





Stories do not have tidy beginnings. The past is always present.  


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


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



Introduction to the Chronicles of Mazwai, trans. Huang Adalfi

 

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

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

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

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

“Professor?” I fluster. “That’s you?”

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

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

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

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

“Yes. Would you like me to summarise?”

I touch my forehead. “Please. Yes.” 

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

“Can you tell her I’m on my way?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But he’s already gone. 

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

“Thanks, ship.” 

The ancient joists don’t answer. I winch the hatch shut by hand.

 

*

 

To land on Elboreth, one stows the sheets and plunges through the water to the dirt below. To return to the water one scrapes forward across the ground using the rear paddles (heavy, clunky things operated by hand-cranks that leave me as sweaty as the water-bearer had been) – until an up-river catches you and lifts the ship back into the waters.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And did you?”

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

“... Do you know what’s going on?”

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

“... Did you tell him?” 

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

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

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

“Good faith, Ozyek of the Jaws.” 

The other workers have hooked the ropes to the pulleys now; Ozyek returns to his gang to turn the capstan. The Nightingale is drawn away into a hangar where, I know, Ozyek will soap the glass of the dome and scrape away the river-algae, because no matter what I threaten him with, he always does it anyway.

 

*




Myari is pacing her room as I enter the lower courtyard. She passes in and out of view of the windows, pausing sometimes on the balcony to stare out. She’s looking for me. For a while I skulk in the shadows of a lower colonnade and watch her turn in circles. I’m trying to work out what I’ve done wrong this time. 

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

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

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

“Mistress Aliya Elasra?” 

“Myari sent you, I suppose?” 

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Another message?”

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

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

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

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

“But I’ve done something wrong?”  

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

“That’s not a ‘no.’” 

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

“Really?”

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

“You’ve been with her all morning?” 

“... This way, please, Mistress.”

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

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

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

“Aliya, my dear. Come in.” 

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

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

“I was on Elboreth.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

I offer it back.

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

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

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

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

“Anything else?”

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

“The Loop Eternal.”

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

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

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

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

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

“No. Don’t think so.” 

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

I shrug. “If you say so.”

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

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

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

I stick the brooch into my bag. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But why me?”

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

“I won’t find him.”

“I certainly will not. You may.”

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

“Aliya!” 

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

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

“What robot?”

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

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

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

“Really? Do I have to?”

The Professor does not turn around. “Yes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Very good, Mistress.”

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

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

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

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

The thing is babbling. I ignore it.
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Continue the adventure in the full novelisation, available now in paperback, hardback and dust-jacket editions. 




https://inklestudios.myshopify.com/collections/frontpage
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