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I live as if in someone else’s house

A house that comes in dreams

And in which I have died perhaps

Where there is something strange

In the weariness of evening

Something the mirrors save for themselves—

—from “Dull Knife,” Anna Akhmatova, trans. D. M. Thomas







Even when it was run-down, it was a ravishing house. I remember having this feeling of really wanting to spend the night there—not just to sleep in the house but to sleep with the house.

—Keith Eggener, architectural historian
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Basit Deniau’s greatest architectural triumph is the house he died in.

Rose House lies in the Mojave desert, near China Lake—curled like the petals of a gypsum crystal in the shadow of a dune, all hardened glass and stucco walls curving and curving, turning in on themselves. A labyrinthine heart, beating an endless electric pulse. Deniau was not the first person to die there. Now he is also not the last.

Deniau’s houses were haunted to begin with. All of them: but Rose House was the last-built and the best. An otherwise place, Deniau called it, in one of his rare interviews, the one which ran on the cover of Places magazine, distributed electronic, holographic, and in exquisite-rare print for customers willing to pay. The accompanying photograph shows him cradled in the house’s cast shadow, one hand pressed to the smooth stucco wall. The desert sand creeps over his bare feet in little drifts, touches the hems of his pressed linen trousers. His fingertips are white with pressure, as if he is stroking the wall he has built.

A house embedded with an artificial intelligence is a common thing. A house that is an artificial intelligence, infused in every load-bearing beam and fine marble tile with a thinking creature that is not human? That is something else altogether.

Dr. Selene Gisil, possessor of one of those rare print copies of Deniau’s interview for Places, touches the place on the photograph where Deniau touches Rose House, and then draws her fingers back as if burnt. She should know better than to get skin oils on something as fragile as magazine paper. She should.

She touches it again, as if she could touch the house through Deniau, or Deniau through the house. Basit has been dead for a year. Rose House has been sealed exactly that long. There is an insurmountable gap.

Her phone rings again, pulsing on her wrist, insistent. Rings through to her bone-conductor adjunct, vibrates in her skull. China Lake Precinct Police, the tiny screen reads. Same as last time. It’s four in the morning where Selene is, just early enough for the cries of men and birds down at the Trabzon docks to begin. The distant creaking of piers. Salt on the wind.

There’s salt on the wind near Rose House, too, half a world away. Selene doesn’t answer. She can only think of one reason the China Lake police would call her, and it is if Rose House had burned down. It is too early in the morning to allow that to be the case, even in imagination.

Since Basit Deniau died—old age and one of the nastier mesotheliomas got him at last—Selene has been to Rose House one time. One time, to visit the old man—her old monster—and see what’s been made of him.

What he’d left her. What he’d made her, even after death. Selene had, she thought, once believed that Basit’s death would get her all the way free of his influence. She believes this not at all any longer. Not after Rose House.

She went alone. She had to. Rose House wouldn’t allow anyone else inside. Deniau’s will had been very specific, and Rose House was obedient—when it pleased to be, Rose House had always been obedient.

Salt on the wind and the smell of dust. All of Deniau’s sketches and files and archival material, locked up inside that gypsum flower of a building: their only keeper Rose House itself. Selene, watching the dawn over the Black Sea, watching the dull-silver blank screen of her phone, quiescent for now on her wrist, thinks: what better to keep the secrets of a dead magician of buildings than the soul of a building he’d engendered? Thinks, as well, recalling the origins of the phrase magician of buildings, how Basit Deniau had called himself that, offhand, self-crowning. Thinks: if I don’t pay attention, I’m going to write like Basit all my life, just because he made me his—archivist—once he was safely dead.

Deniau’s in Rose House, too. What’s left of him. Compressed sufficiently, a corpse becomes a diamond that can be displayed on a plinth. An altar that no one will ever see. Or—almost no one.

When Deniau’s will had been entered into probate, all the hungry journalists and academics and more-junior architects and nationalist politicians—from his adopted country and the one that gave him birth, both—had discovered that the old man had denied them the satisfaction of vulturehood. All of his archives, his sketches: in Rose House. Rose House itself, and the mind that was Rose House, or dwelled within it: sealed, save for Selene. That was in the will.

Not anyone else but Selene Gisil, even though she’d denounced Basit a decade ago, denounced the very idea of architecture as a private place, a secret for the rich or the brilliant to enjoy. Basit had taught her once. She had, quite probably, loved him once. Almost everyone did. And they had not spoken since she had made her claim, said her piece, named his otherwise houses poison palaces built for his own glorification and nothing more—

And then the old monster died, and left Rose House to her. To her, but only as one of the secrets she so publicly despised. She could visit once in a year, said the will. Once in a year, for the space of a week. One week to open Rose House’s vault, see Basit’s drawings, his notes, the vast collections of his art. One week in which she is permitted to take her own notes, and speak to Rose House’s animating intelligence all she likes. She may not take photographs or make copies. Doing so will cause Rose House to cast her out into the desert like any intruder.

She’d been. Of course she had. A month ago, she’d gone inside—and managed to stay only three days of her seven. Three days, and then she’d run away again, and dreamed of Basit, diamond-cold, watching her from his plinth while the house laughed like a sandstorm.

Her phone rings. China Lake Police Precinct.

“Answer,” says Selene. If Rose House is burnt, she should at least know it—

“Dr. Selene Gisil?” says the voice on her wrist. An American voice, flat with the vowels of the intermountain West.

“Yes,” she says. “What is it?”

“This is the China Lake Precinct, Dr. Gisil. We’d like to know your physical location.”

“Trabzon.”

A pause. A longer pause. “Where’s that?”

Almost, Selene laughs. Americans. “It’s in Turkey. Northeastern Turkey. On the Black Sea. You woke me.”

“We’re sorry about that, ma’am. Trabzon, Turkey. Okay. That’s where you have a place of residence?”

“What is this about?” Selene asks. She wants the news. She wants to hear. She is braced so hard she might shatter.

“There’s been a murder at Rose House, Dr. Gisil,” says her wrist. “Have you traveled to the States in the past week?”

The wave of relief that rocks her is inappropriate and unwanted. But it is relief nonetheless.

[image: ]
Detective Maritza Smith had the ill luck to be on tipline duty the night Rose House called. The China Lake Precinct was chronically understaffed—and a long time ago, before Maritza’d made Detective, she’d thought a promotion would spare her long nights listening to nothing, or the wind, or some drunk calling in over the airwaves, looking for a voice that’d answer back rather than the voices in their head. Turned out she was wrong. Maritza’s been wrong about a lot of things, most of them to do with how grindingly unchangeable most scutwork turns out to be. Promotions or no promotions. There’s one other detective at the China Lake Precinct, and one deputy, and the deputy’s out on maternity. It’s Maritza alone in the empty halls, Maritza on the other end of the line, Maritza listening to the wind scream in the desert like a child or a cat or the dead.

So she’d caught the call. And caught everything that came after, including having to find Selene Gisil, and set about eliminating her as a suspect.

There’s a dead person in Rose House. Okay, there are two dead people in Rose House—everybody knows the architect buried himself there—but there’s an extra dead person, and it’s Maritza’s problem.

Even an animate intelligence that haunts a house (and yeah, Maritza grew up here, she knows like anyone else that Rose House is a haunt, and was glad when it was shut up inside with itself for good)—even a haunt has some failsafes that are built into the groundwork of artificial intelligences. Some failsafes even Basit Deniau apparently couldn’t get out of his haunt’s programming. For instance: all AIs must report the presence of a dead body within their designated sphere of influence to the nearest law enforcement agency.

The call came at 2:15 AM; Maritza wrote it down in her logbook. Please confirm that this is the China Lake Police Precinct, it had started. Neutral-feminine voice, accentless and innocuous: could have been anyone, or anyone’s vocal synther app making them sound utterly unmarked. Maritza has one on her phone, for when she has to call customer service lines.

She’d said, “This is Detective Smith at the China Lake Precinct, yes. How can I help you?” She remembers, indelible-clear, that she’d been doodling in the margins of the call log. Looping lines, one following the other, filling in an abstract shape.

This is Rose House, said that unremarkable voice, and Maritza had sat up so straight her spine crackled.

She doesn’t know what she said next. Probably something like what? Some disbelief-noise. Later she assumed she’d thought it must have been a prank. Rose House was shut up. Rose House had no one in it. Rose House was an artificial intelligence with no care for any human life save the architectural, or Rose House was a haunt, or both, and either way it didn’t call a tipline.

This is Rose House, that voice repeated. Detective Smith, are you authorized to take duty-of-care notifications under the auspices of Federal Artificial Intelligences Surveillance Act Section Four-A?

Maritza had taken a duty-of-care call once before. It had come from the AI in the China Lake Angel’s Heart Rehabilitation Home, which had spoken in chained monosyllables like a bad screenreader. Nothing like this bell-clear voice on the other end of the tipline. The Angel’s Heart AI had called to report a pattern of unanswered resident distress calls extending for more than three months. Maritza had forwarded it to the Department of Health, and she had no idea what had happened next, only that Angel’s Heart was still open and operating. Presumably enough had changed that the AI stopped getting its wires tripped.

“Yes,” she’d said. “I am authorized.”

Oh good, said Rose House, and for the first time Maritza had heard it in its own voice. Or she remembers hearing it, even then, at the beginning. The lilt and the rattle, sand sliding down a dune. Desert-cold, even through the synther neutrality.

This is a duty-of-care notification, Detective Smith, the voice went on, terribly bland and even. Within the boundaries of Rose House, which legally include the building, outbuildings, grounds, mineral rights, and air rights extending to two miles vertical, there is a deceased person. The deceased has not received funerary attention for twenty-four hours. This notification fulfils the requirements of artificial intelligences with locus boundaries under Section 4-A of the Federal Artificial Intelligences Surveillance Act.

A little pause. The line hissed. Some wind tossing some cable. Did you get all that, Detective Smith? Rose House said, and it sounded smug. It sounded smug despite not changing its cadences at all.

Maritza had swallowed against the dryness of her tongue and said, “Rose House, please provide demographic information on the decedent.”

The hissing sounded like laughter. (Or perhaps Maritza remembered that it did, and what she’d heard had just been hissing on the wire.)

John Doe, said Rose House, when the laughing was done. A male-presenting Caucasian, thirty to forty years old, approximately five feet nine inches in height and perhaps one hundred eighty pounds in weight. Brown hair. No distinguishing marks. Anything else, Detective Smith?

“Cause of death,” said Maritza.

I’m a piece of architecture, Detective. How should I know how humans are like to die?

After that the line went to the dull hang-up tone, and Rose House would not take her return calls. Not even once.

2:24 AM, when the call closed. She’d written that down too. A grand total of nine minutes of conversation with a creepy artificial intelligence. A dead man inside Rose House, where no one was supposed to be at all. And she’d caught the call, it would be her case, it was too much of a shitshow already to be passed over to anyone else. The other detective in China Lake—Oliver Torres—would laugh in her face if she tried to get him to go ghost-chasing in the desert instead of her.

There was a grim determination Maritza found, sometimes, when there was nothing to be done about how wrong the world had slid. It had come down on her then: she stopped thinking about Detective Torres, she stopped thinking about ghosts in the sand, she stopped thinking about how much she hated a job she’d thought she’d stay in love with forever. She just thought about what Rose House had said. What Rose House had said, and what she knew by inference, and she made tightlined notes under the call times in her logbook before she could forget.


	There is a dead man inside Rose House (30s/40s, Caucasian, brown hair, 5’9”/180lbs)

	The man has been dead for 24 hours, because Rose House would not be required to make a duty-of-care call until 24 hours were over

	Rose House is supposed to be locked up, but this man got inside it

	If he didn’t die of natural causes, then someone else also got inside it and killed him.

	Two people beat that haunt’s security?



She underlined two people. Underlined it twice, and circled security. All she was doing was simple logic chaining. Simple and grim: Maritza had a murder investigation, and as far as she was aware, the existence of a dead body inside a locked-up AI-guarded house didn’t mean the AI was going to let her in to look closely. The AI had fulfilled its duty of care. It was maybe a little freaky, and more than a little creepy—it was Basit Deniau’s AI, how could it not be creepy—but it was also legally bound to report. And legally bound to only report, not to allow investigative law enforcement inside itself.

There was only one person who Rose House was going to let in. One person, and Maritza had known immediately who she was, without having to think hard at all: she’d been all over the news when Deniau died and they sorted out his will. Some old student of his. Dr. Selene Gisil.

Maritza’s first suspect.
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“You’re gonna have to chase her down,” Torres said the next morning, over breakroom coffee. Maritza was on her way out—she’d done the overnight, even if she had a live case she had to sleep for her mandated eight hours, otherwise she wouldn’t be allowed to check out a weapon or apply for a warrant or anything else—and Torres was on his way in. She’d told him about the Rose House call. It was sitting there in the call log anyway, he’d find out about it as soon as he clocked in properly, and it was easier to get ahead of him.

If this was Maritza’s case it was Maritza’s case, all the way down to the core of it. Oliver Torres or no Oliver Torres.

“Who, Gisil?”

“Yeah.” Torres drank his coffee black, like he didn’t notice how the hot plate burnt it immediately, and he drank it like it might drain out the bottom of his mug if he didn’t hurry up. “She was here a month ago. For her yearly pilgrimage into the dead man’s archives. Drove her up there myself.”

So much for getting ahead of him. He’d already met her prime suspect.

“Drive her back?” she asked.

“Yup,” said Torres, and gulped the last of his coffee. “Three days later, lady buzzes my ear, says the polite version of get me out of
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