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To J., again, for braving the abyss and bringing me back ashore.


(I hope everyone else reading this dedication will choose to interpret it literally.)
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DRAFT BRIEFING FOR THE CREW OF THE PERSPICACITY, JOINTLY AUTHORED BY SOPHY CIDNORGHE AND VYERIN CLEL, YEAR 1003


To our future crewmates,


It is our pleasure to welcome you aboard the Perspicacity! The purpose of this briefing is to provide some context for our mission, which is quite unlike any other. What we aim to accomplish may well be impossible. Without colleagues like you, it certainly would be unthinkable! Consequently, we – Sophy Cidnorghe and Captain Vyerin Clel, that is – could not be more thrilled and grateful to have you with us.


(I don’t imagine anyone will believe for a moment that I had a hand in writing the above paragraph. Especially with that final sentence as it is. – V.)


(Are you not grateful for their participation, Vy? We’ve been trying to secure our crew for the better part of a year! – S.)


(I am grateful, but certainly not thrilled. I’ve grown quite accustomed to peace and quiet aboard my vessel. But I suppose I can endure the company. For Henerey’s sake. – V.)


Surely you must wonder who we are and why we decided to embark upon an independent expedition without official support from any Campus! (Considering the sensitive nature of said expedition, however, we do request that you refrain from sharing the contents of this briefing.)


Sophy Cidnorghe is an unaffiliated cartographer and former Scholar of Wayfinding from Boundless Campus. In Year 1002, Sophy participated in the first fully staffed survey of the ocean’s depths: more commonly known as the “Ridge expedition”. Sophy and her colleagues – Scholars Eliniea Hayve Forghe (now Cidnorghe, as you’ll see on our ship’s roster), Ylaret Tamseln, Irye Rux, Vincenebras, and, eventually, Tevn Winiver Mawr – encountered mysteries in the abyss that were never fully revealed to the Scholarly public at large. After contending with eerie underwater sounds and massive sea creatures, the Ridge researchers made the oddest discovery of all: a ruined Antepelagic passageway, deep in the ocean, that led to a luminous chamber inhabited by the sort of sea-woman one might find in a Fantasy. This sea-woman, apparently acquainted with Scholar Mawr, alleged that she could help the assembled researchers “escape” to someplace – but then promptly transformed into sound before her claims could be investigated thoroughly. Upon returning to their research station, the crew realised their entire mission had been orchestrated by Chancellor Orelith Rawsel for the purpose of finding that very sea-woman – for reasons he would not explain. In protest of Rawsel’s deception, the entire crew resigned from their positions as Scholars!


(On second thought, perhaps it would be more prudent to omit those Ridge details entirely. Our crew doesn’t really need to read all that old history, do they? – S.)


(Even if they did, I suspect they wouldn’t believe it. – V.)


(I hardly believe it myself! – S.)


Co-leading this expedition at the helm of the Perspicacity is Captain Vyerin Clel, one of the finest Navigators living and working today. The Intertidal Campus Current once described him as “the wittiest man on the water”. In Year 1000, he received the esteemed “Medal of Magnanimity” for his tireless generosity of spirit.


(Sophy. Wherever did you find that immensely questionable biography of me? – V.)


(I asked your very own husband to supply me with one! – S.)


(As I feared. For the record, that line from the Current was penned by Reiv himself, as part of our wedding announcement. He also awarded me the medal as a birthday present. It’s nothing more than a sentimental piece of nonsense. Please replace with something more reasonable, such as the following: “Vyerin Clel is a husband, father, and brother. He also knows his way around a boat or two.” – V.)


(I suppose that “sentimental piece of nonsense” is the selfsame pin you’ve worn upon your cap for as long as I’ve known you? – S.)


Our friendship developed, rather unexpectedly, in the aftermath of a great tragedy. Well over a year ago, the historic underwater home known as the Deep House was destroyed by what was generally understood to be a rogue sea-quake. At the time, we feared the calamity claimed the lives of our respective siblings – E. Cidnosin and Henerey Clel.


(Vy, do you reckon I described the familial situation clearly enough? It’s awfully awkward to explain. Every time I try to tell the story to a new acquaintance, they end up misunderstanding and assuming you and I are also siblings, somehow. – S.)


(You have, of late, spent far more time with me than with your own brother . . . – V.)


After studying the letters Henerey and E. exchanged (yes, old-fashioned letters – as our siblings vanished just before Automated Post technology became so widely available last year!), we made an astonishing discovery. E. and Henerey did not simply vanish in a random accident. In actuality, they boarded a depth-craft that Henerey borrowed from his research colleagues, and, we believe, travelled to someplace else entirely. (More on that in a moment!)


Consequently, they may well still be alive.


(Ought I to mention that they were in love? – S.)


(I reckon that goes without saying. – V.)


E. had been vexed for tides about a strange object – which she called “the Structure” – that appeared out of nowhere in the Deep House’s undergarden. With Henerey’s assistance, E. determined that the Structure was, in fact, ancient Antepelagic technology, presumably lost to the waves a thousand years ago when the doomed cities of the Upward Archipelago plummeted from the heavens. But what was this Structure’s purpose?


Thanks to the unlikely involvement of Scholar Jeime Alestarre, E. was able to form a hypothesis. It seems the Structure’s emergence near the Deep House was no coincidence. E. and Sophy’s mother, Amiele Cidnosin, constructed their family home in that specific location precisely because she believed such an object would appear there one day – a conclusion she based on the prognostications of a secret society known as the Fleet. According to the Fleet, the Structure was an example of an “Entry”: a doorway created by the inhabitants of some hidden civilisation to transport people from our world into a refuge of sorts. The Fleet’s teachings also spoke of “Envoys”: peculiar, powerful beings sent to guide us to the Entries (like the sea-woman Sophy and her colleagues found at the Ridge). Before the dissolution of their society, the Fleet spent their days predicting the potential appearances of Entries like the Structure and . . . writing poems about them, apparently. Doesn’t it all sound rather unbelievable?


Well, E. was rather open to the concept of unbelievable occurrences – as she’d recently survived one herself. Her letters to Henerey revealed how the Structure conveyed E. to an island in a sea unlike any she’d seen before. She returned home with waterlogged sketches in her pockets as proof and the perplexing nature of her travel weighing heavily upon her mind. E. no doubt believed that investigating the Structure via depth-craft was essential to understanding her curious voyage and her mother’s interest in the “other world”. We suspect – and, above, all, hope – E. might be there now, in Henerey’s company.


That is why we shall set off in the Perspicacity in a few days’ time. We intend to use the Fleet’s coordinates to locate another Entry, through which we will travel to find Henerey and E. You will be joined aboard by the finest colleagues you could imagine: Sophy’s genius wife, Niea; the enigmatic Jeime herself; and esteemed alumni of the Ridge expedition Tevn, Irye, and Vincenebras. (Sophy’s brother Arvist may also be there.)


You are not expected to follow us into parts unknown, of course. We only require your assistance up until the very moment when we step (or swim, or whatever verb proves most applicable) through an Entry in search of our siblings. It is also our sincerest hope that you will not waste time telling us how reckless our plan seems. Trust us – we are well aware.


But, after all we’ve endured, we simply must try.


(O, Vy, why don’t we abandon this entire draft? I’m afraid there is no way of encapsulating everything we’ve experienced together without the summary sounding contrived or nonsensical (or both). – S.)


(Agreed. Why don’t we ask your “esteemed” friend Vincenebras to pen some anodyne alternative? – V.)


(Don’t say such things, even in jest. He will know. He is probably putting pen to paper as we speak, though he knows not why. – S.)
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EXCERPT FROM THE JOURNAL OF HENEREY CLEL, YEAR 1002


To any Scholars of the future who may read this,


Today, I’m afraid I discovered that I am the sort of person who reacts to unprecedented adventure in the same way your average Frangible Jellyfish responds to the most incremental change in water temperature. That is to say – by nearly perishing with all due haste.


What an awfully bleak way of beginning these notes! I brought only my scientific journal with me, and I hate to sully it with anxious ramblings of a personal nature. If I thought I might encounter a purveyor of fine stationery in the fathomless depths, I would toss the whole book overboard and start afresh. I daren’t even cross out the preceding sentences, because it is so very quiet aboard our vessel, and, as I tend to scribble with great vigour, E. will certainly hear me, and I don’t wish to trouble her more than I already—


Shall we leave those gloomy lines as they are, then, and begin once more?


I believe it has now been a short while since my dear E. and I reunited at her majestic Deep House and set off on our expedition. I say “I believe” because the hands of my pocket-watch still spin about with jaunty irregularity, and, besides, I do not feel confident in my ability to track the hours accurately at present. Because I am, I’m sorry to say, a bit of a mess – an emotional shipwreck – a weak-limbed limpet!


Perhaps I am also too self-critical. I described myself using those very words (weak-limbed limpet, etc.) just a moment ago, and E. immediately offered a firm rebuttal. I agree; such phrases are neither kind nor fair! Yet I cannot help but think back to the previous iterations of Henerey Clel – the young boy, paging through books of Fantasies and dreaming of extraordinary experiences – the young man, doing much the same – and feel the weight of my past selves’ shame as they realise I have commenced the most noteworthy venture of my life (and of our generation?) in such a pitiable fashion.


You see, E. and I did not quite intend to find ourselves lost in some inscrutable sea. For my part, I came to the Deep House today for the primary purpose of visiting the correspondent who has lately grown so dear to me. My spirits soared as we navigated my borrowed depth-craft to that vexing Structure in the coral reef that comprises E.’s garden. I’m afraid my own giddiness rather prevented me from fully considering all potential outcomes of our little sojourn.


Naturally, the most unlikely outcome was precisely what awaited us.


Moments after we docked onto the Structure – just as I was considering whether I could risk glancing fondly at her again – we were suddenly plunged into absolute darkness. Though the interior lights in the depth-craft activated quickly, all I could see outside was impenetrable murk. No luminous fish, no shadowy deep-sea whales, not even a solitary bubble. I had imagined such scenes before, when I yearned to take part in the Ridge expedition, but I had never experienced the all-encompassing depths myself. As my eyes adjusted, the depth-craft continued to shrink around me. I became convinced I was pressed into a glass slide in some sublime scientist’s microscope. I could feel only the confining motion of those hungry, heavy seas – well, that and an intense rocking sensation that would not cease.


“What is the cause of that infernal shaking?” I asked at last, surprising myself with my ferocity. Never have I sounded so much like my brother! I tried pulling my eyes from the portholes to anchor myself to E.’s face. Under the grim silver lights, she looked resolute and metallic, like some sculpture of an esteemed Scholar from centuries past.


“I fear you are the one shaking, not the depth-craft.” Her frown alarmed me. “What is the matter?”


I responded by promptly losing my ability to breathe. My head spun. I gasped like a beached Forbearing Shark. I tried desperately to focus, but I could not stop panting and heaving. Shapes and colours swam about me.


I remember hearing the ghost of E.’s voice politely asking if she could help me sit. I nodded a vague assent. I felt the faintest touch of her hands on my shoulders (which, in retrospect, I regret that I barely had the ability to appreciate at the time) as I collapsed into the navigator’s chair.


“You will be all right, Henerey,” said E., seemingly from afar.


“Do you – what is – am—” I sputtered (or some fragments of that nature – I cannot recall the exact phrasing).


“I promise you shall survive this. I believe you are suffering from an attack of the nerves, and they only linger for a few moments. For a count of one hundred, let’s say.” Her voice bobbed like a buoy, and I tried to let my mind swim for it.


“May I count it for you?” she continued. “And would you kindly hold on to this for me as I do?”


I heard a click and felt a cold chain of shells and pearls drop into my palm. A distant part of my brain remembered that E. was wearing a necklace with a nautilus design on the pendant. I ran my fingers along the carved nautilus, the pointed spires of the shells, and the smooth curves of the pearl beads, and let the current of my terror carry me as far as it could.


To my surprise, I began to return to myself as E.’s gentle voice counted to twenty, then fifty, then eighty. The pressure on my chest somehow vanished. After she reached a hundred, I felt exhausted, but otherwise recovered. Still, I could hardly look at my companion. I also had no desire to see that horrible void of the ocean again, so I focused on the floor of the depth-craft (which desperately needed sweeping).


“I am terribly sorry,” I said. “I don’t quite understand what just happened. How did we reach these depths so swiftly?”


“I believe we’ve travelled.”


At last, I found myself sensible enough to detect the perfectly understandable tremor in E.’s tone. I couldn’t help but infuse my next statements with reassuring cheer.


“Well, that certainly explains why we no longer appear to be in your garden. So the Structure does indeed possess powers of transportation, as we hypothesised. But does that explain what came over me just now? Was it some kind of protective – I don’t know, curse, or something of the sort, created by the Entry? Like in The Vengeance of the Thermocline?”


To my surprise, E. unfolded the supplementary navigator’s chair from its hidden panel in the ceiling and sat right by my side. When I dared to look at her, I observed such genuine sympathy in her eyes. It was the visual representation, I would say, of the kindness expressed so openly in her every letter.


“I have experienced many such attacks in my life,” she said. “All occurred under quite ordinary circumstances. I am not surprised in the least that one could be triggered by what we just experienced.”


“But I felt like I was dying!” I coughed politely to distract from the unpleasant way in which my voice cracked at the end of this exclamation. “Could a mere attack of the nerves truly affect me so?”


“I fear many use the phrase ‘attack of the nerves’ to refer to any moment of anxiety. In actuality, it describes a particular physiological experience that I would not wish upon anyone – especially not you.”


Previously, I would indeed glibly say that I had experienced such an attack as an overdramatic way of describing a burst of intense worry – such as what occurs when one goes to examine a tank full of Good-Humoured Shrimp, only to find that one’s research assistant accidentally placed a Ravenous Grouper amidst the innocent crustaceans! I did not, however, confess this to E., as I was far too preoccupied with the stimulating challenge of relearning how to catch my breath.


How much worse would I have felt were E. not with me? I could not bear to think of her experiencing anything similar, either. Had she truly survived “many” of these attacks? Who – if anyone – spoke gently to her and helped her through that terror when she did? (If only it could have been me!)


“It would appear,” I said, pleased to hear my voice growing stronger, “that Chancellor Rawsel was wise to exclude me from the Ridge expedition. I suspect I may have a most unforeseen aversion to deep water. But how are you faring, E.? Did you not say in one of your letters that depth-crafts make you claustrophobic? If so, you are certainly managing it admirably.”


“Fortunately, this is the most spacious depth-craft I’ve had the pleasure of boarding,” E. replied. “And – well, it’s rather curious. I found that my desire to help you through your distress temporarily eclipsed any anxieties I might have experienced myself.”


“I am happy to be of service.” (And I did truly mean that!)


“To be clear, I am now appropriately alarmed,” she continued. “To calm myself, I am doing my best to think of my sister and her colleagues down at the Ridge, and how they live and work and joke and care for each other in such an environment without a second thought. Because we can’t see anything out there, I’d like to imagine that we will float past Sophy and Niea in their diving suits at any moment.”


In response, I tapped the navigation system, hoping the depth-craft would reveal something of the landscape outside (or, perhaps, E.’s dauntless sister come to rescue us). Instead, a sharp warning chime indicated that the lamentably outdated equipment could not recognise any topography.


“My dear E.,” I said, slowly, “would you agree that we have, perhaps, found ourselves in rather more adventurous circumstances than we anticipated?”


She nodded. “I don’t know what I thought would happen after we, well, entered the Entry. Henerey, I can barely brave a single day outside my home, and now I’m adrift with you in an unknown ocean. Whatever was I thinking? I can’t apologise enough for forcing you into such a nightmare.”


“A nightmare? Isn’t that going a bit too far? Now that the attack of the nerves is behind me, I’m having a marvellous time.” I attempted the most comforting smile I could muster – which, in truth, is not particularly difficult when gazing at her. “Besides, do recall that this is not the first mysterious journey you’ve survived. Why, you’re the more seasoned adventurer of the two of us!”


“Isn’t that going a bit too far?” Her focus shifted from me (alas) to the ocean outside. “But I do find our present situation most peculiar. We are, evidently, still underwater. I assumed that if the Structure were to carry us anywhere, it would have to be . . . there.”


Her dramatic emphasis on the last word was unnecessary, as I knew exactly where E. imagined we would end up. “There” was an island on a luminous and lonesome sea, where E. had travelled – by some art or technology unknown to us – and she’d told none but me of her journey.


“We may yet be nearby.” I gestured towards the portholes without looking at them. “During your previous adventure, you were only returned to the Deep House after you spent some time ashore. Perhaps we need only pass a few pleasant hours on that island to be sent home.”


Ever the optimist, I took the opportunity to give the automatic navigation panel one more go. With the system continuing to resist, my initial technique for locating the island simply involved steering at random as we sat in companionable silence.


After a short spell, E. offered to relieve me from my duties at the helm. I think she fears I am still weak from the attack, and she is not incorrect! That is how I have come to enjoy this brief respite and write about my experiences. I cannot guess what might happen next, but I hope we will soon find what we seek. If the mysterious creators of the Structure were skilled enough to construct a device that could carry people across vast distances, why did they not design it to deposit said passengers in the correct location?


As I write, I’ve thrice now heard E. inhale as if to speak, but no words followed. I wonder if I should encourage her. Would that be appropriate? We have only enjoyed a short time in each other’s physical presence, and I am not sure what rules of conversational behaviour apply to our interactions. Yet we always communicated most comfortably in our letters. (We even spoke of love, though I certainly lack the courage to broach that topic face to face!)


Surely I should not say anything. Surely it would sound patronising – and perhaps unsettling – if I were to cut in, but—


“E.,” I said in a near-whisper after several moments (approximately accounted) passed, “what are you thinking?”


She glanced away from the helm to meet my gaze. How sharply green her eyes are – like the scales of a Permissive Wrasse when the surface light catches them – but that is not quite the point, is it?


“I am beginning to worry, just a little, about being away from the Deep House.”


How wonderful that I can already recognise her unsubtle use of understatement!


“We’ll be back in no time, I’m sure,” I said, “and, depending on the hour and your willingness, I might have no choice but to stay for dinner.”


“We won’t enjoy much of a meal, I’m afraid, if everything flooded because I neglected to properly check the systems before we departed.”


“Do you mean the systems regulated by that funny panel near the airlock door? If so, perhaps it will reassure you to know that I distinctly remember seeing you push a great many buttons there.”


Then E. smiled, truly, and I remembered how remarkable it is that we are here, not as correspondents, but simply as two people existing in the same place – enigmatic though that place may be. For a moment, I felt dizzy again. It was not another attack of nerves, but rather a beautifully swirling light-headedness that seemed more electrifying than alarming.


“That does reassure me,” she said. “Still, I predict it won’t be long until I am overcome by a state of panic that renders me most unbecoming.”


“Impossible!” I exclaimed before I realised what I was saying.


“I assure you that it is not merely possible, but also highly likely.”


“That is not exactly what I meant,” I muttered, wishing one could cross out embarrassing statements in life as in letters. O, but luck is on my side at last! Before she could ask any clarifying questions about what exactly I found impossible, the enormous head of some unknown beast (a Refined Oarfish? No, they could never brave such depths!) slammed into the frontmost porthole of our depth-craft. The ocean possesses such perfect timing!


AUTOMATED POST MISSIVE FROM “L.” TO “THIRTIETH SECOND”, YEAR 1005


Dear “Thirtieth Second”, or whatever your true name happens to be,


I thought I would open this letter by declaring my victory. Instead, it seems we have reached a rather frustrating impasse. While that is most perturbing, and will set back my progress significantly, I must congratulate you nonetheless.


When I agreed to take tea in your study, it was only for the purpose of stealing that box of documents you keep so naively in plain view atop your crystal cabinet (or, at least, that rectangular structure described as a “cabinet” in my world). That was why I suddenly asked you to check if a bird had struck the window – for I had set a wind-up automaton of mine to flap against the glass at that precise moment. My intricate creation lured you away, leaving me to my machinations. To guarantee my success, I forced myself to wear an uncharacteristically elegant cape with what should be an illegal number of ruffles, all of which were perfect for secreting what I sought to obtain from you. After we said our farewells and that funny machine (should I call it a “Structure”, an “Entry”, or a “Sculpted Saviour”? They are all the same thing, aren’t they? Whyever are those three distinct terms used interchangeably? I do wish someone would standardise the nomenclature post-haste) transported me home, I felt almost disappointed that you proved such an easy target.


Thank you – and curse you too, of course – for proving me wrong.


For I have now deduced that when you stepped to my right, offering what I assume is the equivalent of a plate of fruit pastries in your civilisation – which I happily accepted, smug as I was with your secret archive newly in my possession – you chose that precise moment to slip your dainty hand across the brim of my hat, which sat stately and proud on the back of my chair, and procure the following objects: a microscopic shorthand copy of the log from the Perspicacity, a needle-sized scroll of blueprints and research notes, and a memory-recorder from a most singular Automated Post machine. Have I made any errors in my suppositions? No need to answer – I know I have not. I rarely make errors, which is why I am astonished by how wrong I was to assume you are merely an innocent from the bottom of the sea. Or wherever your city actually is. My employer once attempted to explain the broader cosmology to me, but I have no interest in the nature of the universe or anything beyond my immediate perception. The work I do involves only what I can see, touch, and take.


That is all to say that I do not know much about you, Scholar “Thirtieth”, nor, for that matter, the world you inhabit. At present, my task is simple – acquire, for said employer, all documents relating to a particular incident of historic import and the Cidnosin family’s involvement therein.


Do I care about the Cidnosin family’s involvement in anything, historic or otherwise? Not personally, I suppose. By sheer coincidence, I did happen to know something of them before this commission. In my previous career as a Courier, I operated a mail-boat, and I remember becoming particularly frustrated by the unreasonable number of letters E. Cidnosin began receiving on a near-daily basis during the year 1002. Then Automated Post took off like the tide, and the Deep House was destroyed, and Courier work became sparse. To keep myself in spending money and ships, I decided to try my luck in the controversial field that many Boundless Campus Scholars describe in hushed whispers as “Document Acquisition”. (Are such questionable activities present on the other Campuses, I wonder, or is the drive to succeed by any means necessary specific to my own home? Don’t bother answering. I am well aware that you wouldn’t understand a thing about our Campuses.) It was not the first time I considered such a profession. In fact, as a little girl, I—


Look at me, rambling on about unrelated personal matters as if I were one of those Cidnosins myself! Let me simply say that from the moment I adopted my striking Acquisition Alias (which is critical, if you wish to be taken seriously) and began rifling through other people’s possessions with glee, I knew I had hit upon my calling. After all, I spent years modelling discretion while delivering letters – I cannot deny the secret pleasure I take in being able to read them at last! Because of the rather precarious (and not undeserved) reputation of my new profession, the number of Scholars who will deign to utilise my services is somewhat limited. But I do get by, so here we are.


To return to my original point – let us now consider the unique situation in which we find ourselves. At present, each of us holds precisely the documents that the other needs. Under the circumstances, may I propose a begrudging business arrangement?


I will return the documents I stole from you (after I make copies of them) if you promise to do the same. I would not want either of us to renege before every paper returns to its rightful place. The pages I’ve included for you, extracted from the diary of one Scholar Henerey Clel, are both proof of threat and of good faith.


I hope you will not keep me waiting. Perhaps you, too, serve an employer who yearns to have your files back in their possession. I await your correspondence eagerly.


As sincerely as I can manage,


L.


AUTOMATED POST MISSIVE FROM THE THIRTIETH SECOND SCHOLAR TO “L.”, YEAR 1005


Dear “L.”,


Hello there! Would you believe that this is the very first time I ever replied to a letter from a stranger? Until recently, I was not acquainted with anyone besides my Scholarly colleagues – and we exclusively communicate with each other in person (or through rather testy comments in our daily records). As a result, I was delighted to see your note appear on the fascinating “Automated Post” device that my new friend Scholar Sophy Cidnorghe left behind for me, but it took me some time to formulate a response.


You see, I fear you misunderstood the entire situation. At the same time, I find your misunderstandings fascinating!


I have no “employer” in the way you suggest. What an old-fashioned concept. Imagine being compensated for information! No, I work in service of a greater cultural imperative, which necessitates excellent record-keeping in every aspect of our lives. It is for this reason I am most disappointed that you would steal the documents created by certain members of the Cidnosin and Clel families during their time with us. Before formally adding those papers to our archives, I needed to set them in new waterproof bindings, convert dates from our own calendrical system to correspond with your world’s, and attach any relevant addenda (such as assorted drafts from my own records that I blush to read now), which is why the files were temporarily unprotected in my quarters in the first place.


At any rate, when we met, I invited you to tea because I thought you seemed like a friendly person (and because it is still rare that a stranger like you visits our city). When I noticed your attempts to deceive me (there are no “birds” here, incidentally), my heart sank. I should have confronted you in the moment, but I am not adept at navigating such altercations. Instead, I did what seemed right at the time – I took something of yours. It was my hope that you would notice what you’d lost, realise the hurt you caused me, and return my things with appropriate contrition!


(Considering that you specialise in stealing information, I do wonder why you kept your own valuable documents hidden behind a most obvious flap on your hat?)


I wish to have my documents returned. That much is true. Still, though it goes against my nature – which is generally quite optimistic to a fault – I’m sad to say, my dear “friend”, that I do not especially trust you.


Consequently, would you be so kind as to send me something of mine to start us off?


Otherwise, I shall simply set myself to the onerous but perfectly manageable task of recreating all my missing documents – Henerey Clel’s journal entries, E. Cidnosin’s unsent notes to her sister, even that fateful, final letter written during the very climax of these proceedings – from recollection alone. I do have an excellent memory. If possible, I would prefer not to waste it on a task like this. I simply have too many other things to do!


Dutifully yours,


The Thirtieth Second Scholar (or 30.ii, as we might write it shorthand here)


AUTOMATED POST MISSIVE FROM “L.” TO THE THIRTIETH SECOND SCHOLAR, YEAR 1005


Dear “30.ii” (what manner of name is that?),


How clever of you to pretend this is all coincidence, and to write in such a sweetly ingenuous way! (“This is the very first time I ever replied to a letter from a stranger”? Spare me, please. Who would believe that anyone other than a literal newborn has never received such a letter before? Correspondence is the centrepoint of society!)


I assume you exaggerate the strength of your own memory. Yet there is something about you – and your correspondence – that intrigues me. (How frustrating.) It’s been a slow few tides in the world of document acquisition, and I find myself in need of entertainment. While I have not entirely bought into your bluff, let us go ahead and pretend otherwise. After all, I’ve heard stranger things about your city and your Scholarly colleagues from my new friend, Niea Cidnorghe. I shall acquiesce to your demands because it would be simply impossible for me to remember the contents of the documents that you lifted so elegantly from me. Even if I could, my employer is a stickler for originals.


Give me a few tides (or however you measure time in your world – I understand there’s some kind of bizarre temporal discrepancy) to make my copies of the Cidnosin Papers, and I shall send them back with the expectation that you will return the favour immediately.


With haste,


L.


AUTOMATED POST MISSIVE FROM THE THIRTIETH SECOND SCHOLAR TO “L.”, YEAR 1005


Dear L. (however do your colleagues know how to classify you when your name is but a single letter?),


It is no bluff to say that I am immensely patient!


As you make your copies of what you have dramatically termed the Cidnosin Papers, I do hope you enjoy reading them.


I also hope you will not judge me too harshly when you do.


30.ii









Chapter 2
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DRAFT RECORD BY THE THIRTIETH SECOND SCHOLAR, 1002


By my Oaths as a Scholar, I pledge to record every observation from today’s expedition and swear I will document all I experienced.


Normally, I write “nothing” in my daily records because I have seen nothing, and it would be inaccurate to say anything else. Yet today is different. A successful crossing occurred at last!


I am tempted to mention that I, the Thirtieth Second Scholar, have long dreamed of becoming the first among us to shepherd Imperilled people to safety. Because I am dedicated to concision and precision (and because I know the watchful eyes of the Fifteenth First Scholar will review what I write), however, I shall resist the urge to discuss my dreams and accomplishments at length!


As I do every day, I took the Mechanical Beast Ieneros to patrol the infinite seas that border our refuge. I stood within the very head of my dear Beast, gazing through the window of its vast right eye as is my custom. After several hours of watching the waters (which my Oaths require me to say, truthfully, proved as onerous as ever), my vigilance was rewarded.


For I spotted a small craft, designed in a much less intricate fashion than a Mechanical Beast – its shape nothing more than a simple sphere!


I wonder now if recording my emotional response to this sight would be irrelevant, or whether I must note it for correctness’ sake. I shall err on the side of caution and omit it to reduce the number of hours I must spend listening to the Fifteenth First Scholar’s criticisms. (Of course, I say “criticisms” most respectfully, for I know there is no greater gift a First Scholar can give a Second Scholar than critique . . . and there is no greater giver of such gifts than the Fifteenth First Scholar.)


I attempted to direct Ieneros to the craft, but I fear the grace of my movements was somewhat reduced. In fact, without even trying, I managed to bring the Beast so close that its head crashed against the porthole of the other vessel!


Assuming that Imperilled people might not be familiar with Mechanical Beasts, I opened one of the speaking-tubes that project like tusks from Ieneros’ mouth and announced myself as protocol demands.


“Be not afraid, wanderers. I am the Thirtieth Second Scholar, and I shall bear you to safety. Do you possess a speaking-tube of your own?”


Though neither the eye of Ieneros nor the vessel’s porthole were completely transparent, I could see through both windows well enough to notice the urgency with which the strangers placed their hands over their ears.


“Apologies,” I whispered through the tube after they recovered from my initial cacophony. “Is this volume more suitable?”


I should note that I will refer to the Scholars by their proper names from this point forth – since I am writing this record after completing my mission, and I think that will lend the most accuracy to the narrative.


At that point, then, the person whom I would come to call Scholar Clel nodded to confirm that my message had been received. The other, whom I now know as Scholar Cidnosin, was warier.


“Be not afraid,” I said again, after determining that such a phrase seemed appropriate to repeat while rescuing those escaping the perils of our forsaken former home.


As little else could be communicated at this juncture, I managed to draw Ieneros back and attach its frontmost claw to their vessel – though I am obligated to record that it took me more than seven tries accomplish this feat. Thus, with the strangers’ craft propelled in front of me by Ieneros’ might, I continued my usual route back home.


I must also note that I noticed, as we departed, what looked very much like the flash of a tail fin in the depths ahead. Because I have no definitive proof that the Illogical Ones were present, I hope I may record this observation without risking any contamination of our records with their magical nonsense.


While Ieneros made its unhurried journey, I continued to watch the pair of strangers through their porthole. I wondered at the nature of their relationship – or, rather, I considered such a triviality only after pondering how they managed to escape their world when all others have failed.


Given their unusual manner of dress, I could not determine their precise fields of study based upon appearances alone. I did notice that they both seemed ill at ease, which is perfectly understandable. I do not know how long they spent drifting through the sea before I found them.


They had one major interaction of note. I record it here only because of my Oaths. Scholar Clel, whom at the time I titled “The Elegant One” due to his excellent posture and confident bearing, seemed troubled by a trinket that he clutched within a tight fist. Occasionally, he would open his hand slightly, glance at the object, and then hide it away before turning back to smile reassuringly at Scholar Cidnosin.


I presume I may spare myself from logging each individual instance of the afore-described action and simply say that this continued far longer than it should have.


Scholar Cidnosin, whom I called “The Thoughtful One” because of her slow, calculated movements, appeared to notice his behaviour as well. In fact, each of them kept attempting to peek at the other in an astonishingly conspicuous fashion.


If I may say so, I think they make a fine pair, and I do believe that is an objective statement, Fifteenth First Scholar! Presumably they must be truly and deeply bonded, like all the heart-sworn lovers in the Frivolous Tales from the days before our exile?


Of course, I only read those tales in my juvenile years, and I foreswore such frippery forever when I gained more significant responsibilities with which to occupy my time. Yet because I have never seen such a relationship in reality, I am fascinated.


Then Scholar Cidnosin started to speak to Scholar Clel, but I heard none of it! I could do nothing but make educated guesses about their conversation based on my extensive literary knowledge of how people from the Imperilled world might behave.


“What is troubling you, my beloved?” Scholar Cidnosin (may have) said.


“O, it is nothing,” Scholar Clel (possibly) said, waving his hands dramatically. “I simply must confess that in a moment of weakness, I stole this necklace from you. I required a physical object to remind me that you are real, because you are lovelier than dreams. Can you ever forgive me?”


“There is nothing to forgive,” she (likely) replied. “For I too once stole a necklace of yours for the same reason. Are we not so 
alike?”


“You astound me, my resplendent one. I shall return it to you henceforth so you may wear it again, though these jewels could never outshine you.”


At last, Scholar Clel wiped the necklace with the cloth of his fine jacket and pressed it into her hand.


They stood in silence (or so I presume) for a few moments before Scholar Cidnosin raised the jewels to her neck, trying valiantly to make the hooks meet. Thrice did Scholar Clel open his mouth wordlessly before turning away, frowning.


Scholar Cidnosin eventually uttered something wretchedly inaudible (perhaps “I require your assistance – most desperately”?).


Then, with the precision of a Botanist handling a delicate plant, Scholar Clel locked the necklace with one swift gesture and removed his hand immediately. Both stared into opposite corners of the vessel, but they seem relatively pleased with themselves.


I have now read back everything I drafted, and I am horrified.


What irrational impulse overtook me as I wrote the preceding paragraphs? Am I no less juvenile than I ever was? Do the Frivolous Tales still possess a hold over me? O, I shall have to rewrite this entire record, or the Fifteenth First Scholar will never let me put stylus to crystal again!


Besides, no evidence suggests that they are romantically involved. Though perhaps it is relevant to mention that when they settled into the Visitors’ Quarters, they requested separate (but adjacent – adjacent!) bedchambers . . .


What is it about these two strangers that sparks my curiosity and imagination so?


Now, that is the end of that. It is time to abandon this mess and write anew. It also occurs to me that the Fifteenth First Scholar might find my preamble about spotting the strangers and communicating with them somewhat irrelevant as well. I shall stop writing now and request her guidance.


(And if I find myself tempted to imagine more ridiculous dialogues in the future, I shall force myself to picture Frivolous conversations involving the Fifteenth First Scholar and the Sixth First Scholar instead. How distressing!)


OFFICIAL RECORD BY THE THIRTIETH SECOND SCHOLAR, WRITTEN UNDER THE SUPERVISION OF THE FIFTEENTH FIRST SCHOLAR, 1002


By my Oaths as a Scholar, I pledge to record every relevant observation and pertinent detail about what I experienced after rescuing two Imperilled people from the endless seas.


Upon spying an unknown vessel in the distance, I provided towing assistance in accordance with established rescue protocol. The additional burden of the strangers’ vessel decreased Ieneros’ speed by approximately 50 per cent, but it was not long until I returned to the city with my unusual cargo. The Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar happened to be on duty in the docking area, so it was to him I ran before the newcomers debarked.


“Have you brought me a new vessel as a gift? What a wonderful surprise,” said the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar by way of greeting. “Though my Oaths require me to mention that your design lacks the eighty essential features of a suitable craft. How anomalous!”


“It is not my own creation, but a gift to us all!” I said in an especially calm and collected manner. “Twenty-Ninth! I saved two of the Imperilled!”


To my delight, the Visitors chose this very moment to prove their existence to the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar. Scholar Clel clambered out of the hatch first, aided by a walking stick with a most unnecessary sculpture of some unidentifiable fish atop it. Scholar Cidnosin crept out afterwards. As she stood on the dock some paces behind Scholar Clel, Scholar Cidnosin’s left foot kept tapping with surprising speed.


“I presume you are the people who brought us here?” said Scholar Clel – or, at least, that is what the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar and I deduced after puzzling over his dialect and tone for a few moments.


“Why, you speak our language,” said the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar. “We suspected your world would have developed many different tongues by now. Are you simply peculiar?”


“I am both peculiar and a trained Scholar,” Scholar Clel replied. “And when I heard you – well, whichever one of you shouted from that fascinating depth-craft – speaking in Archaic – well, what we call ‘Archaic Scholar’ – I figured I should try that first.”


“It was I who spoke to you,” I confirmed. “I am thrilled we can communicate!”


The Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar and I immediately provided our Classification Particulars and asked the Visitors to do the same. They introduced themselves as a man titled “Henerey Clel” and a woman titled “E. Cidnosin”. (Technically, Scholar Clel spoke for them both, and I requested the spellings of their titles for the purposes of my record. O, and I suppose I ought to furnish brief physical descriptions of our Visitors, to ensure my colleagues are able to recognise them with ease. Scholar Cidnosin is in possession of the most severely creased forehead I ever saw on someone so young, as well as a pale pink complexion, red hair arranged in a messy equivalent of The Thirty-Fourth Efficient Style, and garb somewhat similar to drab sleep-clothes that no self-respecting Scholar would wear in public. Scholar Clel, for his part, displays an illogically cheerful smile that does not quite reach his eyes at present, along with a warm brown complexion; black hair and a beard combed gracefully into what resembles The Sixty-Eighth Intrepid Style; and clothing that is Unclassifiable, but exceedingly elegant.)


(The Fifteenth First Scholar interrupted my writing to remind me that all our colleagues will be perfectly capable of recognising the Visitors – considering that they are, notably, the only two strangers ever to visit us. Her astuteness astonishes me! Please ignore the preceding parenthetical. And this one, I suppose.)


“Do you speak so-called Archaic Scholar as well, Scholar Cidnosin?” asked the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar.


“I prefer reading to speaking,” Scholar Cidnosin murmured, “and that is also the case in my own language.”


“Now, pardon me,” said Scholar Clel, “but I fear my companion and I know absolutely nothing about where we are. Could you enlighten us?”


“You are in the outer docks of the city of shelter, the safest place in this vast cosmos, and we are the very people who—” I began.


“I am sure one of our First Scholars will provide you with a much more appropriate explanation,” said the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar. Because he once told me that interruptions are the cruellest form of slight, I knew in an instant that the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar had cut me off intentionally as a silent advisory to remember our Oaths.


“Undoubtedly!” I agreed. “There will be time enough for questions. We only just rescued you, after all. Shall I show you to the Visitors’ Quarters, while the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar breaks the news to our colleagues?”


“I have a more reasonable suggestion, Thirtieth Second Scholar,” said the Twenty-Ninth Second Scholar. “You must go to our colleagues instead, and I will play host for the Visitors. That is most prudent.”


I, of course, could not argue with that. I departed to engage in conversation with my Scholarly superiors and was therefore no longer required by my Oaths to record my experiences. I shall end this record here (and hope it is satisfactory at last).


UNSENT LETTER FROM E. CIDNOSIN TO SOPHY CIDNOSIN, 1002


Dear Sophy,


You will likely read this letter well after I write it. I hope our current separation will be no longer than the periods we typically spend apart while you are occupied with your Scholarly duties.


Though it feels like I have not written to you in an age, this is, in truth, the second letter I’ve composed for you within the span of a day. Once you return from the Ridge – and your own glorious adventure, trying to analyse that mysterious door! – you will no doubt immediately read the letter I left on the table in the parlour. (I wanted to leave you some manner of cake, as well, but I feared it might spoil.) Because that letter explains everything already, I will not waste space recapitulating the purpose of the somewhat accidental journey upon which Henerey and I embarked.


Still, I must reiterate my afore-expressed apologies for the impulsiveness of said journey. But if you are reading this letter, I must have returned, and will no doubt shortly explain why I simply had to understand this Structure that might illuminate our mother’s secret life. I deeply regret not telling you everything I learned from Jeime – how Mother believed most passionately in another world that she herself would never live to see. I cannot wait until I am home and we can puzzle everything out together!


In my heart, I rather pitifully hoped to find Mother waiting for me when I passed through the Entry. She was not, of course, but I do feel a little closer to her when I am here.


Shall I take a moment to tell you what I mean by “here”?


Well, to start, I am in a room that is not mine, and that is jarring enough. Everything unsettles me. The air lacks the dampness of the Deep House, the gossamer fabric covering the furnishings makes my flesh prickle, and there is not a window in sight. I may be moments away from falling apart.


Perhaps I ought to mention that this room is one among many in a vast inn of sorts, which is itself but a single complex within an enormous underwater city protected by an immeasurable, glimmering fortress! I have no way of knowing our exact depth or location, but I’d wager we are just as deep as you and your colleagues at the Ridge. Oddly, that’s the only aspect of my current circumstances that comforts me. I suspect I feel more at home in this improbable sunken city – which is, in a way, a collection of especially deep Deep Houses – than I would if I were to travel abovewater to the Atoll, for example.


(I had to stop writing for a moment. I could not remember if I locked the door and needed to ascertain that all was well.)


The people who reside here seem delighted and shocked by our sudden appearance. They rescued us from the seemingly endless depths, but the experience involved more misadventure than I would have preferred. When Henerey and I left the Deep House, we found ourselves afloat in an unfamiliar sea. As if that were not already terrifying, a veritable leviathan collided into our depth-craft soon afterwards! We would have panicked to the point of near-death, I think, had we not immediately recognised that it was not a living creature but a kind of machine – an automaton on a much vaster scale than your cetacean companions at the Ridge.


The automaton appeared carved or cast in the shape of an imaginary composite creature. I observed a broad, seal-like tail, a curved belly like a whale’s, and a sea-serpent’s head, with the latter looking the most like something of legend. (So curious was this design that I simply had to draw it! I apologise for the shakiness of my shading, caused by both the movements of the depth-craft and my own anxiety. Why, I even ended up omitting the creature’s tusks because my hand was trembling too violently.) The scales bedecking the head resembled pearlescent gemstones – filmy, but not flimsy, and the clang the creature made when striking us was something to be 
heard!


We were then subjected to another hideously loud noise, which quickly diminished into the sound of a muffled voice projecting through the water. Afterwards, we


I apologise for losing my place and leaving that sentence incomplete; I fear I am not describing this with my usual enthusiasm. I cannot recall what I wanted to tell you next. My Brain troubles me once again. I feel very tired, and I keep forgetting what I have and haven’t done. I went to check the door again, despite having already done so several times, and I remain unconvinced that I am safe. How am I to feel safe anywhere that is not the Deep House? I shall abandon this letter shortly and start over when I can.


I do miss you, dear sister. But I take comfort in the knowledge that you will remain in your own depths for the foreseeable future and currently have no knowledge of what has transpired. I may already be back by the time you notice I am gone!


With my love and apologies,


E.
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NOTE PASSED BETWEEN HENEREY CLEL AND E. CIDNOSIN, 1002


Dearest E.,


I am writing you a note instead of knocking to come in & say good night, because I do not want you to worry about unlocking your door once more! I promise it is completely unopenable. In fact, if you find yourself overcome by the urge to check the lock again, perhaps you might look to this note as a physical artifact & remember that we tackled this together?


I know it was a mere (though excellent) coincidence that I happened to be in the hall to spy you opening and shutting the door moments ago. Do know that you can come & find me if you need ANYTHING; I am a light sleeper who is not prone to any manner of crossness when awakened (unlike a certain brother of mine). – H.


P.S. You were my saviour today. I shall never forget it.


*


Dearest H.,


Clever as always! Thank you for your understanding. I hoped you would not see me in a state like that until—


Well, I suppose I hoped you never would.


It is not something I am inclined to share with others, especially not someone upon whom I wish to make a favourable impression.


You are my saviour now. Perhaps that is how we will navigate this perplexing world – by saving each other in alternating sequence. – E.


Though your kind reply delighted me, do remember that I wrote my note to keep you company – & here you are, sliding it back to me under the door with an annotation of your own! Please, won’t you hold on to it this time? & I hope it will continue to remind you that it would be impossible for me to have a more favourable impression of you. & I welcome the opportunity to help you through anything, as you’ve helped me. Running out of room; apologies! Sleep well & I shall see you tomorrow – isn’t that splendid? – H.









Chapter 3
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UNSENT LETTER FROM E. CIDNOSIN TO SOPHY CIDNOSIN, 1002


Dear Sophy,


I apologise for the distracted tone of my previous note! Surely it comes as no surprise that I am struggling with the experience of being in a new place – a place that is not simply unknown to me, but also to you, to Arvist, to Father, to just about everyone except Mother’s odd compatriots (and even they never stepped foot here themselves!).


Last night, as you may have gleaned, I engaged in a rather embarrassing battle with my Brain when it could not accept that my door was secured. I can imagine what Dr Lyelle would say – that I should be patient with myself, because such a response is understandable under the circumstances. Do you remember that awful time, a few years ago, when I experienced episodes of sleepwalking and woke to find myself checking the airlock door? I would always feel overwhelmed by the greatest sense of dread, imagining something horrible lurking outside. At any rate, I would not have slept a wink last night without Henerey’s generous assistance.


I must confess, Sophy, that I live in fear of ruining this fragile bond between me and Henerey. He is the ideal partner for an unexpected adventure, and I do not deserve him whatsoever. When I woke this morning, I heard him stirring in the room next to mine. It is a strange thing to reside within relative proximity to someone you care about – to know he is existing behind that wall, perhaps marvelling at the unusual glow of the bed sheets, brushing his hair and adjusting his beard, and no doubt feeling disappointed that he did not pack any of his naturalist’s equipment (or fashionable garments suitable for adventuring).


Fearing (and, above all else, hoping) he would soon knock on my door, I re-dressed myself in the humble clothes I wore yesterday, attempted to untangle myself from my hair, and sat on the bed in embarrassing anticipation. Soon enough, I heard the door next to mine shut ever so gently, followed by a quick and quiet knock.


I tried not to open the door immediately. I did, at least, wait one moment.


When I finally gave in, I encountered a thoroughly transformed Henerey Clel.


Somehow, he had already acquired the local fashion after but a single night. Like the few Scholars we saw yesterday, he was dressed in a loose-fitting, pearl-coloured chemise, covered by a long overcoat that iridesced in abyssal purples and blues – rather like the water outside the city, I suppose. He had tied his hair back with a matching blue ribbon and completed his outfit with the simple side-bag he carried yesterday.


I must admit he was a rather lovely sight.


We both began to say “Good morning!” at the same time, realised our odd synchronicity about halfway through “good”, and then stopped simultaneously to let the other speak. Henerey laughed loudly and looked up to the right as he did, his eyes half closed. He tends to make this expression when he is abashedly pleased, and I feel very privileged that I am beginning to recognise it.


“If anyone could locate a tailor during the early hours of the morning in an unfamiliar world, Henerey Clel, it would be you.” I gestured to his finery.


“Did you not notice?” he said as his gossamer sleeves flew about. “Underneath the bed, there’s a – well, I suppose the equivalent of a well-stocked closet. I couldn’t help myself.”


“How marvellous! But how does everything fit you so perfectly?”


“That is the most remarkable thing of all!” He swung out his sleeve, revealing a tiny ribbon sewn into gathers near the hem.


“These designers are visionaries,” he continued. “The clothing is completely adjustable. Such a practical approach, yet it never occurred to anyone back home.”


“I am most impressed. You are off to seek out these visionaries, then?”


He paused, playing with that ribbon on his sleeve.


“Actually,” Henerey said, “I thought I might seek our hosts, find some food, and, ah, bring it back here. To have breakfast with you. Because I thought perhaps you – that is to say – given your usual habits at the Deep House, I wondered if you would prefer—”


“You needn’t worry. I accept that I must leave this corridor eventually if we are to go home,” I said, but his kindness touched me. “Still, if you truly don’t mind seeing to the food, I would be grateful to avoid strangers for a little longer.”


“Then I will return shortly. I do wonder what they eat here – I hope it isn’t phosphorescent! But wouldn’t it be fascinating if it were?”


I waved him off and returned to my room, surprised by the jolt of relief I experienced upon closing the door again. As much as it unsettled me last night, I do feel somewhat more comfortable inside this unfamiliar room than out of it.


In Henerey’s absence, I resolved to search for this supposed wardrobe, and ultimately located a glowing panel on the left side of the bedframe. When I pressed it, a melody of scratches and squeaks played as a drawer emerged – presenting a treasure chest of diaphanous clothing. None of it was my style, you know, but Henerey is such a sartorial fellow! I felt a rather inexplicable desire to impress him.


So on went the least dramatic item in the drawer – a magenta dress with half-length sleeves that fluttered around my arms in a most ethereal fashion. It lacked the decorative embroidery one might see in your Scholarly Regalia, for example, but it did feature a pleasant border of silver pentagons stitched around the collar. Henerey was correct about the unique nature of these garments: secreted ties, buttons, and fabric panels allowed me to make myself as comfortable as I pleased. (Perhaps I would wear something other than shapeless house-dresses if ethereal gowns were made in such a way by our own Fashioners!)


Thus attired, I scrutinised myself in the room’s small looking glass, a delicate thing seemingly crafted from seven round mirrors soldered together. The length of my hair continued to prove a nuisance, by the way. After nearly shattering the crystalline combs supplied in my room, I managed to twist those troublesome tresses into a braid. With my hair up and my bright gown on, I looked quite unlike myself – I wish you could have seen me! Still, the transformation was not entirely satisfactory. I had hoped I might take on a more compelling and powerful aspect, as if I were the heroine of an Antepelagic Fantasy of old, rising to face unprecedented circumstances! Instead, my familiarly anxious eyes regarded me wanly. I abandoned the mirror in time for Henerey’s return.


“E., might I ask a clarifying question?” he asked as I opened the door. He had acquired a large sparkling bag that he bore upon his back as if it were nothing. “O! What a sublime dress. That colour and your hair, and the embroidery—” He shook his head. “Earlier, were you implying that going out and about would be less troubling if you did not have to worry about other people?”


“I suppose I was,” I said, hoping desperately that I was not blushing (or, if I was, that the colour of my blushes would suit me as much as magenta apparently did).


“In that case, would you care to accompany me someplace? We will not encounter a single soul, I assure you.”


Intrigued and anxious, I followed him down the hall. Though we passed countless rooms, I did not hear anything to suggest the presence of fellow guests. Perhaps everyone remained asleep – or perhaps the rooms, constructed from unknown materials, were soundproof enough to prevent unwanted noises from reaching the corridor.


After a short while, we came upon a round door made of dizzyingly green stone, which Henerey opened by pulling a triangular latch from beneath a translucent panel. Moments later, I found myself standing before the most incredible garden I ever saw – here, in the very depths of the ocean!


We emerged in a great glass dome of a building, with a ceiling stretching so far above my head that I could barely see its topmost curves. I heard running water, Sophy, and it was the strangest thing – not the slow sounds of the waves, but a constant chuckling. There was a fountain before us, a ceaseless whalespout that trickled into six channels set into the earth. More wondrous still were the trees! Tall, ancient things, like I’d only read about in Antepelagic texts, with pale bark; thin, pink leaves; and fin-shaped blossoms prone to dropping at the slightest provocation and spiralling around us. There was a host of other plants, too, that I could barely begin to recognise. They were certainly not kelp!


Perhaps I should have felt anxious in this unfamiliar, public place, but there were no people to be seen, and the sun was warm and inviting, and—


Then I remembered, once again, that we are under the sea.


“The sunlight,” I whispered. “Is it an illusion? Or was the very door to this garden another Entry? One that carried us to a place beyond imagination?”


“That Thirtieth Second Scholar said this conservatory is illuminated by some kind of bioluminescence, like practically everything here,” Henerey said. “I thought you might enjoy it.”


“I have never seen its equal. Have you? Is this what your home on the Atoll is like?”


“There are several botanical gardens on Atoll Campus, right in the centre of everything. A precious few of their plants sprouted centuries ago from seeds that survived the Dive. But palms are our only trees, and none are so vibrant as this.” He gestured to a circular bench in the distance, which sat before a small cascade rippling down an incline of glistering white tiles. “Shall we?”


The view from the bench revealed a hidden avenue of further plants and ponds that continued for fathoms ahead. We sat together, and Henerey produced from his bag two diamond-shaped boxes containing a splendid rainbow of fruits that filled me with relative dread. While I am technically capable of consuming food I did not make myself – I certainly will not decline when Seliara brings over something delicious, and I did take tea with you during our stay in the dormitories – there is a difference between an occasional pie or tea and a full meal crafted by complete strangers, even if their intent is presumably good. A fresh wave of panic overcame me as I took a few delicate bites. What if the fruits contained a natural toxin to which our hosts had developed an immunity over the years? What if it killed us both, purely by unfortunate accident, and that kind young Scholar was cruelly punished for serving these meals to us? And these unfortunate occurrences would be my fault, after all, because—


If Henerey noticed how close I came to having my own attack of the nerves, he was kind enough not to judge. (In case you were wondering, the fruits proved both non-toxic and surprisingly flavourless. What I wouldn’t give for a shaker of spirulina!)


“How are you feeling, my dear?” he asked, tapering off slightly on the term of endearment – another trait of his that I feel lucky to know rather well now. “If this becomes a bit much, we can always go back.”


“I am perfectly calm at present, considering that it’s just the two of us.” I decided to say nothing of my food-based obsessions. “But why are we so wonderfully alone?”


“Yes, I suppose I acted rather mysteriously in my excitement,” he said. “There are no other people here – or, I should say, in this part of the city. Except the Thirtieth Second Scholar, whom we met yesterday, and who seems to float about the place to ensure our needs are met. Apparently, this entire complex was designed as a sanctuary for visitors like us. These Scholars live and work elsewhere.”


“And there are truly no others like us?”


“It seems, remarkably, that you and I are the first people to travel here.”


“Henerey,” I said, my voice growing faint, “I don’t suppose they won’t know how to send us back?”


Rather desperately and automatically, I reached out and took his hand. It was very generous of him to indulge me by not letting go!


“The Thirtieth Second Scholar says we will meet with some manner of council later today. No doubt they will answer all our questions. I believe they decided to let us rest beforehand, because they feared we were too tired for practical conversation.”


“How surprisingly civil. I don’t suppose you are accustomed to that level of thoughtfulness from your department?”


“That is an understatement,” Henerey muttered.


“Surely you must enjoy your freedom as best you can before we go home!” I hoped that by speaking those words with such cheer I might lift my own spirits, too. “In the meantime, would you like to take a closer look at some of these plants? And I daresay there appeared to be an odd fish or two in those water features.”


“E.,” he said, his hand grasping mine all the tighter, “you are truly magnificent.”


I disagree, but I certainly appreciated him saying it!


When we returned to our quarters afterwards, a scroll had been placed on the wall at a point equidistant from our respective doors. It instructed us to meet with the Scholars in the evening. Henerey offered, once again, to converse with them on his own, but I have resolved to accompany him, even if the thought of being in a room with others makes me feel as sick as usual. If that is what it takes for us to get home, so be it!


Really, now that we are about to speak with the Scholars, I fear writing this letter to you was foolish. Perhaps they will have an Entry available for our immediate use, and you will see me before long! But I did want to document all that’s happened, and I enjoy pretending to tell you about it. How our circumstances have changed now that I am the one writing with news from my adventures!


(Will a long letter about your adventures await me at the Deep House? O, I can’t wait to read it!)


Hoping to see you very soon,


E.


OFFICIAL RECORD OF THE HISTORIC “COUNCIL OF THE VISITORS” BY THE THIRTIETH SECOND SCHOLAR, 1002


By my Oaths as a Scholar, I, the Thirtieth Second Scholar, attest to the accuracy of the following council record, which summarises the first official meeting between the Body of Scholars and the Imperilled Visitors, Scholar Clel and Scholar Cidnosin.


As determined in a previous evaluation of the Thirtieth Second Scholar’s work, I, the Fifteenth First Scholar, will review these notes before they are preserved in our Compendium. – 15.i


We gathered on this day to speak with the Imperilled and discover the secrets of their successful escape. The Second through Twenty-Third First Scholars stood in a half-circle around the First through Fortieth Second Scholars. As a sign of respect, we offered each Visitor a comfortable chair – the very seats traditionally occupied by the Primary and Secondary speakers. (Perhaps it is for the best that only two strangers appeared. What would we have done with four or five? Constructed more chairs?)


I can ignore the parenthetical above, but not the few sentences that follow – all of which verge on impertinent irrelevance. Going forward, I shall style any such sentences as “Personal Notes” and will encourage the Thirtieth Second Scholar to avoid such commentary in the future. – 15.i


[Personal Note: Though it may not be within the purview of my Scholarly duties to say so (it is not), I do wish we could have conducted this meeting in a less intimidating fashion. I know every Scholar is eager to observe the strangers! Yet Scholar Cidnosin spent the entire period clutching her hands so tightly I feared she would injure herself.]


The Sixth First Scholar began the proceedings by quoting some celebrated Scholars’ commentaries that seemed relevant to the situation. I do not need to waste time recording those details (indeed, you do not) since such hallowed words are known to all of us. Instead, I shall make some brief notes about the Visitors themselves (you need not do that, either, but I will let your remarks remain).


Throughout the meeting, Scholar Clel appeared physically engaged in the conversation. His eyes moved thoughtfully, paying respectful attention to whoever was speaking, and he nodded with such enthusiasm at the oddest of times that I assume his gestures must be somewhat automatic. In contrast, Scholar Cidnosin stared straight ahead, not meeting anyone’s eyes, and often looked towards the door as if she were planning to flee.


After an amount of time that I hope is not necessary to quantify (thankfully, you are correct), the Sixth First Scholar invited the pair to speak, which seemed a fitting point for me to start recording the conversation.


“Centuries ago, our people designed the Sculpted Saviours to rescue you from peril, but the fates of our creations have long been unknown to us,” intoned the Sixth First Scholar. “Would you tell us how you managed to discover one?”


I suspected Scholar Clel would be the first to speak, and he was – though he did look to Scholar Cidnosin first. She nodded her approval before returning to the task of biting her lip most ferociously.


“I assume you are referring to what we have been calling Entries? Are those the same as your, er, Sculpted Saviours?” How flustered he seemed by that perfectly straightforward phrase!


“Colleagues, wouldn’t it be wisest for us to respect our Visitors by using the terms and phrases they find most familiar?” asked the Fifteenth First Scholar – though I rather suspect she intended that as an instruction, not a question. (Well done.)


“Please, Scholar Clel,” she continued. “Continue to call them ‘Entries’, and we shall do the same.”


“Well, I’m afraid they remain largely a mystery to us. E. and I travelled here by chance when one such structure – we called it The Structure, as a matter of fact – appeared in the garden outside her home. But might I digress? I find myself rather concerned about this peril to which you’ve alluded. In our research, we read—”


The Sixth First Scholar shook his head. “You are safe from all danger now, young fellow, and that is what matters. You shall face no peril here – that is, unless you are tasked with the proofing of the Fifth First Scholar’s historiographies.”


Everyone except for Scholar Cidnosin laughed properly. While Scholar Clel did join in, his contribution to the chorus of chuckles was short and abrupt.


“Still,” he said once our merriment concluded, “I don’t suppose—”


“We are simply desperate to know which one bore you here!” continued the Sixth First Scholar. “My personal favourite was the Woebegone Triangle, of course. Did it seem to be in good operating condition?”


“Did the luminescence still work?” cut in the Seventh First Scholar, her eyes alight.


“We do also wish to know,” said the Sixth First Scholar begrudgingly, “if the luminescence still works.”
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