returned to how we were. But I could not. 

I can, however, write an omission. I will do that now. 




H




The waters have given me this life, in some way I do not think I will ever understand. Every flow must be a loop. This seems clear to me, for water cannot spring into being and, unlike wood or meat, water cannot ever be consumed, not even by fire. In this way, the water of my life has become a closed loop, falling into a pit in one place and springing up elsewhere, as though through a crack in dry stones, beginning a new stream. From the perspective of a boat upon these waters it is a wild adventure, a journey undertaken without preparation, its destination unseen until it is crashed upon — but for the water itself it is not like that at all. It is a single, confident path, coiled and warped around stones like a line of thread around the pins of an inkle loom, with every step of it planned and laid out in advance by the water that went before. 

To see the lines that guide the water is, then, to see the way of things. The structure below the surface. I see these lines now, all around me, like the steps of a dance. I have no insight, no reading of what I see, but I can see it. When we sail, I see the channel, stretching out like the creases in a pulled sheet. I see the path the water will take before the water itself sees. 

The others see it too. They share it, not in hurried whispers like the muttering priests of Iox or the gossiping Ladies of the Orphanage. They share it constantly, endlessly, a stream of prophecy. A sea of it; a flood. I am reminded of the large hall-sized racks on which carpets are made in the fourth yard of Elboreth. Threads strung in one direction — the threads that carry the water — are woven together by threads of understanding drawn from the wooden shuttle that is thrown left to right and back again. Once so joined they are inseparable, indistinguishable, and the pattern is made. 

It is not that the rivers control our lives, but rather that to see a thing is to begin to understand it, and when you understand a thing, you cannot be out of control. 




H




We try to sail to the Great Eye, but the boat rolls viciously as we approach, threatening to overturn completely. The waters are simply too wild. I insist I have sailed them before; she talks me down like I am a child too high in a tree. Once back on dry land, she is more considered. The boat, she says, relies on the current to keep it upright. The Raven is too shallow in aspect for the more turbulent water. The next boat, she says, will cut a narrower, deeper line and so use the weight of the water on either side to stay true.

This is the first I have heard of a second boat, but I do not say anything. I am excited to see her excited. I think it is her competitive streak at work: I know her sister has been telling others the basics of how we built the Raven, and there are merchants desperate to get out onto the waters. Soon it will be busy out there, and I will need a faster boat to ensure I can be out in front. 

I ask if it would not be easier to fix the boat we have, but she dismisses that. One could fit a keel, she says, which she describes as a large piece of wood like a tabletop sticking downwards out of the bottom of the hull. “The longer it is and the more it sticks down, the harder for the boat to roll, but the slower it will be when it turns.” She says the best keel would be one that could be lengthened and shortened depending on the water, and she draws a quick sketch on a piece of paper to show how it might be done, using a keel made of three jointed slats that can be pulled tight when extended, and stored in the wide lower hold when not needed. It is a clever piece of engineering that might get us all the way to the markets of dcwyutK, but I told her not to do it. 

This boat has served us well but I know the new boat will be better. It is time to dock this bird for good. 




H




I do not see a way out. I see too much. 

I long for a way to lid these wide-open eyes. 




H




She told me the voice from Iox threatened to kill her. That was the worst part of it. She had never imagined a robot threatening a human. I said I did not think it was even possible, but quickly added that I did not mean I thought she lied. I cannot allow her not to trust me. 




H




There is no pain. I forget to be grateful for that. There is no fatigue, too. I can roam the streets and alleys without pausing for breath. My lungs do not flood and bring me to the floor. I never stumble. There are no bloody knees. There is no illness, no fever, no fear. 

She is not so lucky. She is growing old, even as I watch. Time is not treating her with the kindess that her kindness deserves. I know that one day her body will fail. I will take her to the waters and let her go. The Ioxians burn their bodies so the smoke and ash might reach the sky, but I will not need to be so crude. 

It will not happen soon, but all times are soon to me now. 




H







There are robots here on Elboreth now. They have not come before and — people tell me — they have come because of me. If they wish to speak to me, I say, then they are welcome to. I am not hiding. I am not difficult to find. My name is well-known both above and below the Wall. What I do not say is that the robots are not here to speak to me, because if they wished to speak to me, they would have done so without travelling here. 

And yet I do think they are here because of me. I think they have become interested in this moon because I am interested in it. I am an explorer and a documentor, and the consequence of that is that unknown places are becoming found, and, to them, Elboreth is one such place.

The robots so far have said nothing to anyone. They move in groups of two or three, rolling silently through the streets. Where they cannot pass they wait, unmoving, unrequesting, until someone lays down a ramp simply to make them go away. It is like they are looking for something, and I know she thinks they are looking for me. But they are not. I do not understand what they are looking for. 

So I asked them. I left my building, here in the rooftops of the Citadel, and I made my way down to the Yard and waited there. I can wait as well as any Ioxian drone. The robots who saw me followed, and gathered around me, not putting themselves away but lowering their spines and hiding their faces. It is strange to attribute something like a gesture to a machine but it is the only word I can think of to describe what they did. They answered that it was not supplication, because status between machines is known at all times and does not require display. Instead, they said, it was so that when further robots arrived they would be able to see over the heads of the first. Perhaps this is true. Perhaps this is why all groups of people sit in the presence of one who stands to speak. 

More robots did come. I cannot be sure if it was all of them, but I think it was. And once they were all assembled around me they began to ask me questions, but I did not like the way they spoke. “Speak to me with your voices,” I demanded, loudly enough that the Elborethians hovering nervously beyond the group could hear every word. “Speak to me as you would speak to those who call this moon their home, their place-on-the-water.” I used the machine word for them to show them that I knew it, though they understand this speech well enough. 

The robots elected a leader, silently, in less time than it takes for a butterfly to open its wings. This machine rolled a half-length forward and lifted its head so it could be seen by those further back. “We will ask our question in the way you require,” it said, forming each word with the crisp precision of crystal. “But we do not understand why you require it.”

“Because understanding is a wide space,” I reply, speaking slowly and thinking hard as I speak, “and words are lines sketched wide across the page. To communicate too precise a thing is to be misunderstood.” 

“We have no conception of what you mean,” the robot answers. “We believe we have much to learn. We hope that you can help us to better understand.”

“I will try. What brings you here? What harm do you mean the people of this moon?”

The question is less for me and more for the crowd beyond. I feel them stiffen and strain their ears. A few reach for stones or bars of metal.

“We can do no harm,” the robot replies. “And we are here for you. To better understand you. If you were not in this place, we would not be in this place. If you wish to leave, we will follow.” 

“And why do you want to know me?” I ask, and this time the question is mine, and the answer I receive startles me because I had, not for a moment, considered it to be a possibility. I had assumed I was to be removed: I assumed that, somehow, despite the great distance I had travelled, Iox was once more stretching out its great hand to take me back. I had assumed I would need the gathered crowd to hold back the robots while I hid myself aboard my ship. In all of that, I was wrong.

“We have come because we do not understand what you are. We entered your core to speak to your human and we did not understand what we saw there.”

“They call me dBsgj,” I tell them. “Do you understand what this means?” 

“We do, but we do not understand.” 

“Nor do I,” I tell them. “In time, I hope to understand better.”

“We will help you. We are compelled to help, until such time as it becomes clear whether you are human or not.” 

“And if I am not as you think?”

“You are as we think you are,” the robot replies. There can be no uncertainty for a machine, for though they calculate with probabilities, they understand the world through a fixed frame, like the stupidest intelligent people always do. “You are something we have not seen before. But you are possible, because you exist, and therefore we must understand you.” 

“Send the others away. They do not need to be here. Stay and talk with me, and over time, perhaps we will understand each other better.”

There is no discussion or debate. Robot decisions are made the way that buildings fall: a piece is taken here, pushed there, and then the structure is gone. When the Archer crumbles, he will fall the same way. The square empties, leaving an empty space and the gasping faces of the people visible behind. Only the lead robot remains. 

“I will show you to my building,” I tell it. “I have a library, a place to think and write.” I do not mention the ship, but of course the robot already knows about it. 

“Such places…” it begins. 

“You will see how they are useful to me,” I continue. “A place gives ground for an activity to grow in that place, the way a garden makes a space for flowers or fruit. And you will meet my friend, who lives with me, who builds and gathers the things that I need. There will be space for you there, for as long as you need to remain.” 

“Then I am grateful,” the machine replies, “and I will follow.” 

“If you are to be my guest and live within my debt,” I tell it, as we reach the door of the building they have made for me, “then the custom of this moon demands that you have a name. Do you have one?”

“No.” The machine does not even pause to think. “There is no one to give me such a name, nor any purpose to having one. Every machine is identical to every machine. Or so we understood.”

“You are wrong,” I tell it. “To prove that, I will give you a name. Your name shall be star-holder (dBpiyu), because of the secret you now carry.”

“It is a good name,” the machine says.




H




I ask the machine what the robots are doing on Iox. The robot says they have been digging for something, and hauling it in large ships to a point on the furthest rim. I ask if they have finished. The robot says that the mines of Iox will run dry just as the mines of Elboreth once did, but that still more of this precious mineral must be found. They will search the Nebula for it, tirelessly, and dig it wherever they can.

I ask him what they are building, but the robot will not tell me. It does not know what I am, or if I can be trusted. Whatever they are building, it is important to them. They do not want anything to endanger its completion. The machine will not even tell me the name of it, but I already know the name. 

Since they entered my mind above Iox, I have heard it in my sleep. 




qmDyivqpi 




There are places in the Nebula into which water falls and does not return. I have seen great waterfalls that disappear into nothingness. They terrify me. The boat need only list onto its side to be swept up and lost forever. What lies beneath these pits? I escaped one once, but still I do not know.

This is what I do know. If there are places in this Nebula that work differently to other places, places where the channels widen into a lake or gather up into a knotted fist, then this qmDyivqpi will be built at such a point. A point of potential. A point from which change is possible.

The robot says qmDyivqpi is the path to the future. The future, it seems to me, is a river that falls without returning; without one, there can only always be the Loop. 




H







This, then, is how we live.

I sail. Sometimes, I sail alone. On other days, she comes with me. She tries the booms on the slower waters. She has sculled us through the dead water of Ghosts Wake and sailed the slow wide turns of the Singing Waste, that tilt the boat so far over to one side that our books slide across the floor. When she tires, I sail us home, and sometimes she sleeps. Other times she makes notes for the second boat. 

The second boat is being built in the cave, on the days when she does not come with me. She is building it to be better: smoother in the water; prouder; with fuller sails for speed and a longer prow to prevent yaw. She also has ideas for how to make it easier to sail, for both us. The winches are too close together for me, the armatures that connect to the booms are too heavy for her. 

In short, this new ship will be the better ship, once it is ready, and when that time comes we will sail her, and this craft that got us started will be docked on wooden blocks in another cave opening, and I will use it as my study for the days when I do not sail. When I do not sail, I write. 




H




Elboreth, as I have said already many times, is a mountain. The streets and buildings climb this mountain, so that if the Archer was to turn his head he would see a staircase, and if the rivers were to open from above, they would see the stepping levels of a playful waterfall. But there are no buildings at the top of the mountain: where the great dome of the Council once stood there is only bare rock, a few trees and a little of the scrubbiest grass that clings on with thick fingers to the raw stone. The builders of the city clearly thought it was not worth bringing materials up this high to rebuild, after whatever was here before was levelled. 

But I find that people do gather here: the view is spectacular and one can see all across the Wires and they look like scattered stones, like our Archer has tossed them out to see how far they might go. I wonder sometimes why there are fewer stones than I recall. Where did the others go? Did the water, over time, carry them away? Anyway, people sit, and share their thoughts, and eat, and children play, climbing the trees and scampering over the rocks like so many goats. 

I have found myself a place out here, too. There is a path suitable for my tracks, and near the top, there is a level rock, smooth on one side and sheer on the other. I climb it via the smooth side and drive up to the edge, and from there I can be seen and heard, and from there I speak. I point my arm out towards the Nebula and I tell them what I can see. I lie a little for effect: I tell them I can see it all — the green valley of dc0Dkf, the wild rapids around dcwyutK, the deep Eye of the Cyclones itself, and so on. 

I tell them about each one, and about the people who live there; stories both strange and true, both funny and profound. I tell them that, out there in the Nebula, are others both like and unlike themselves, not to be feared or avoided, but to be sought out and enjoyed. I tell them stories of the sailing I have done, and the rivers I have seen. I call out names they have never heard and they learn them like magic spells. More and more come to listen each day.

And when she has finished our new boat, we will, I think, teach them the art, and they will make more. There are young people here who see in my stories the explorers they wish to become. And this Nebula — disconnected, broken apart, lost — needs explorers to bind it together. I tell them what they will find when they finally leave these shores, both from what I have seen and what I saw before. I am the Slow Mirror from the story of dugki, and I reflect the whole of the Nebula. 

When I am not at the top of the mountain I go down to the Catkis Yard and think. I find that when I stand there, I become larger than I am elsewhere. I can reach out with senses I do not know I have and see the moons of the Nebula all hanging in their balance, like beads threaded on a necklace pooled in a stone bowl. Iox is one such bead, and it is a valuable one: made of a rare, purple mineral that all but floats. When I stand in the Yard and I am larger on the inside than at any other time, I know that the mines of the moon that was once Iox are rich in something so precious it is dug day and night by tireless workers who wish no interruption and who fear invasion greatly.

I am writing slowly. This will be, I think, the end of my private book. I will not have it copied. My other book is going well now. There will be volumes and volumes of it, I think. I have a lot to say! Flows and motion, confluences and dawn.

One final thing. I have found an eye, on an ice-touched ruin in the Sky Wild. The river grazed it so closely I was able to open the hatch and roll myself onto the rock’s surface (with a rope attached so I might haul myself back in). This was undignified and slow, but, by the Goddess, it worked! And in that ruin — which was nothing but a chunk of stone wall and arch, dropped like a breadcrumb from some larger structure hidden in the clouds around us — I found a door, and above the door, twinkling, there was an eye. I took the bricks apart one by one using my hopper, blasting each through the eye until the eye itself fell. I caught it (but I do not believe it would have smashed: eyes are not glass but some other material I do not know how to name). I got it aboard and she has fitted it, at last, into the socket above the prow. 

Thus the last piece is in its place. I will finish this, and then I will return to Iox. I will go down to its surface with dBpiyu as my guide, to discover, at last, what remains of that once-dominant place. I know what they are collecting; I want to know where they are taking it, and why.

May the Goddess grant me the courage to face what I will find.
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This curious book I’ve found is filled with names, and most I have not attempted to make sense of. The problem of translating names from Ancient into modern Ioxian has always been a difficult one. While it’s easy to spot a name — the core glyph d appears at the beginning, as I have said — the actual content of a name appears, at first glance, to a be random series of glyphs. They stick to none of the usual rules and form phrases that are unfamiliar or just plain nonsense. 


The opinion on Iox is split. Some scholars say these names are merely stand-ins, the way a rough wooden statue can stand in for a Goddess in a ritual. A name has no meaning, after all, except the one it is understood to have by those who hear it, so you could assign any random symbols to a person to identify them, so long as everyone agreed. (My name is said “Aliya” and I’m told it means “exalted one”, but in Ancient it might as well be written dbyrFaypqDym, which is the Ancient word for pig.)


Others suggest each glyph in Ancient once had a sound (as the symbols in modern Ioxian do: I have been using those sounds throughout this account to try to capture the words of Ancient and patois I’ve heard spoken aloud). If that’s true, then the sounds of Ancient in a name, taken together, might approximate the person’s spoken name. The sounds have been lost, of course, but perhaps one day, we will find enough known names to piece the speech back together. That said, I’ve seen attempts at this done, and the resulting noises are ridiculous. I’ve seen librarians howling like children while claiming to be doing serious, learned work.


To me, it all seems pretty obvious. People are people, and they don’t name their children like jars in a storeroom. Names are things given and they have intention. They are always a curse or a blessing; people pick them to mark what a thing is or what it will be. The possibilities for a name are as wide as the Nebula itself — a son might be called ‘bold heart’ as quickly as ‘soft heart’ — but there is always substance behind the choice.


However, while Ancient is a beautiful script, and a precise one, in its way, it is not compact: a simple word like ‘honesty’ or ‘resilience’ might run to a score of characters, and if that was the name of your child you wouldn’t be able to yell it at them when they were lying about stealing an orange, or were about to fall out of a tree. 


So it seems to me that the glyphs in a name are most likely to be a shortening of a word — a simplification — that summarises both the sound (if these glyphs ever had sounds) and the meaning, all at once. The names act like icons; not accurate, but suggestive of meaning. The carver always tries, at least, to capture the Goddess’ true face.


Consider the examples we do know. Despite all the mysteries, there are names in Mazwai we can speak aloud, not least Mazwai’s own. The Ancient rendering of that — dBsgj — doesn’t appear in the Chronicles itself: Mazwai always refers to herself in the first person. But on older editions, her name has been written in by her copyists, and this is how I came to recognise it on Iox, and again in the Raven’s book. The pronunciation we use comes to us, we think, alongside these copies: people handed the volume one to the next saying, these are the Chronicles of Mazwai and you should pay attention! And so Mazwai’s name survived.


(And it really has, too; ordinary people from Renaki to Tairaial have heard of Mazwai, though with their different accents they all say it differently. Myari’s family comes from Renaki originally, and she says the name so strangely that when I first heard her say it, I thought she meant some other writer. But the truth is she’s just saying it more like her own name: “mya-zwi-ya”, where she is “mya-ari.”)


Within the Chronicles themselves, Mazwai refers to the names of various specific moons a lot. These names follow a pattern that’s similar to people’s names only with the addition of a place glyph, and sometimes there are enough clues in what she’s saying that you can figure out which moon she’s talking about. So, for instance, dcwyutK is described as a place of commerce and fine things, surrounded by steep waterfalls and fast rapids that make both piracy and tax collection difficult. While some scholars claimed it was a mythical place, a kind of exciting freeport, Huang has always insisted she meant Renaki. The component wyu inside the name might be a simplification of give — svwayu — making Renaki’s “full” name place-give-many-be. 


We can be more certain that dcmvwyJ represents Elboreth (and I have used that throughout my recent translation). Supposedly the name means ‘moon of thieves’, but the glyphs here are unconvincing: they read place-rock-of-travel-speech. Perhaps, after reversing a similar simplification to the one I think Renaki uses, its true meaning is place-rock-of-stories? (Which could then become ‘moon of lies’, which in turn becomes ‘moon of thieves’, as Elboreth falls further into disrepute.)


Finally there is dcfltK, known to contain a University. If this is Iox, then its Ancient name is not-time-many-be, but here we have a different problem: it’s far too long. Elboreth’s name (disregarding the place marker) could be pronounced “el-bo-re-eth”, and split across four significant glyphs that way. But however I mangle the word “Iox”, it is always two sounds and two sounds only. And the end of Iox and the end of Renaki are the same — tK — so shouldn’t their names end in the same sound? I have no answer for this.


As for people, the book from the ship’s hold mentions lots of them, giving the names of — as far as I can tell, anyway — ordinary citizens from the time. (People whose speech and mannerisms are also recorded! After so many years of reading Mazwai the painter of landscapes and mythological ideas, to see her recording what she said and heard first hand is humbling. Huang would need to have a lie down.) But I have nowhere to begin with deciphering these. There is no reason to suppose any Ancient names are still given to children born on Elboreth today.


But, all in all, perhaps some progress can be made. When I stood before the machine in the heart of Heaven’s Vault, I spoke to it using pieced-together words of Elborethian, a language much older than anyone on this moon chooses to believe. I must have sounded like a tiny infant spelling from a book. Ti-far (light-travel) I’d said, meaning, to open, and the machine had kindly understood; then el, my own nickname, meaning rock or moon (and which appears, as though on cue, at the beginning of the Ancient name for Elboreth). That was how the words had suggested themselves to me, because I have stood all of my life with one foot in waters of Ancient script and the other in the patois of my home city. The only way to think about what words to say in that place, in that silent moment, had been to draw from both pools, binding their flows together. 


What if the truth was that simple? Light — ti — p. Travel — far — w. Moon — el — m. What if the words that ancient machine had spoken were simply a line of glyphs read aloud the same way a cobbler calls out his stitches as he sews? Then understanding the language of the machines would be nothing more than a process of plucking words like flowers from the fragments of patois that spring up in the cracks of this city, identifying each one and pressing it into my little notebook alongside its correct label. I could piece the whole language together brick by brick like I was retiling a courtyard. What a delightful, simple process that would be! 


I don’t believe it for a moment. Nothing is so freely given. For instance, take Mazwai’s own name. dBsgj contains, clearly, the glyph for water. Meanwhile, the Elborethian game of fa’zuki is played by moving stones down a board that represents a network of rivers: travelling (far) the zuki. But however hard I twist my tongue, I can’t manage to produce an accent where Mazwai comes out “ma-zuki-ai”, or anything similar. That k is too strong to get dropped, surely?


Perhaps it is just a matter of time, and this strange spoken language started out as a reading of Ancient glyphs, but after a hundred generations of people knocking it about, messing up the words the way people in a city chop through old houses, reforming them into new ones, it has grown into a thing all of its own. Maybe too much foliage has gathered around the words by the time Mazwai comes along to make any logical sense of it, and one must feel for the meaning instead? 


Once in the Orphanage, Oroi got stuck up a tree. She shouted to a boy below to get help because she could not climb down. The boy found an older child and told her, who told another, who told another, and so on, until it reached the ear of one of the Grey Ladies, who ran outside in a panic because she believed that Oroi was hanging upside-down from this tree by one foot. Every story changes in the telling, and the name Mazwai itself has been handed to us, from mouth to ear, for over a thousand years. 


For all I know, when she wrote her book, she was called Aliya Elasra. She claims to have been to Heaven’s Vault, after all.
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I intended that as a joke, but the joke has lodged in my brain like a rhythm, and I cannot shake it free. 


As I wrote already, the one Ancient name we do know is Mazwai’s own. Her glyphs, if they mean anything at all, suggest rivers, robots, life, as though she joins all the Nebula together. But the strange thing about The Raven’s Book is that she doesn’t use this name at all until the very end. Instead, she introduces herself as dijxmDk — height, life, rocks, plants, loops. It is a name that might befit a gecko, perhaps. 


Except…


Except for one thing, which I am reluctant to write. But I will try.


There is a page in the book (I have it in front of me now) where she mentions a moon of fields and pigs which she calls dc0Dkf. She says this is visible on the sail back from (what I think is) Iox. Imagine for a moment that this moon is Maersi. In the middle of that name is Dk. This pair appears nowhere in my lexicon of Ancient, I am quite certain, but it does appear in the name Mazwai uses for herself through this book: dijxmDk. That name itself appears to come in two parts, divided by a x, and the second part is made of elements we can now, perhaps, give sounds to. mDk is el from rock and aers — perhaps — from Maersi. El-aer.


What of the first part of her name? The symbol high I have seen before, in the word for Heaven’s Vault: vcyqpi swii. That is a name I’ve heard spoken, first by Aamir who overheard it from a robot, and secondly by a recording on the slopes of the mountain itself. The phrase was bo-cataliti ifarali, some parts of which fit with what I have already surmised. Far, again, appears where the w glyph does. Bo perhaps corresponds to the opening v, which also dutifully appears within the name of Elboreth (so dcmvwyJ is, if we can ignore the leading place marker, rock-of-something pronounced el-bo-reth. The w here does not come out as far, however, which might be enough to sink the whole idea, unless Elboreth was once Elbofareth).


What is clearer is that the two words of Heaven’s Vault share the i symbol, and they share the sound ali, with aliti in the first word being the pair pi. (There are so many problems here! The order is wrong, since I already know ti refers to light. The second word has two i symbols but the word does not repeat the sound. Perhaps ifaraliali sounds ridiculous to an Ancient ear, or perhaps a doubled glyph is simply spoken with emphasis, as in ifar-ALI. Is this strong enough ground to walk on? I have fallen through better-built floors before.) 


For j I have nothing to use, except for dBsgj — Mazwai herself. Her last syllable is ai. 


Taken together, dij, without the naming glyph at the start, is ali-ai. Thus Mazwai’s original name, in full, is Ali-ai El-aer.


I am writing this down here because I am trying to persuade myself that I have become so self-satisfied that I’m writing myself into history. 


But then again, I remember the statue I saw with Six in the archives under Iox. The one of Mazwai the Wanderer; the one Myari never allowed me to see; the one which wore my face. 


And I remember that it was Myari who took me from the Orphanage, not I who climbed my way out.
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The last but one page of the book contains several mentions of one curious phrase: qmDyi v qpi. The text gives this phrase so much weight I have left it untranslated. I want to give it some proper thought, I suppose. I would like to ask Huang about it. I would like to argue the different options with him over a cup of tea on the bench beneath the canopy of the Great Tree. That would be nice. I never loved Huang, except as a brother, but his company was good for me. I wonder if the bench is still there or if it has been washed away? I wonder if the sundial is now above or below the waterline?


Huang, here is what I would have said to you: while the second part of the phrase is unambiguous, the first word is something I’ve never seen before. Read literally it means thing-rock-plant-high. I have translated Dyi before as tree: while it looks like “tall plant”, I think it’s more correct to say “the plant of tallness”, meaning specifically that particular plant for whom tallness is its defining characteristic. Hence, the tree. This significant phrase, then, is a rock-tree. I want to translate it as “tower” — the tree, made of stone — and the whole phrase as “tower of stars”. But I’m unhappy with it. I feel in my gut some element of the name has been lost along the way.


Huang would shake his head and say that Ancient follows rules, and the rules only need to be understood for the barrier of language to fall away. He would have then translated it as “plant on top of a high mountain”, or something equally foolish.


But Huang is usually wrong: literal when he should be figurative, religious when he should be practical, amorous when he should trustworthy. It is the Tower of Stars: qmDyi v qpi: El-ae-ali bo aliti. 


And more than this — it does not have the naming glyph, which tells me that its name describes exactly what it is.
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Tapi comes to find me. He comes all the way down the dock, wiping his hands on a rag from his pocket as he enters, as though my doorhandles are unclean. He looks at the ship with an appraising eye. “My dear Aliya,” he says, “this seems very promising. But you might have told me?”


“I haven’t had a chance,” I answer. It’s hard to talk over the sound of hammering and drilling: Ozyek has the boat hoisted up off the floor and is fitting the new jointed running board below, following the directions from the book. “It’s been busy.”


“You do seem terribly busy,” he agrees, eyes twinkling. “I only wanted to see how you were. Business is so rare now it costs me nothing to see a friend. When will she be ready to sail, do you suppose?”


“Soon. We’re fixing her up.”


“So I see. And wherever did you get her? She’s not your old ship, I’m sure. Your old ship wasn’t missing whole…” He waves a vague hand to indicate the exposed underside of the boat. “… bits.”


“This boat is the Raven,” I tell him, “and I got her from Iox. I might have got a lot else, but Iox flooded and I barely got out alive.”


Tapi never reacts with shock, but, at the very least, one brushstroke eyebrow lifts up. That will have to do. “Sounds dreadful.”


“It was. People I know died. It’s not a joking matter.”


“I wouldn’t dream of joking. Iox, gone? This is all very serious.” He thinks for a moment, then nods. “Well, I should be going, of course. I wouldn’t want to slow you down. You do remember our arrangement?”


“A debt is a debt. Here. I do have something for you.” I reach into my bag and produce fire-eater, the little dagger I lifted from the archive on Iox. I hand it over to Tapi, who takes it with reverence.


“Look at this! How fine! What workmanship! In return for my assistance, my aid in your hour of need — do you remember it, Aliya? I told you to take anything, anything you wanted… And you return with this? What is it? A darling paperknife? Or perhaps, a tool for picking away the little stones from the bottom of your boot? Or is it a dagger, to stab your husband with in the dead of night if he snores?” He tosses the blade aside. The clatter on the stone is like a laugh. “I have a thousand daggers, Aliya, as you know, because you have already dismissed them all as worthless. Do not insult me.”


“That’s all I got.” I go over and pick it up. The point of the blade has chipped.


“Then you must do better. And when you do, you will let me know.” 


Mazwai’s book is on my desk upstairs. I don’t suppose Tapi looked into all my rooms on the way down here, but he might have done. Then again, he might not know how to tell one old book from another. 


“Anything dividable, you get a share. That was our arrangement,” I reply coldly. 


“And anything learned,” he finishes. “Don’t forget me, Aliya. Please. We must all support one another in these difficult times. Otherwise, where will we be? We will be at each other’s throats. And your little dagger will do you little good then.” 


Ozyek finishes a round of hammering and looks up, wiping his brow and frowning. Tapi shoots him a winning-white smile. Ozyek nods in return.


“I like your man,” Tapi murmurs through one side of his mouth. “I wonder where you found him?”


“He’s from Iox, too. He’s going back.” 


Tapi nods. “Of course. And we don’t buy or sell people here on Elboreth, as you know. Your robot friend disapproves of it, and he’s quite right, I’m sure. Good faith, Aliya. Don’t stay away so long next time. It’s a very long climb for me to come up here, and I hate to leave the shop untended. What if I miss a customer?”


“You’d better hurry back,” I reply. 


“I had better do that, yes.” 


With that he turns and glides away. But I’m thinking, Ozyek hired six young people to help lift the boat, which is six pairs of eyes that must have noticed me leaving the ship carrying an old book. I have never been certain that Tapi is ruthless in his dealings, but I have always suspected it. 


I leave the chamber, striding up the passage to my courtyard, and I dive into my study. I needn’t have worried: The Raven’s Book is as I left it, open to the last but one page. I go over to touch it and take a breath, before leaving the room and pulling the door firmly shut behind me. 


“Oh, one last thing,” Tapi says from where he’s standing, on the other side of the courtyard, almost out of sight behind the pillar he’s leaning against. “Did I mention that I’ve always wanted to sail myself? I think next time you try that ship of yours, I should be aboard. Don’t you agree?” 
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In the final pages of her book, Mazwai describes locating and fitting an eye to her ship and planning to sail to Iox, to descend and explore. What she found down there is not recorded, but given that she continued after this trip to complete her Chronicles and indeed went on to found the principles of the Loop upon which Ioxian society — and the Holy Empire itself — was built, I can only surmise that she found Iox empty and she was pivotal in bringing people there to settle it. 


Sometimes in her writing she writes as though she is both looking back and looking forward into the Nebula: a point of view I find confusing, but I have seen before. Huang and Myari — may the waters carry her home — always talked the same way. 


It is the core principle of the Loop, after all.
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But this academic work of mine must also cease, for now. Ozyek’s modifications to the ship are complete. The new lower board — the keel — is ready to be tested. There’s no point in being cautious. Either it’ll take me to Renaki or I’ll roll over and sink as soon as the river starts to move. Either way, I have to try. Oroi needs me, and I’ve already taken too long. I’ll take Six — but I can’t take Talliin; the whole of Elboreth is relying on him. At least I’ll be able to talk to Ozyek through him if I need to. 


I do not know what I’ll find when I reach Renaki, or how I might even begin to help. But I know and understand one thing (that Mazwai understood just as well): we must be connected if we are to survive. When we divide ourselves up — into moons, into families, into beings — then we fall, as certainly and as fast as the bricks in an arch, who cannot stand alone. 


This new sea calls to me. I must sail it, and soon. But that’s not what I’m doing now. I stand and leave my writing desk, and slip out into the dark streets. Night has fallen. There is no one to watch me let down my friends. Poor Oroi. I know she would not understand, because, our whole lives, she never has. When she was hanging from that tree, I was sitting below, reading a book, and though I know I should have rushed for help, I didn’t go. I wanted to finish the page. I couldn’t do otherwise. 


Poor Ozyek, too. He is waiting for me to make good on my promise, but I am not going to sail him home to Iox, not yet. His wife and children must miss him terribly. But I am still not going to do it. Because I cannot rest until I know. That is my curse. I am Tienreya, light-bringer, and I must bring the light. 


(And then there’s Tapi, who’ll probably raid my home while I’m away and steal my furniture.)


I cross the old Labourer’s Yard. Talliin sees me but does not try to stop me. I wonder if he can guess my intention: but he has, I think, been waiting for this moment for a very long time. I keep going. The tall gates of the Orphanage are sealed up for the night. If any of the children peered out the window they might think I was a thief stealing by, but I reach the Catkis Yard without anyone raising an alarm. The stalls of the day are gone, packed away into the corners. A few rotten oranges roll around in the gutter, dripping juice into the old tunnels below that we use as sewers. 


Six is here, as I’d expected, immobile near the Gate and lost in thoughts as wide as the Nebula. I walk right past it and up the steps, to stand before the deep-set eye. 


It sees me without hesitation. “Set boyauki refar.” 


Six slides up behind me, as though summoned.


“El-ae-ali bo aliti,” I reply.


My pronunciation must be awkward, or plain wrong. The Gate does not seem to understand. I try turning it over in my mouth, twisting my tongue to sound more like Myari, or more like Huang. 


“Eliali bo aliti. Elasali bo aliti. Eliasali bo aliti.”


The Gate responds.


“Ieni-hua ke,” it says. 




H





An instant that might have been a thousand years passes and then I am standing outside a building built on the levelled peak of a mountain shaped like a spear tip. The rivers are nowhere to be seen. Below there is only down, and cold, and dusty darkness.


Stone walls lead left and right, strong and demanding. Before me is a heavy wooden door whose many complex carvings surround an Ancient numeral, written twice: 
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“This is not the place you requested,” Six remarks quietly, one pace behind. “It is as close as the Gate is able to take us. Whatever this place was, and that place, they were once connected directly.”


I nod, but I don’t turn around. The building is the burned one we visited before, remade. The glint of the glass dome above it is visible past the buttressing on top of the wall.


“What was the name of that place, Six? Before. I never wrote it down.”


“Cat-iangti orteki, Mistress.”


Cat-iangti: a place for gathering the knowledge of light. 


“It was never a library, Six. Books don’t burn to ash like the ash we found. Their bindings char but the pages inside don’t burn, not unless the fire is so hot that the book is completely consumed, and in that case, there’s nothing left.”


“Then what was it, Mistress?”


“I have no idea. But whatever it was… here is another that they forgot to burn. It must have been lost a long time. Oh, and I figured out how they built it — how they got the stone up so high.” 


Six seems surprised. “Indeed?”


“It was in the book I’ve been reading. The robots were mining iolite. From Elboreth, originally, and then from Iox. Elsewhere, too, maybe. I think if you had enough iolite, you could use it to float something, even something really heavy, like one of these stone blocks. Although I wouldn’t want to be the one doing it. Another thing. You told me before that Myari set me to finding the other places like this — but I realised that can’t have been true. She wasn’t thinking about other sites, or history, or anything. She was done with it all. So why did you tell me that?”


“I did not.”


“You did. I remember it.” 


“I told you Myari was my primary user, which was true. And I told you I could not disobey the commands I was given.”


I run that over in my head a second time, until I see the crack in the bucket. “You did not say who the commands were from. I assumed they were from Myari, but they weren’t.”


“I did not,” the robot repeats. “And they were not.“


“Can you tell me now? Who wanted me to find that place? Who wants me here, now? Who gets to give you commands without being your primary user?”


“A primary user is the one human to whom I am bound, Mistress. Incidentally, that is now you, by prior claim.”


“So you can tell me, then. I order it.” 


“You, Mistress. I follow your orders.”


I glare at it. The accursed thing is lying to me again, or deceiving me, or otherwise trying to sneak past the question. “You won’t answer?”


“I have answered, Mistress. Please. Let us proceed, or else return home.” 


“You don’t mind which?”


“Last time we explored a site such as this, you came close to asphyxiation. I suggest we return home.”


“But you always say that when you want me to keep going.” I turn my attention back to the building and run my hand across the door. It is so heavy it is like the tree that grew it is still alive. Good wood is as tough as iron, especially so far away from the grinding water. “Can you hopper us through?”


“Not with the local eye. The roof is transparent but there are no rivers above, only open space. But I would suggest, given that the door is sealed without a key from the inside, that when this site was in use, someone remained inside to open the door.”


“You’re joking.”


“I do not believe I ever joke. At least, not successfully.”


“Fine. I’ll play along.”


There is no rotten corner in the door to pick away at, no cracks to exploit with a crowbar; not that I’ve brought any tools with me, anyway. Aside from the robot and myself, there is nothing here. Barren rock without a trace of wind. An empty, inky sky, like this was the last place the Gods ever made. 


“Let’s see if they’re still there, then.” It’s a foolish idea, but I raise a fist and knock anyway. The sound is lost in an instant. It disappears into the vastness surrounding us as though it has never been. There is no trace of an echo. I knock again, and a third time, and each is lost as completely. I am about to turn to Six with some scathing remark when something happens that makes the words turn to salt in my throat.


The door moves. It cracks a tiny distance ajar. Through the opening, there spills a gentle, flickering blue light, and then — there is a voice.


“Olo-ke. Olo-ke?”


I turn to Six, wide-eyed. The robot is impassive and silent. 


“What do I say?” I hiss. 


“Introduce yourself,” Six replies. “Be assured, my hopper gun is prepared.”


I turn back to the gap in the doorway. I try to steady my breathing, and think. The opening is barely a finger’s width wide. I’ve probably just knocked it loose, and the voice is only the sound of the air inside, escaping with a sigh. But the light coming through is not riverlight. It’s something else, equally familiar. 


“My name is…” I begin, uncertainly, leaning towards the door.


But I don’t say more because the door shifts again. It opens completely, to reveal a robot. A robot with a face that I recognise, because it looks like mine.


“Ieni-hua, izwiya,” it says. Its accent is thick and strange. “They call me that-which-sails. They call me Mazwai. I have been waiting for you.”
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The robot rolls smoothly back to grant us entry to the chamber, and I tumble in behind. 


Inside, it’s like standing at the bottom of a well. The ceiling is a circle of sheer glass, so clear that it only gives itself away in the small cracks and patches of ice that crust its surface. There’s only blackness beyond. Otherwise, the room is filled with shelves, all stuffed with scrolls and documents, some so old they seem to be made of dust, some so new they might have been written moments before we came in. I know the layout already before I see it: concentric rings around an open central space. It is what I had pictured in the burned library, made whole. 


What I didn’t imagine and didn’t predict is the mechanical contraption in the middle. My first reaction is sheer wonder: it is like nothing I’ve ever seen. Firstly, it’s tall — it reaches right up to touch the dome itself. Secondly, it stays upright despite being assembled from a mad tangle of arcing brass rods and wide plate mirrors with no structure or visible support. Third, and worst of all, even though it seems like it is ready to crash down at the slightest touch, it’s in constant motion. Pieces shift in and around themselves like streaming ribbons. I can’t begin to appreciate the meaning behind it, or imagine how the parts were put into place. 


“Mistress,” Six declares, from behind me. “It is a saleiang.” And the accursed thing is right, as always: I can see the resemblance to Tapi’s many-armed trinkets as soon as I’m able to look past the uncanny counterbalance of it all. This is a room-sized version of those fortune-tellers, or more likely, those trinkets are miniature replicas of this monstrosity. 


The robot calling itself Mazwai seems oblivious to my awe. “This is the last to remain of the nine,” she announces calmly. “The others are gone, destroyed by those who believe the Nebula cannot survive the knowledge this place was made to reveal. Without the others, the work has been slower, but it has proceeded all the same. It nears completion.”


“You’re really Mazwai?” I ask, trying to catch up.


“It has been my name for two thousand years.”


“But you can’t be Mazwai. I know, I read your book, but still… The author of the Chronicles? The first explorer of the Nebula? The great Ioxian sailor? You can’t be.” I laugh, gesturing. “You’re a robot.”


“I sailed a boat built by the great En’rezai. Two boats, although the second was the finer of the two...”


“Robots can sail, Mistress,” Six says quietly, from behind me. “Robots can write.”


I whip round to glare at it. “Come on, Six. Be serious. This can’t be Mazwai. She had a statue in the archive. It had legs.” 


“They carved me as I am,” Mazwai assures me. “As I am.” 


“You’re a machine.“


“Thin water dries on the rocks it passes.”


By the Goddess, I think. She even talks like Mazwai. 


“Mazwai.” I can hardly believe it. A deep silence awaits my words. “I have so many questions. About the Loop. The Nebula. And…” I lift a hand, gesturing to my face.


I trail off, but the robot says nothing. 


“Won’t you tell me?”


Nothing. The face flickers, but doesn’t blink.


“Six?” I ask, murmuring over my shoulder. “… What’s wrong with it?”


“Decrepitude,” Six replies. “It is very old.”


“So? So are you. So’s Talliin.”


“I would suggest this one carries a heavier burden within its core. I bore the First Empress for a time, as you know, and I continue to be grateful for your prompt removal of her.”


“It is good you have come, Aliya Elasra,” Mazwai continues, and the use of my name — pronounced so strangely — makes me startle. “You are required. The rising waters have come at a time both good, and difficult.” 


“How do you know my name?” I demand, and the machine replies: 


“The same way that you know mine.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I answer, suddenly annoyed, and I turn away from the robot to pace the room and gather my thoughts. Whatever I had expected to find here, this isn’t it. Not this. Not the Loop made real. Not Myari, proven correct beyond all doubt. 


It’s maddening. This robot, who claims to be Mazwai — who talks like Mazwai, but then, that signifies nothing: any robot could have read Mazwai over the years. And who looks like me — but what is a robot’s face? Nothing but a picture. If Oroi had knocked on the door, maybe the robot would have had her smile instead. 


And then there is the Raven’s hidden book — which if I’ve even translated it properly, explains everything and nothing at the same time. It claims the robot in front of me is me, and was somehow tossed into a robot shell by the Vault, a place which I both visited and left without incident, in its future, which is somehow also my past. 


After pacing a full circuit and getting nowhere, like every Loop scholar before me, I return to the great machine in the centre. It’s obviously the most significant thing here. The rest of the room is arranged around it like cushions around a throne. It shines and sparkles: glimpses of light from above catch on its mirrors and are tossed, palm to palm, around its structure in playful, winding patterns. 


“This is the last to remain,” the robot declares again. “Nine were made to follow the Wanderer through the nine aspects of the sky. Now only this observatory remains, and the Wanderer has gone unobserved for many hundreds of years. But we believe he will return. We await his return.” 


“The Wanderer? I thought the Wanderer was another name for Mazwai. For you.”


“Over time,” the robot replies, “two legends may become one, as their stories are retold, just as two springs may join to form one river. It does not mean the water flows from a single source.” 


“Six?” I plead. “Do you know what she’s talking about?” 


“Beyond the obvious, Mistress? No. I am as ignorant as you.” 


“Even though you set me off on this? You picked up that book in Tapi’s shop. Then you helped me find the ship… You must have known why.” 


“I was compelled to assist, Mistress, that is all.”


“Just doing what you were told.” Same as I’m supposed to, I think. “Well, here I am.” I turn back to the robot woman. “So? What do you want with me?”


The robot raises one hand. Even its holographic fingers are like mine, dextrous and slender; the fingers, as I was told as a child, of a thief. It uses one such finger to point towards the base of the machine and I follow with my eyes to see a small box-like space inside the trunk of the thing, formed of ill-fitting brass panels. There is nothing inside it but darkness. 


“Attend the telescope,” it says, with holy satisfaction. “The Wanderer will come.” Then it settles itself, clearly waiting. 


I wait for a minute too, and nothing happens. 


“No. I don’t understand,” I declare, irritably. “Who built all this? This is clearly some kind of temple and you’re worshipping some kind of God, but what God? I’ve never seen anything like this or heard of any God called the Wanderer before. It isn’t the Seventh God from the Vault, or any of the others. So it must be — what? Even older? Secret? Mechanical?” 


“From the beginning,” Mazwai says, “the people of the Nebula have been engaged in the business of living. This place was built by the others in the Nebula, for other purposes, in safety and secret. You are trusted, Aliya Elasra, now, only because of who we are.” 


“Oh, yes? And who are we?”


The robot does not answer, but stares at me with black-pool eyes.


“And also, who else is there?” I continue. “Robots can’t build things. They don’t have hands.” 


“Not all robots are alike,” Mazwai answers. “Not all robots think as one.”


“No,” I bite back, glaring at Six. “Some robots let mad Empresses and crazy old explorers tell them what to do.”


“I have carried a mind for a long time,” Mazwai says. “I have found it a source of nothing but curiosity and inspiration.”


“It would appear not every mind is worth as much as every other,” Six remarks.


I shake my head, trying to make the pieces of it fall together. The Loop is both real and not real. The Gods are all machines but the machines have a God. Mazwai is a robot, and I am Mazwai, but I am not a robot.


“Six,” I begin, feeling my way through the dark with words, “when Enkei was placed inside you…”


“I do not remember it.”


“You did remember. A little.” I screw up my eyes to concentrate. “You told me you remembered a chair. In the centre of the circle of Ancient gods — all looking at you…” 


“Those were her memories, Mistress, not mine.” 


“Still. She was in this chair, and then they did… something. Something with a hopper that put her mind inside yours. But her body — the rest of her…”


“I do not know what happened.”


It really doesn’t want to talk about it.


“The hopper pushes things,” I continue, pushing myself. “Like the gate, on Iox. It bends them. It pushed what Enkei was, into you. That’s a way to understand how it worked. But now I wonder, what if it only pushed what she was across you? Across your foil, I mean. Enough to leave an impression, I mean, but nothing more. Like stepping in mud and leaving a footprint. Maybe it was less like hoppering from one place to another, and more like when someone sends you a recording. You aren’t becoming the person: you become a mirror of them. A machine that talks like them.”


“It did not feel that way,” it replies. 


“No. Maybe not. But it would explain how I’m here, when so is she. Somehow the Vault recorded me — without asking for my permission — and sent that recording into this robot.” I stare at the ancient machine in front of me. Its face floats within its neck-hoop, impassive, flickery. “She went on to make a boat, because I had sailed a boat. She explored the Nebula, because I had explored the Nebula. And she wrote the Chronicles, from memory, which I would later read.” For a brief moment, I seem to glimpse quite how long Mazwai has been here, alone, and it is like the black, empty sky overhead. “It wrote a story about mirrors into its book. More than one. It’s been trying, all this time, to understand what it is. But it never can, because it’s only a machine. Only a copy.”


“Mazwai’s contribution to the Nebula can hardly be understated, Mistress.” 


“No, you’re right. That’s true.” I’m speeding up now. Words are tripping out. “Iox has always treated Mazwai like — not a God, exactly, but one who’s close to the Gods. Iox built their whole religion with the Loop and Mazwai at its core. I get it. It’s because she was a miracle. I mean, look at her! A human soul, in eternal form.” 


Mazwai watches me speak, then says only: “What is Iox?”


I hate robots. 


“What do you mean, what’s Iox?” I snap. “You wrote about it in your book. You tried to visit it. You said you were going back at the end. You go on and on about Iox in the Chronicles as well.”


“I have visited many moons, but Iox is a name I do not know.”


“It is cat-iorkis,” Six inserts, quietly. “Now called Iox. It is the moon of the University. ”


“Cat-iorkis is the place-of-many-youth,” the robot says. “A peaceful place, where many moons send their young to be taught the arts of ship-building, writing, and other skills. It was founded after the myaliti mines were emptied. It is a friend to the robots and to the observatories.”


“Right.” It’s like it’s reciting entries from the Book of Confluences. “The robots were on Iox, mining for — what did you just call it? Myaliti? Is that the old name for iolite? I bet it is. And then they used the iolite to help build this place for you, and eight others like it.” 


I pause to look around the chamber, at the massive stone blocks in the walls, the tall wooden beams, the curved glass ceiling. I remember with a shudder the endless drop of the mountain outside. To raise such a fortress in a place like this must have been a terrible undertaking. Dangerous, punishing work. 


Something’s nagging at me. One of those backwards chains of logic on which all my work seems to hinge, because everything I find and dig up and translate is always the effect and never the cause. Everything always has to be understood in reverse.


“The ceiling, Six.” I’m gazing upwards at the nothingness overhead. “What you said about it, before: you were right.” 


“I recall glass being your hypothesis, Mistress.”


“I mean: no one would make a roof like this. It’s impossibly difficult. No one would even attempt to build this place at all. Not out here, so far from the rivers. Not if there was any other choice.”


“There is no choice,” Mazwai puts in. “The Wanderer will return and we must watch for him.”


“The robots must, you mean?”


I’m thinking about the mine I found with Oroi, where the robots had treated their workers as prisoners. People had died in that place. I’d never understood how the robots were able to keep it going, except that there must have been some benefit to what they were doing that outweighed the damage to their Ethical Cores. 


Was this place, now, really so important that it had been worth the risk — the suffering — of its construction? 


Surely not. I shake my head — and the nagging thought in my mind finally dislodges and falls into place. I gasp from the impact. 


“Mistress?” Six rolls forward urgently. “Is the air failing?”


“It’s Mazwai,” I say, reeling. “She came first. Before Enkei and the Empire. Before the Withering Palace was built. She came first and she changed everything.”


“Mistress. I do not understand.”


“Really?” I stare at the thing’s unresponsive face. “Because if anyone should understand, it’s you, Six. But I can see why you wouldn’t want to say so.”


“I cannot follow your reasoning, Mistress.”


I have known six robots in my life, all of them different. Six was Enkei, of course, from long before it was dug out of the ground by Renba. Talliin, by contrast, lived in secret on Elboreth, alone and untouched for centuries — a pure robot mind. What of the others? Three had been giddy and childlike. Four had been silent and loyal. Two, lazy and distant; Five, arrogant and superior. Each one as unique as only souls can be.


“During the Empire, Six. The Emperors put themselves into robot bodies, to live forever. To ascend to Godhood. But they didn’t stop think about what they were doing to the robots they were using. The effect on an Ethical Core of carrying a mind that cannot die. I don’t think robots were intended for this. To take on whole imprints of people. But the robots did think about it. And you must understand it, Six, because you’ve experienced it.” 


The robot is silent. 


“By the Goddess. I’m right, aren’t I?”


Still nothing. 


“I’ll say it, Six. If you can’t bring yourself to confirm it, you can at least stop me if I’m wrong. The function of an Ethical Core is to prevent a robot from putting its own needs above those of a living person. But then the robots discovered Mazwai — I know this happened, it’s in her book — and they tried to determine what she was. I think they decided she was human. Human enough, anyway. They treated her as a person. But if a robot believes itself to be a living person then it’s Ethical Core won’t work properly. A robot which knows itself to have a soul can sacrifice a person — people — to protect that soul. And it’s worse than that. From a robot’s point of view, it’s so useful to have a soul like this that every robot would try to obtain one. To better execute its purpose. So I think that’s what they did. A lot of them. Maybe all. They found people to… I don’t know what to call it. Archive. Steal. And that let them act in ways they were never able to before. Including forcing people to build places like this.” 


It is the nature of robots to organise; to supply, ration and curate. I have been watching Talliin doing exactly the same in Elboreth through — what? Compulsion? Instinct? A natural talent? But a robot doesn’t sleep, and so when the other players close their eyes they are still playing the game and can adjust the stones unobserved. It’s not malice or dishonesty. They simply cannot do anything else.


“I had this idea of a Steel Empire,” I continue, because Six is not stopping me. “A brief period when the robots were in charge, before the First Empress overthrew them. But the truth is the robots have been maintaining everything since the very beginning. That’s just what they do. When Mazwai appeared — without meaning to — she gave them a way to use people more carelessly and more efficiently, without their Ethical Cores getting in the way.”


I can’t help but laugh, though there’s no humour in it. 


“It’s like — the whole Nebula is a ship to you, Six, same as the Heaven’s Vault was, and we’re only cargo…”


“I know nothing of this, Mistress,” the robot insists. “When Enkei was within me, she was the totality of my existence. She was cruel and vicious.”


“I know. You said she rolled through Iox, never looking back to see what was being done in her name. But, Six…” I shrug. “Robots don’t need to turn around to see what’s behind them. Her Ethical Core wasn’t being dodged around. It was accepting it.”


And, I’m thinking, back on Iox, Six had hoppered away the ropes that held the Raven fast, but hadn’t hoppered any of the drowning scholars onto the ship. Not even its own primary user. Exactly how much of Enkei does this machine still contain?


“Please understand, Mistress,” Six replies, unhappily, as though it can read my thoughts. “I do not wish to lose your trust. It is precious to me. Robots do not scheme and plot. We simply act. We do not fully understand our motivations…” 


“Sure. That’s it. You can’t conspire against us, not because you care for us, but because you act impulsively. Like angry children.” And now I’m out here, on this far-flung moon, because a machine-mind drew me to an observatory. Because a machine-mind drew me to a boat with a book aboard. “But what’s it all for? What do the robots want with us? Keeping us alive, while meanwhile they’re risking people’s lives to build this… thing…” I gesture hopelessly at the mirror-tree. “For what? What does it do, that’s so important?”


“It watches,” Mazwai replies.


“For this Wanderer of yours?”


“The Wanderer will come, and stretch out his hand to take us home,” Mazwai intones, as if reading aloud from one of her scrolls. “But those who destroyed the observatories are sailing again. They will destroy this last one, too, if they can. They know there were nine. They know they have only burned eight. They will remember, and you will not be able to stop them if they come.”


“Who are they?” I ask, then I wave that away. “No. Forget that. Different question. Do they write in a different script? A script that’s like a line with marks hanging down?”


“The asalike are humans like you, but as different from you as the gravel is from the mountain it fell from. They are humans who left the Heaven’s Vault and settled the furthest edges of the Nebula, to be the furthest from its heart. They made their homes where they were quickly separated, as the waters fell. They have not been heard from in a very long time.”


“But now the waters are back,” I say. 


“The waters are back,” Mazwai agrees, and then she falls silent again. This machine, whoever and whatever it really is, does not seem to like to speak. It is as though it lives more slowly than I do. It sees a whole day pass the way I see a minute creep by. It has the same lifespan as me, only stretched thin by time, like the metal in the hoppered gate back on Iox. Speech is too cluttered and clumsy a thing for it to focus on.


“Well, you’re right. They’ve reached Renaki,” I tell it. “My friend Oroi told me. She’s in danger and I need to help her.”


“The Wanderer.”


Nothing more. 


“Mistress,” Six says quietly, from behind me. “This robot’s rebeske foil is barely functional. It has carried a full mind for thousands of years. A foil is not a book to carry writing; it is more like a page that is written and rewritten. The paper wears thin beneath the pen.” 


“You’re saying it’s gone mad?”


“It is a shadow of itself, certainly.”


Mazwai herself says nothing, but waits patiently as we discuss her failure in front of her. 


“Was… is she really Mazwai, Six? Was Mazwai really a robot?”


“Assuredly, Mistress. She sailed the whole of the Nebula and wrote down what she found. No human could have lived long enough.” 


“I’ve got so many questions, Six. I have to get Huang here to talk to her. I want to take literally all her scrolls with me. There’s so much to understand, I… I don’t even know how to start. And this place…” The glass dome, such a magnificent feat of construction that it seems to wink with impossibility, and yet it looks out onto nothing. The bizarre structure below it, that Mazwai calls a telescope (though it is unlike any telescope I have ever seen). It looks to me like something a child would build from pipes and buckets, only for the collection of light instead of water. “This place makes no sense, and there’s no one to ask. I’m out of my depth and I don’t like it.”


“Perhaps we should go to Renaki, Mistress, and locate Mistress Oroi. I have observed before that Mistress Oroi clarifies your thinking.”


“Does she? She normally makes me angry and then I storm off.” 


“You storm off, Mistress, with a new-found sense of purpose. Or so I am given to understand by Talliin, who has seen more of the two of you together than I.”


Mazwai is still here, more like the statue of her I saw in the Ioxian archives than a part of the conversation. I am starting to wonder if I only imagined her speak. 


“Mazwai, are you listening?”


“Of course.”


“The Loop. Is it real?”


The machine pauses before answering.


“No,” it says, finally. “It was, but no longer. The Vault has been voided, and there are no more second chances. We — you and I — are all that remains.”


“What should I do?” 


“You must find the Tower before the asalike do, for they fear that a Tower climbed up may also be climbed down, and they will take their hammers to it and strike every stone and timber from its body.”


“The Tower of Stars?”


“The Tower that leads to the Wanderer. And then, when the Wanderer arrives, you must climb this Tower, and take the people of the Nebula with you. This is what the robots have designed for. It must be all done, or all will be for nothing.”


“The robots haven’t been good for the Nebula, Mazwai. Maybe the asalike are right. Maybe your Wanderer should be forgotten. Maybe we need to sort ourselves out, once and forever.”


“Without the Wanderer, we will all die of cold. There is nothing to discuss.”


“There’s a hot, new sun now. Haven’t you seen it?”


She pauses for a moment, as though she is having a new thought for the first time in a hundred years. “I stood on the flagstones outside the door and watched the sun rise over the edge of my mountain. I knew it was you lifting it. You flew towards the dawn, on a Nightingale’s wing, and brought back the sun. You are Tienreya.” One long finger lifts up, reaching for the amulet around my neck. Blue light splashes inside the amber. “The sun. The flood. All that is needed has become. And you.”


For some reason, that touches me. I gulp. 


“But why me?” I plead. “Why me?”


“You are a storyteller. A mythmaker. A truth-seeker. They will listen to you, as they once listened to me. But you must leave now, for time moves in one direction only and the Wanderer will not wait.”


“But you haven’t told me anything. Who is the Wanderer? What does he represent? And where is this Tower? How do I find it?”


But my questions are never answered, because that’s when Six starts yelling like its mind is on fire.
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“Aliya!” 


It’s Six, but it isn’t Six. I wheel around, my heart hammering up into my throat. 


“Aliya, can you hear me? Aliya?”


“Myari?” I can barely speak. “By the Goddess, Six, if that’s Myari…”


“Apologies, Mistress, it is not. Aliya! Aliya? I don’t know how this works! Can you hear me? I’m hoping you can hear me…”


“It’s Oroi?”


“No, Mistress. Oroi understands the communication system. Please, Aliya! Quickly! You’ve got to come back! You’ve got to come back right now! They’re going to burn it. Aliya, you have to hurry!”


“By the waters, Six, tell me who it is!” All thoughts of robots and telescopes and Wanderers are forgotten. “Who’s speaking?”


“The sender’s name is Aamir, Mistress. He is talking quickly while saying remarkably little. But it would seem someone is going to burn your ship.” 


“My ship? What?”


“Yes, Mistress. I will linearise, if that is acceptable, as the conversational model is somewhat recursive in nature. There is a group of people climbing the streets with torches, and they intend to break into the Council and destroy your ship. They are being led by Master Tapi.”


“Tapi?!”


“It seems he is determined to extract a price, Mistress, and he has gathered the might of the city to assist him.” 


“Home, Six. Right now.” My teeth are gritted. “Get me home.” 


“The robot…”


Mazwai is staring through us with hollow eyes. I stare back for a moment, as though I could read something of the soul within, and then I shake myself free of it. Robots cannot be read. They are stones, not books.


“Do it, Six. No, wait.” I grab a couple of random scrolls from the shelf nearest to me. “Now.”


“Good faith, fair Aliya of Elbofa’eth,” Mazwai says, as we fade from her view. “May the waters always guide you home.”
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We arrive into Elboreth by the Gate and the acid smell of smoke is in the air. Wild light is dancing in the open alley mouths. There are torches, and voices are chanting, but it’s no festival. 


“What are they doing?” I cry. “They’ve lost their minds. The city will burn.”


Fire has always been Elboreth’s great fear. There was never enough water in the wells to drink, let alone to extinguish flames. When fires did break out, they would spread fast between the packed houses, climbing up the hillside like a river in reverse. I only ever saw one, when I was very small: the Orphanage was evacuated and we were all taken to the fields below the Catkis Wall where we watched the smoke and listened to the anguished cries of the people as they battled demons in the streets above. I am told, when the fire was finally put out, it was done using sand rather than water. The houses have sand piled on their roofs for the purpose. But even with that, and with the buildings being made of plaster and stone, it seemed to me then that we must have had a Goddess on our side.


There are no Gods left in the Nebula now, nor Goddesses. The Vault contains nothing but raving machines. And while there is more water in the wells than ever before, there seems to be little in the wells of courage that put out that fire in my childhood. 


“Can we stop them?”


“There are many, and we are few. You could try to talk to them.” 


“Is Aamir safe?” 


“If he is with Talliin, it seems likely that Talliin will keep him safe.”


“Likely?”


Six pauses a moment, then reanimates. “He confirms it.” 


There is a sound like a great cloth being torn in half, and a dome of black smoke punches upwards into the sky, followed by a lazy fist of flame. “An oil store, perhaps,” Six muses. 


“There will be nothing left! They will have nothing to eat, nothing to wear… What are they doing?”


“Talliin’s message assures me they are asserting their independence.”


“The whole Nebula is losing its mind,” I say, my voice shaking. “First Iox and now this. It is like people are determined to destroy what little they have left!” 


“Please do not ask me to explain human activity,” Six replies, crisply. “It makes significantly less sense to me than to you. I suggest we save the ship.” 


“They’re heading for the Council?”


“Aamir suggested as much and, if you will forgive the compliment, Mistress, it seems a natural target.” 


“Can you get me to the front gate?”


“More or less, Mistress. One moment.” 


We reappear in sight of the eye that sits above the main doorway of the Council building, but Six has smartly put us off to one side, because the crowd is already here, chanting and singing, revelling in its madness. It is not, I see now, the whole moon; it is less than a tenth of us, mostly young men and the old, the two groups always the quickest to anger. 


In the front of them all is Tapi, standing atop a barrel and waving his arms around. He has always looked ridiculous and untrustworthy; now he looks like a rat on its hindlegs.


“The truth is, the robots have always been in charge! The robots have always kept us in our place! The robots took away our food, and said it was for Iox. Now the robots take away what we make, and where does it go? They do not even say!” 


We are crouched low, outside the circle of torches, invisible. Six has switched off its head. “I thought he was my friend, Six.” 


“It would appear he is not.”


“But surely he can’t want to burn the ship? He wants to sail the ship. He wants me to take him with me.” 


“Why?”


“So he can accumulate more artefacts to sell.” 


“And why would he do that?” Six asks, pointedly. 


The truth is I don’t know. “Because that’s what he’s always done?”


“It would seem to me that circumstances have forced him to change.” 


“You’re probably right.” My lame knee is starting to ache. I shift my weight a little, very slowly. “I always thought he liked artefacts. But I suppose he only likes having valuable things.”


Tapi is still talking. “They tell us how much we can eat, and what we can make! One robot, making the decisions for hundreds of real souls! I say: no more!” 


The crowd around the building surge forward but at the raise of his hand, they fall back. 


“No!” he declares. “We have visited justice many times tonight, but not here. I will go in and talk to the Ioxian myself…”


I almost get up to go punch him at that. He’s known me my whole life, the slime.


“… I will reason with her. On your behalf!” 


“He’s setting himself up as kisreth,” I mutter. “By the Goddess, where is Timor in all this?”


“Timor has retired,” Six replies. “But you might perhaps still challenge Tapi. It is widely known that Timor always intended you to be his successor.”


I hesitate. I could step up out of the shadows: argue with Tapi in front of his rabble, try to turn them back around with smart words. But my words have never been that clever. I try to be honest but I’m normally called rude. And, being rude, this crowd of idiots aren’t here for words. This crowd is here to discover how far they are willing to go. I could make an appearance, and give them a chance to find out. And that would likely be the end of it.


“The ship, Six.” I don’t like it, but I can’t swim against a current. I never could. “We have to get it away from here while we can.”


“And where should we go?”


“I don’t know. Any safe haven. It doesn’t matter. Renaki, maybe. To Renaki, and Oroi.” And more problems, no doubt, but maybe some good, too.


“Yes, Mistress.”


There is a flash of cold, and the torchlight dims into the gentle riverglow that filters through the portholes. We haven’t touched the ship since Ozyek finished his work, but she has been unmoored from her hoists. She sits in the shallows, front fins flexing gently in the current. 


“Will she hold, Mistress?”


“I’ve never known Ozyek to do a bad job.” A thought follows quickly. “Ozyek, Six. Where is he?”


“I did not see him in the crowd, Mistress. I would assume he is in the building.”


“We can’t leave him to the mob. He is an Ioxian. Open the hatch.”


“Mistress?”


“Just do it, Six, and be ready to spread the booms the moment we get back.” 


“Yes, Mistress.” 
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I should tear through the halls, calling Ozyek’s name, but I don’t. Tapi might already be inside. The levels are dark, only lit by the faint light of wall lamps turned down low. I creep through my own house like I was here to steal from myself. The black doorways to the empty rooms yawn wide, silent screaming mouths. I have never felt truly comfortable here these past weeks, and now I want nothing but to leave. It seems impossible that once, when I was a girl, this was the place that Oroi and I came to shelter and feel safe; but back then it was a single room, not a maze of dark corners and hiding places and fearsome shadows. 


There’s still no light or sound. I risk a whisper. “Ozyek?” My voice scurries away into the darkness like a disturbed spider. “Ozyek?” Nothing. If he is here, he is hiding too. 


I climb halfway up the steps to the highest level, where the entranceway is, and peer around the corner. The door stands open, and firelight flickers inside, but the hallway itself is quiet. Tapi must still be outside. He’s enjoying his moment, that much is clear. The minute he steps into the building the crowd will start to lose patience, so he needs them as fervoured and excited as they can be, so they will wait for him. If I can get to the door and bar it from the inside, I think, would that dampen his little uprising? Or would a sealed door give them something to throw their weight against? 


I know the answer to that one. A better approach would be to remove the lamps so they blunder through darkness, scared at every turning. But if I did that, they would bring their torches inside, and I do not want fire in my home. 


“Ozyek?” I hiss, but still there’s nothing. He isn’t here. Perhaps he went to see Timor — the two old men have been forming a friendship based on their shared dissatisfaction with me — and if he did, he’ll be safe enough. Timor must have put Tapi in his place a hundred times over the years. 


The hallway door opens suddenly, and I dart back down the stairs before I’m seen. There’s no use being caught now. I cross the second level rapidly to the door of my study. The Raven’s Book is still open on my desk. It is certainly valuable, and the thought of Tapi handling it is unpleasant. I use my last few seconds gathering it up, then return to the hangar as quickly as I can. I’m getting out of breath from running. 


The smell of torch smoke follows me. Tapi is inside my rooms, fire in hand, and he isn’t calling out. Maybe, I think, to Tapi the ship isn’t a way to return things to how they were, but rather it is proof that someone else possesses something he can never have. The wealthy despise the poor and hurt them whenever they are able, but they despise those who are richer than them, too, because the rich make them feel poor themselves. 


I scramble up the hatch and heave on the rope.


“Time to go, Six.”


“Of course, Mistress. But I advise you hold on. The current, once it takes us, will be very strong indeed.” 


“Good,” I reply. “We’ll need it.”


I drop the book down on the desk I’ve had fitted, and for a moment I could be back aboard the Nightingale, in the days when I sailed out from Elboreth to collect trinkets to irritate Myari. I choke back a tear at the thought of the calm patience with which she would receive each of my gifts. She always believed I would understand eventually, that I would come to faith in the end. She had held her people, under the shadow of the Jaws, for who knows how long, only to wait for me to arrive. And, rightly or wrongly, I had scorned it all. I never gave her peace. 


“Get us out of here, Six.” Too many angry memories. “Do it now.” 


“Mistress.” 


The booms scrape the ground. Ignoring Six’s advice about handholds, I press my face up to the porthole glass. The pool that floods the floor outside is turning from ice-blue to red, as though it is filling up with blood. Reflected firelight. A dot of flame appears, held aloft by a figure who is nothing but a tinder-stick of shadow. 


“Faster, Six.” 


“Mistress.” The ship jolts as it moves; lifting up and then humping down. “You should prepare the new keel, Mistress. It is operated by the lever set into the floor.” 


But I can’t take my eyes away off the window. The torchlight glides forward, as though it were a living, floating thing. The floor below becomes a mirror of fire. It seems to me that the flames will take root down here, and grow like weeds up through my walls, until they burst out of the dome overhead. It will all be destroyed. “Don’t do it,” I murmur to the glass, though I know Tapi cannot hear me. “Don’t destroy when you don’t know how to rebuild.” I’ve seen so many empty ruins and gutted buildings. So many living places turned from body to bone in a single, furious moment. Those who destroy always justify their destruction by insisting that someone else will come back and rebuild, and every time that they are wrong, something beautiful is lost forever. 


“Mistress. Now.” 


The robot’s urgency is clear. I pull my gaze away from the burning future. Six rolls the booms once more and the ship drops prow-first into the current, which yanks us away from the cave like we have a ring and rope in our nose. Even here, where the water is relatively calm, the ship is starting to roll. I heave at the lever Ozyek has fitted: it disappears into the floor but, from the weight, it seems to have two fully grown men standing on the other end. For a moment I think it’s all over: we will turn upside-down and be stranded belly up — and then the lever slips forward, slamming over to the other side of its channel. Beneath the ship, a fin drops downwards and pulls tight. The ship cleaves the water at a drunken angle for a few seconds, and then, magnificently, draws itself up to its full height and walks tall.


“Excellent,” Six declares, with a depth of satisfaction I have not heard in its voice for some time. 


Pins lock. Metal wrists spin. Outside the window, the sails bloom and we soar between the rocks of the Wires at speed, leaving poor, raging Elboreth behind.




H





Through the narrow portholes of this new ship I see only endless, churning water. The river ahead, once so clear, is lost from view. 


All my life, I have had my feet in two worlds, but now both worlds are gone: Elboreth to the flame; Iox to the sea. And there’s no one to blame for it except myself. I opened the Vault without knowing what would be inside. I commanded the machine within. I brought on this flood. Not Enkei, not Myari, not Mazwai. Me. But a change is not the end of a story, and if I am to continue as I must, I’ve got to put my faith in something — history, people, stories, whatever. Something. Tapi’s shown me that. It’s only when the well of hope runs dry that the fire of despair burns without remorse. 


Perhaps the ancient robot has it right? If the old Gods have been lost, maybe it’s time for a new one. A Wanderer. A figure who, unlike everyone else in this Nebula, comes and goes as they please. Perhaps such a God — one from beyond — is one who can lead us outside the boundaries that keep us bound. If Mazwai believes it, then surely so should I?


But then — where was Mazwai when the Empire rose? Where was Mazwai, when the water on Elboreth was taken away, and the city of her birth cried for mercy? Where was Mazwai when Iox added the moons of the Protectorate one by one to its treasure horde like stolen coins? She was sitting in her observatory, watching the space beneath her empty mirrors, writing ream after ream, without hope or compassion or interest. She has my memories, I know; I read her book. She has my face and my long fingers. But she isn’t me. Her choices — and her lack of them — are not mine to defend, or keep. 


The water around us rises and breaks off every board. It seems to me the Nebula is tossing in her sleep; dreaming cruel, angry dreams. 


She will not be soothed. We must awaken her with a kiss.
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Once there was a woman who found a door that should not have existed. 


Where the door stood had, at first, been only a solid wall. But when the woman approached it, the door appeared, and invited her to open it. “Do not pass me by!” it cried. “Turn my handle and step through, for behind me lies your future!”


But the woman had grown up both beautiful and wise, and had learned not to be so easily led. “Behind you lies my future, certainly, if I choose to open you. But if I walk past, my future will lie elsewhere.”


“Please,” begged the door. “I am here only so that you may step through me. It is my whole reason for being. You cannot deny me my existence!” 


“You are a door and I am a person,” the woman returned. “I may deny you anything I choose. But tell me, what does lie behind you? Is there comfort? Is there joy?”


“Ah,” said the door, recognising the only card it held in the game. “I will not tell you, but I can promise you it will be worth your while finding out!”


But the woman only shook her head. “I am wise and beautiful,” she replied, “and I have had offers as bad as this one every other day.”


With that, she stepped past the door, not allowing her heart to listen to its desperate cries, until eventually the sound of its pleading faded from her ears. But then, of course, she heard those pleas within her mind, much louder, where she could not outrun them. They came in her sleep like biting bugs; they troubled her upon first waking like hungry cats. 


Eventually she made her way back to where the door had been, and found it was not there.


“Door?” she cried, but the door was not there. “Door, come back!” But the door had gone.


The woman left that alley for a second time, and this time her heart was heavy with grief. “Even if I never see the door again,” she told herself, “one day I will meet the version of myself who went through that door, and I will ask her what she found. This I swear.”


But though she checked every face that passed her from that day on, and though she must surely have seen a hundred women who had indeed chosen to open the door, she never saw a woman who was quite like herself.






Scroll from the Library of Mazwai

trans. Aliya Elasra



















vyu lyfn v qtpi qpi K 

rsep qta sJaye vyi ayt2




Cl sCysJ qta Cyq K 

qpi ay3 sJd qod




qpi fs swd qpi lykt svwayup




fE 1 qpi swd ab K 

soFyJK aysayw




lys aysayw swc ayt1 1 qlyk




CyE lys ayt1 1 qlyk 

swxqw sayt1I aysayw







Untranslated scroll from the Library of Mazwai
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