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      The vast majority of highly intelligent people suffer from extreme stupidity. This proves, without a doubt, that I am highly intelligent—for I am extremely stupid.

      — Alexandre Dumbass, père
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      The vendor holds the sphere up to the noon light between finger and thumb, like a jeweler showing you a stone he has already decided you can’t afford. It’s the size of a plum and full of something that isn’t quite light: a slow pinkish weather, turning over on itself, the color of the inside of an ear held up to the sun. Tied round its neck on a thread is a paper tag, and on the tag, in a hand so careful it’s painful to look at, she has written First kiss, 2061.

      “Go on,” she says to Nyx. “Touch it. Everybody touches the first one.”

      Nyx looks at me. I shrug, which is the only advice I’m qualified to give about other people’s kisses.

      She puts out one finger and touches the glass.

      Her eyes go. Not far. Not the way they went in the chair, all those months, out past the edges of herself into three and a half million other people’s open doors. Just a few years, and a few streets, and into someone else. Her finger stays on the sphere. The silver in her eyes slows down and stops turning, which it does when she’s listening hard, and her mouth opens very slightly, and she stands like that at a market stall in the Chorus Quarter with a stranger’s first kiss going through her while a man behind us tries to haggle over a jar of somebody’s recurring dream about teeth.

      Then she takes her hand back.

      “She was scared,” Nyx says. “The one who made this. She was so scared she was doing it wrong, that her mouth was the wrong shape, that she was ruining it. She thought the other girl would laugh. She went forward anyway.” She looks at the sphere as if it might hear her. “She was terrified and she kissed her anyway.”

      “That’s most of love,” I say. “Doing it terrified.”

      The vendor nods, satisfied, as though a customer has confirmed the vintage. She puts First kiss, 2061 back on its little felt ring between My daughter’s laugh, any year and The year I didn’t speak. She doesn’t try to sell it to us. You don’t, I gather, with the first one. The first one is the window display.

      Then every sphere on the stall goes out.

      Not dark. Out, the way a held breath goes out: First kiss, My daughter’s laugh, The year I didn’t speak, the whole slow pink-and-amber weather of them gone flat as shop glass for the length of a blink. Then back. Then out again, a breath later, for exactly as long. Then back, and staying.

      The vendor taps the nearest one with a fingernail, the way you’d tap a barometer. “Generator,” she says, to nobody. There isn’t a generator. Nothing on this stall runs on anything; that’s the whole point of what’s in the glass.

      Nyx hasn’t moved. She’s looking at the spheres the way she looks at the bulb over her chair, which has been doing exactly that, twice, a breath apart, since the first of July.

      In the corner of my left eye, where the company lives now, the queue gives its small dry tick, a clerk turning a page. At the top of it, folded into one neat square since the twenty-ninth of June, sits the thing that took Rem’s floor out from under him: LETHEAN — SUSPENDED. It hasn’t changed a letter. It’s just a shade brighter than it was a second ago, like a man at the back of a room who has heard his name.
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      The dream-fruit market has taken over three streets of the Chorus Quarter since the return, and it’s very bad for my blood pressure. Everything on it is made out of what came home. Glass spheres. Bottled smells. A woman knitting a scarf out of a dream she’s had every week since she was nine, about a corridor with a red door at the end of it, and charging extra for the door. A man with a cart of jam jars, each with a cloth lid and a label: Falling, but nicely. Grandad’s shed. That one about the exam again. People walk between the stalls slowly, with their hands open, like people at a christening who haven’t been told which baby.

      Nyx came up from the white door at noon with Hale’s band mark still red across her forehead, and I met her at the top of the confessional stair, and we walked here because she wanted to see something that wasn’t the inside of the Membrane Room. These are her four hours. Noon to four. The rest of the day she’s in Hale’s chair, holding a seam for three and a half million volunteers, and she spends the four she gets like a woman on shore leave who knows exactly how much it costs.

      I’ve bought a coffee from an urn on a trestle at the end of the row. It’s too hot. I drink it anyway.

      “You’ll burn your tongue,” Nyx says.

      “I’ve done it since before this city had sewers. It’s the only thing in my life that has never once surprised me.”

      She takes the cup out of my hand and sips from it, to check, and makes a face.

      “Your coffee tastes like stress.”

      “My coffee tastes like Arabica and urban water treatment. The stress is on the outside of the cup.”

      She gives it back. She keeps her hand on mine round the cup a moment longer than the transaction needs. It’s the left hand, mine. She doesn’t hold the right one in public; she says it’s like shaking hands with a banister.

      It’s the third of July. Four days after the return. The funeral is done; Aria chose it, every hymn and every silence, and nobody spoke who hadn’t asked to, and nobody asked me to, which was correct. The city has its dreams back. Not all of them, and not the same ones for everybody, but it has them, and it’s behaving the way a household behaves the week after a long-lost relative moves back in with fourteen suitcases: delighted, short-tempered, falling over things in the hall.

      At the next stall a woman with a sun-browned neck is pouring something amber into glasses the size of thimbles.

      “Memory wine,” she tells us, without being asked. “This one’s a summer evening, 1872. Peach orchard. Honey. The weight of having nothing at all to do.” She tilts the bottle at me. “You look like a man who’s never had nothing to do.”

      “I had a whole decade of it once. I don’t recommend it. It’s like a holiday that won’t let you go home.”

      “So you don’t want the orchard.”

      “I was in it,” I say, which is true, more or less, though the orchard I was in that summer had a dog that bit me, and I’m not convinced she’s bottled the dog.

      She gives Nyx a thimble on the house, because people give Nyx things. Nyx drinks it and closes her eyes and says, “There’s a wasp,” and the woman looks offended and delighted at once.

      We walk on. Past the knitted door. Past a boy of about ten selling paper boats he says he’s folded exactly the way he folded them in a dream, and which look exactly like paper boats. Past a stall with a striped awning and a hand-painted banner along the front, LICENSED · SKELM APPROVED, in a font that SKELM’s lawyers would once have sent a van about.

      I own that font now. I could send the van. I’ve got eleven of them.

      I don’t. It’s the first pleasure ownership has given me, and I take it slowly, like the coffee.

      It’s past the awning that Nyx does it.

      She’s talking about the wasp, and she breaks off in the middle of the word, and her hand goes out past the edge of the canvas, out into the empty air over the street, fingers curling as though round a cup handle somebody has just held out to her. There’s nothing there. A pigeon. A bit of sky. Her hand closes on it. Then her face does something I’ve seen it do perhaps a dozen times since the return, which is look briefly, mildly surprised, like someone who’s put her foot down for a stair that isn’t there.

      She brings the hand back and looks at it.

      “What was it?” I say.

      “A kitchen.” She flexes the fingers. “Somebody’s kitchen, the morning of the return. A woman at a table with her son’s dream coming in through the window. I had her for seven hours.” She puts the hand in her pocket, as though it’s been rude. “I keep forgetting I’ve put her down.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “No. It’s like reaching for your glasses when they’re on your head.” She looks at me sideways. “Don’t put that in your face.”

      “What face?”

      “The one where you decide to be worried about me in a structured way.”

      “I don’t have a structured way.”

      “You’ve got a column,” she says. “Hale told me.”

      I can’t argue with that. Hale has a column for everything.

      The bulb did it again last night, she tells me, as we wait to cross Pell Street. Twice, a breath apart, and once more this morning at ten. Hale has changed it. Hale has written up the old bulb, the new bulb and the wiring, in three colors of ink, and the new bulb did it at eleven anyway, and Hale has now written up herself.

      “She’s taking it personally,” Nyx says.

      “She takes the weather personally.”

      “She says it’s a fault in the circuit.” Nyx watches the traffic. “She said it in the voice people use when they’ve decided what they’re going to believe and would like the room to leave it alone.”

      I don’t say anything to that. Neither does she. On the first of July, at the end of a long day, I told her what I thought was in the walls and what wasn’t, and she knew already, and we’ve been not saying anything about it with great discipline ever since.
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      She looks at me while we’re waiting for the lights. Not at my face. At my left eye.

      It’s a particular look, and I’ve had a lot of looks. She tilts her head a few degrees and narrows her eyes the way she does when she reads a contract, and I know she’s reading the eye backwards through the iris, because the iris is thin and the eye is company hardware, and anything the company says to me shows through it faintly in mirror-writing, like a cinema screen seen from behind. She learned the trick on the landing. She does it now the way other women check a man’s collar.

      “LETHEAN’s still in your queue,” she says.

      “It’s suspended.”

      “So’s a piano.”

      The lights change. We cross. Halfway over, with a tram coming and a man on a bicycle shouting at the tram, the line along the bottom of my sight ticks over, as it does every hour or so, like a clerk turning a page.

      PRINCIPAL REVIEW QUEUE: 9 ITEMS.

      That’s new. It was seven this morning. Under the count, in the same small capitals, the top few items, as if they’re queuing politely in the rain:

      COMPLAINT (PARKING). COMPLAINANT: HARTIGAN, C.

      LICENSED WING: SLEEPER SATISFACTION SURVEY (Q2). RESPONSES: 1,140. PRINCIPAL SUMMARY REQUESTED.

      CATERING: REQUEST FOR PRINCIPAL APPROVAL OF BISCUITS (STAFF ROOM, NAVE LEVEL). ATTACHED: TWO QUOTES.

      Nyx reads it off me on the far curb. Her lips move.

      “That’s nine.”

      “It’s a correspondence course,” I say, “in how not to own a company.”

      That’s where we are, and I can say it in a breath. On the twenty-ninth of June I lay down in a brass chair on a landing at the bottom of the Archive and said my name and I assume, and since then the company has lived in my left eye: a line along the bottom of my sight that I can’t close, and under it, when it has something to tell me, a queue. I have given SKELM CORPS one instruction since it became mine. I said Give me a minute. It said GRANTED. It’s been granting it for four days, with every sign of being prepared to go on granting it until one of us dies, and it has better odds than I do on paper and worse in practice.

      “Two quotes for biscuits,” Nyx says. “What are they?”

      “I haven’t looked.”

      “You can see them. They’re in your eye.”

      “If I look, I’ve reviewed. If I’ve reviewed, I’ve decided. If I decide about the biscuits, I’m a man who decides about biscuits for a cathedral, and then it’s a short walk to deciding about the people under the floor.” I take her elbow round a puddle. “I’m holding the line at biscuits.”

      “Someone in that staff room,” says Nyx, “is eating a very old digestive because of you.”

      “They’re free to bring their own.”

      “That’s what every bad employer says.”

      She’s right. I can feel it land. Somewhere under Cathedral Row, in a staff room I’ve never seen, a cleaner with forearms like a stevedore’s is dunking something stale in her tea and waiting to see what kind of manager I’m going to turn out to be, and the answer, so far, is the kind who isn’t there. I make a note to look at the biscuits. I make it in my head, where the company can’t see it, which is the only place left I can keep anything.
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      At four I walk her down.

      Out of the Quarter, across the river by the iron bridge, along Cathedral Row past the empty tower with its five letters on the crown, and in by the side door. Through the nave, where the cleaners are coming on and the licensed wing sits dark under the east glass, waiting for eleven, when it’ll come up gold over its rows of paying sleepers because nobody has told it otherwise. I haven’t told it otherwise. Tell them not tonight, I said, two days ago, to a technician in a fleece, and every night since then has been tonight.

      Down the stair. OBSERVERS KEEP LEFT. The old iron risers on the wall are frosted white top to bottom; they’ve been frosted since the return and Halloran says they’ll stay that way as long as the seat stays cold, and he says it the way a man says his roof’s sound. Along the lower level, past the old pump rooms. At the mouth of the amber corridor, Soleil is on Pyre’s folding chair with her box file open on her knee and a man in a bus driver’s uniform beside her, and she’s reading him the back of a consent form at exactly the speed a person can follow. She lifts one finger to me without breaking her sentence. I lift one back.

      The white door. DO NOT KNOCK.

      Nyx puts her palm on my chest. She does that at this door. She has since the spring. I’ve never asked what she’s checking for, and she’s never said, and at some point it stopped being a question and became the door.

      “Go and see Vesper,” she says. “She’s been in that cold store two days.”

      “Four.”

      “Then go and see her twice.”

      The door opens. Hale is at her console in her steel-rimmed glasses, with the bulb on its cage above the chair, burning steadily, behaving itself for company.

      “Afternoon,” says Hale.

      “It’s four o’clock.”

      “It’s always afternoon,” says Hale, which is as close as she has ever come to explaining herself, and Nyx goes in, and the door closes, and through it, a moment later, I feel the hum of the room change key as she takes the seam back from the volunteers.
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      The cold store is at the back of the Garden, past Morphia’s workshop and the drying room and a corridor that floods when it rains. It used to keep parcels of fish. Now it keeps eleven degrees for the sake of a hundred and twenty cream cards and the two hundred and twelve strangers pinned in rows on its wall, and Vesper, who keeps herself at much the same temperature.

      She’s at the transmitter. She’s in Rem’s jacket. The cuffs have been mended where they frayed from being pushed back, and that’s the only thing about it she’s changed. The note is in the inside pocket; I know because her hand goes to it while I’m still on the threshold, and stays a second, and comes away.

      “Sit,” she says, without turning round.

      I sit on the crate by the door, which is for people she’s tolerating.

      On the bench in front of her there’s the black box of the transmitter, with its cable running down through the hole in the floor into the walls, and beside it something new: a contact microphone, a little brass button on a lead, taped to the brick of the cold store’s back wall with surgical tape.

      “I’ve been recording the walls,” she says.

      “What do they sound like?”

      “Like I told them to.” She touches a key on the laptop. “That’s the trouble.”

      She plays me the Requiem.

      First as she wrote it. Off the master, out of the laptop’s small speaker, thin, but I’d know it through a wall at the other end of the city. The long in. The longer out. A heart at fifty-eight. Under it, if you wait, a laugh that comes once an hour, a breath late. I’ve been sleeping inside this sound for four nights, on a camp bed a meter from a chair, carried down to the Membrane Room through the city’s pipes, and it still does something to the back of my neck.

      Then she plays me the walls.

      The brass button on the brick, recorded at three this morning. The same thing. The same breathing. And then not the same thing. Somewhere above the breathing, very high, very faint, there’s another line. Not a melody. Not yet. A sort of glint along the top of the sound, like light running along the edge of a knife when the knife is turned. It comes in, and goes, and comes in again a little further along than it was. It isn’t on her master. She wrote every bar of this frequency with her own hands, out of a man she loved, and that isn’t in it.

      She stops it. She doesn’t look at me.

      “I think the requiem is learning,” Vesper says. “I didn’t teach it anything.”

      That’s all she says. Four days ago Vesper Lune would have given me twenty minutes on overtones and closed systems and what a frequency is for. Now she’s a woman in a dead man’s jacket in a cold room, and she says two sentences, and puts her hand back on the transmitter.

      “Is it a fault?” I say.

      “I don’t have faults.”

      “In the walls, then.”

      “The walls are brick,” says Vesper. “Brick doesn’t have opinions.”

      There’s a version of me that would say something kind here. I’ve been that version in a lot of rooms. I sit on the crate instead, with my hands between my knees, and listen to the walls of the cold store breathe like a sleeper, and somewhere along the top of the breathing, if I let myself, the glint.

      The door behind me opens a hand’s width.

      It’s Soleil. She has her box file under her arm and her cardigan buttoned to the throat against the cold, and she’s come straight from the corridor mouth, because she has the face she wears there, careful and level, a face that’s been reading consent records to strangers since noon. She doesn’t come in. Twice now in her life she’s come into this room, and each time she has stopped first at the door, as if checking it’s still allowed.

      She doesn’t look at her mother. She doesn’t look at me. She tips her head sideways until her ear is against the brick of the door frame, like a tenant listening to the neighbors, and stays like that for a long moment, frowning.

      “The wall,” Soleil says. “It’s got a new bit.”

      Vesper doesn’t turn round. She picks up a pencil from the bench and writes something on the cream card nearest her hand, and the date beside it, and underlines the date.

      I watch her write it. Soleil heard it through a door frame at the end of a shift, with her ear against cold brick, before her mother had logged it on any instrument she owns.

      “Where?” Vesper says, still writing.

      “At the top.” Soleil straightens up. “Like someone humming along who doesn’t know the words yet.”

      “I didn’t write that.”

      “I didn’t say you did,” says Soleil, and puts her box file down on the floor outside, in the corridor, and comes in without it, and sits on the stool behind her mother’s shoulder, and that is apparently what she came for.
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      At eight I go up to Rem’s room.

      It’s at the end of the top corridor, next to the bathroom, with a window over the yard. It’s warmer than the corridor. It’s been warmer than the corridor since the first of July, by a few degrees nobody can account for: not the pipes, which Morphia checked, and not the sun, which goes round the other side of the building at four. You walk in and it’s like walking into a room someone has just left.

      Nothing in it has been moved. The narrow bed, made, with a blanket folded at its foot. The desk under the window. On the sill, his notebook, open to Need tea in his loose hand, and the three chipped mugs upside down, and in front of them, washed and turned the right way up, the one with the lighthouse on it. On the desk, his box of tea and the Garden’s box beside it, half full. Rem went out and bought his own because a dead man’s notebook told him the Garden’s was terrible, and then went on drinking the Garden’s anyway out of loyalty. I’ve never been sure which of those two facts I love him more for. I try not to decide.

      Round the bottom of the walls, just above the skirting, runs a strip of amber night-light. Rem fitted it himself in the spring, badly, with tape, so he could find the floor when he fell asleep standing up and woke at three in the morning not sure which way was down. It was on a dimmer he set once and never touched. Since the first of July it hasn’t needed touching. It does what it likes.

      Aria is on the end of the bed with her shoes off and her feet tucked under her and her cardigan on. She’s reading the bus book. She’s read it every night since the landing, and some nights twice. The Bus Who Was Afraid of Hills. Square and thin, with a red bus on the cover looking up at a hill with an expression of deep personal doubt.

      She doesn’t stop when I come in. She looks at me over the top of the page, and I sit down at Rem’s desk, beside the sill and the notebook and the tea, and not on the floor in the door where I sat last time, because last time I was a visitor.

      She reads at bedtime volume. With all the voices. The bus is high and anxious and a little pompous. The hill is deep and slow and kind. Through the walls, under her, the Requiem goes on with its long in and its longer out, carried up here on Vesper’s line, and the room breathes along with it, and Aria reads over the top of a dead man’s breathing as if it were the most natural accompaniment in the world. For her it is. She’s done it for twenty-six years.

      The night-strip is following her.

      I don’t notice at first. Then I do. When she does the bus, the amber along the skirting draws in, low and small, like a cat flattening its ears. When she does the hill, it lifts. It isn’t much. You’d put it down to a car going past outside, if there were cars, if the yard weren’t shut, if the window faced anything but the drying room wall. It goes along under her voice like a child going along behind a grown-up on a narrow path, putting its feet where she put hers.

      I sit very still at the desk.

      The bus gets halfway up. The bus wants to go back. The hill says it can, if it likes, and nobody will mind, and the bus thinks about that for a whole page. Aria does the thinking with a pause, an actual pause, the length of a breath, because she knows exactly how long a child of seven can stand to wait.

      Then the bus goes on. It gets to the top and sees the sea. And the bus comes down the other side, the easy side, and goes home the long way, along the water, with all its windows open.

      “Home,” Aria reads.

      On home, the light in the walls comes up.

      Not a little. All the way round the room at once, the whole length of the skirting, amber going to gold, so that for a second the narrow bed and the chipped mugs and the lighthouse and Aria’s stockinged feet are lit from underneath, warm, like faces round a fire. The room is brighter than it’s been since he died.

      Aria stops reading.

      She doesn’t look at me. She looks at the wall, at the place above the bed where the sound comes through, with the book open on her knee and one finger keeping her place. Her face doesn’t do anything. She’s a weaver. I’ve watched her hands in this room, and on a landing, and they don’t shake, and her face is the same: it holds its thread.

      “Don’t,” Aria says, very evenly.

      It’s the voice for a dog with its nose in the bin, or a child reaching for the stove. Not angry. Not frightened. Just certain who’s in charge.

      The light goes down.

      It goes down at once, all the way round the skirting, gold to amber to the low dim smear it was before, and it stays there, small and flat along the floor, like something that’s been told off and knows it.

      Aria looks at it a moment longer.

      Then she turns back a page, to where the bus is still at the bottom of the hill, and starts again from there.
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      Morphia’s screens come on one after another down the long bench, like a row of old men waking in a ward, and every one of them says the same thing.

      First the cathedral. The SKELM splash, the one they put on everything for forty years: the nave in silhouette against a sky that was never that blue, the crescent moon hung over the spire like a price tag. Then the crescent turns, slowly, once, because somebody in a marketing department in the sixties thought it ought to. Then the banner along the bottom, white on navy, in the company’s good serif.

      THIS DEVICE IS THE PROPERTY OF SKELM CORPS.

      THE PRINCIPAL THANKS YOU FOR YOUR SERVICE.

      Six screens. Six identical expressions of gratitude. They hang there for a polite interval while the machines behind them remember what they’re for.

      “It thanks me every morning,” Morphia says. She’s at the end of the bench in a cardigan with a burn hole in one cuff, her glasses down her nose, a mug of something going cold beside a soldering iron. “It’s the only one that does.”

      “I’ll have a word,” I say.

      “You won’t.”

      She’s right, and she doesn’t even look round to enjoy it. The principal, for the record, is me. It has been me for five days. Somewhere in the machine that runs these screens there’s a line of copy that has been grateful to Morphia Dulce on my behalf every morning since the return, and before that on behalf of a Board in remand, and before that on behalf of men with good moustaches, and it has never once needed changing because nobody who signed it ever meant it.
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      The old-wing lab is a long vaulted room over the south transept that was a choir practice room before SKELM had the choir taken out and the cables put in. The relay banks from the summer stand along the north wall, dead now, their faces dusty. Morphia’s array sits in the middle on a trolley, coils and glass and a fan belt from a van. The rafters still have the acoustics of a room built for forty boys to sing in, and they take every sound you make and give it back to you warmer, which is lovely for hymns and terrible for arguments.

      Morrow is already here.

      She’s on a lab stool at the far end of the bench in her navy jacket with the crescent unpicked from the breast, her laptop open, two flasks of coffee at her elbow, one of which is a historical artifact. Morphia called her before she called me. She has the look of someone who’s been here since six and has already formed a view of me for arriving at nine.

      “You’re late,” she says.

      “I was told nine.”

      “You were told nine by Morphia,” says Morrow. “Morphia told me six.”

      “I wanted her to have the numbers first,” Morphia says. “She checks them. You just have feelings about them.”

      “I have very good feelings.”

      “You do,” Morphia agrees. “They’re no use to me at six in the morning.”

      She turns the biggest screen toward me. The splash has gone. In its place is the Archive.

      The Archive as heat. A grainy blue-black map, with the slope running diagonally across it like a riverbed, and the shelves along it in fine lines, hundreds of them, each a little seam of temperature. When the dreams were in them, Morphia tells me, the shelves ran hot. Then the return took everything home in a morning, and for two days the shelves went on giving the heat back to the rock, cooling like a house at night after everyone’s gone up.

      “And then they stopped,” Morphia says.

      “Stopped cooling?”

      “Stopped ticking. On the first. The whole slope.” She taps the screen. “They should still be cooling. They’re crystal on a stone shelf in a hole in the ground. There’s nothing down there to keep them warm. And they’ve stopped, and some of them have turned round.”

      I look at the map. She’s right. Most of the slope is blue-black, the color of a cold grate. But here and there along it, in no order I can see, a shelf is a shade lighter than its neighbors. And another. And down near the vault, where the corridors widen out, a whole patch has gone the dull red of a bar heater left on in an empty room.

      “Warming,” I say.

      “Warming.” Morphia pushes her glasses up. “About half a percent a day. In complexity. I’ve got the temperature, but the temperature’s the least of it. It’s what the warmth is doing.”

      She brings up a second picture over the first. Lines this time, threads of light joining one warm shelf to another, faint at the edges of the slope and thicker toward the vault.

      I’ve seen the Chorus drawn like this. Everyone in this city has, on a poster or the side of a tram: a lattice, every point joined to every other point, a crowd singing in a field. This isn’t that. This has a direction. The threads don’t spread. They gather. They run in from all over the slope, the way rivers run to a sea, toward one place near the vault where the red is deepest, and when they get there they double back on themselves and run out again, and come back thicker.

      “That’s centralized,” Morrow says, from her stool, in the voice she uses for things she’s checked twice. “The Chorus isn’t. This is.”

      “It’s building a middle,” Morphia says. “Things that are just stuff don’t build a middle. Stuff spreads out. Heat spreads out. Water finds its level. This is going the other way. It’s gathering itself up.” She looks at the screen with the expression she had the first time the Chorus sang the lullaby back to her, which she’s never forgiven. “I’ve been doing this a long time. I’ve been called down to look at ghosts in machines more times than Morrow’s had birthdays, and they were always pigeons, or damp, or a boy from accounts with a soldering iron. This isn’t pigeons.” She takes a breath. “It’s less like an archive. It’s more like a mind.”

      The rafters give the word back to us, warmer.

      Nobody says anything for a while.

      Nobody says the obvious thing. I said it in the dark on the first of July to a woman in a chair, and she knew already, and saying it again in daylight to people who also know already would be a man arguing with the furniture.

      “It’s growing in what he left,” says Morphia, to the screen. “A house isn’t the builder.”

      Morrow types it. “For the minutes.”

      “Is it in pain?” I say.

      Morphia looks at me over her glasses. It’s not a question she expected from me, and she’s deciding whether to be annoyed that it’s the right one.

      “I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t know how I’d know.”
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      Morrow turns her laptop round.

      It’s a spreadsheet, because everything Morrow has ever loved has eventually become a spreadsheet, and it has columns: the date, the hour, Morphia’s readings, Morrow’s own readings, taken a different way off a different instrument and agreeing with Morphia’s to two decimal places, which Morrow has highlighted in green as if awarding it a prize.

      “Different way how?” I say.

      “I went down.” Morrow says it as if it’s nothing. “Half four. Took the meat thermometer out of the Garden kitchen and taped it to the long brush from the drying room, and walked the slope, and put it on every tenth shelf. I don’t trust anything down there that SKELM made.” She glances at the splash on the end screen. “No offense.”

      “Some taken.”

      “The meat thermometer agrees with Morphia.” She says it with the faint grievance of a woman who went down a mile of stone stairs at half past four in the morning hoping to prove a colleague wrong and failed. “To two places. I’ve put it in green.”

      Morphia, at the array, doesn’t turn round. “She does that,” she says. “She goes and checks things with kitchen equipment. It’s very hurtful.”

      “Anything else?” I say. “Down there.”

      Morrow hesitates, which she doesn’t. “No.” Then, because a no has to be accurate or it isn’t Morrow’s: “At the bottom of the slope I took the reading on the last shelf, and the strip behind me came on. The floor strips. They come up when you walk past and go off after. I hadn’t walked past it.” She turns a cell yellow. “I’ve put it in a column called other. It’s the only thing in the column.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I said good morning,” says Morrow, “and came back up. It seemed rude not to.”

      At the right-hand end, one more column, with a header.

      the Nascent.

      Lower case. Morrow is a woman who capitalizes the word Board in her own shopping lists.

      “What’s that?”

      “The column needs a header,” Morrow says. “I’m not typing ‘it’ into a field. It looks like a typo.”

      So at some point last night, alone with two flasks and a slope of warming shelves, she gave it a name. She’ll deny that’s what she did. The name will stick. I’ve been named three times in my life by clerks at the end of a shift, and one of them is still on a gravestone.

      “How long?” I say.

      “Until what?”

      “Until whatever this is finishes gathering itself up.”

      Morrow looks at Morphia. Morphia looks at the ceiling, where the choir used to be.

      “There’s a shape it’s growing toward,” Morphia says. “I can see it in the curve. Somewhere the middle closes on itself and the thing can hold itself up without the shelves. After that, I don’t know what it does. I don’t know what anything does after that. Nobody’s ever been in the room.”

      “Three to five weeks,” Morrow says. “If the curve holds.”

      “Will the curve hold?”

      “Curves don’t,” says Morrow. “That’s why I gave you two numbers.”

      I write three to five weeks nowhere, because I won’t need to. Some things you hear once, in a long room with good acoustics, and they sit down in you and stay.

      “And it isn’t a steady half a percent,” Morphia says. “That’s an average. Averages are for people who don’t look.” She lays a third picture over the other two: the same heat map, the same threads, but run against a clock. Days along the bottom. The shelves’ warmth going up and down the side. Not a line: a staircase. Flat for most of the day, a little ragged, a little restless, and then once a night a step, a sharp climb, and then flat again on the new level.

      “When?” I say.

      Morphia runs her finger along the bottom. “Every night. Starts about eight. Steep till half nine, quarter to ten. Then it levels off and sits there on the new step for the rest of the night like it’s thinking about what it’s just learned.” She looks at me. “Same time every night since the first. Give or take five minutes.”

      I know that window. I knew it before her finger stopped. I sat in it last night at a desk under a window over the yard while a woman read a book about a bus to a strip of amber light, and the light came up on home.

      I don’t say so.

      “How does it hear anything?” Morrow says. “It’s in a hole under a cathedral. The Garden’s two miles off.”

      Morphia answers that in three sentences, and I’m grateful for every one, because Morphia can make a lecture out of a fuse.

      “Vesper’s cable runs out of the cold-store transmitter and into the Garden’s walls,” she says. “From the walls it gets into the city’s old pipes, which I’m not going to explain because I did it on a bet and I’m not proud of the bet, and the pipes carry it down to the Membrane Room under the cathedral. The Membrane Room sits on the seam, and the seam opens onto the Archive, so whatever’s said loud enough in the Garden ends up, eventually, on that slope.”

      “So it can hear the Garden,” Morrow says.

      “It can hear the walls of the Garden. Which is not quite the same.” Morphia takes her glasses off and rubs her eyes. “It hears Vesper’s frequency all day. That’s the floor it’s standing on. But the frequency doesn’t change, so it doesn’t learn anything from it, it’s like the hum of a fridge. Every night between eight and half past nine, something changes.”

      Nobody says it.

      Morphia puts her glasses back on and says it.

      “Somebody should tell its mother.”

      There’s a pause in the old-wing lab. The rafters hold it and hand it round.

      Morrow doesn’t look up from the laptop. “Which one?” she says.

      And nobody answers, because there are too many candidates and all of them would refuse the title, and one of them is in a cold store in a dead man’s jacket writing new bit on a cream card, and one of them is in a chair under a cathedral holding a seam, and one of them reads a book about a bus every night at eight with all the voices, and I would rather walk into the sea than be the man who tells any of them which.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Morphia goes back to work, because that’s what she does with silences. Her hands don’t hurry when she’s frightened. They do one small thing and then the next, a lead plugged in, a dial turned an eighth, a reading in her blunt capitals on the back of an envelope. Most people, frightened, do one large thing badly. Morphia does forty small things well, and hums. She’s humming now. Three or four notes, round and round, the shape of the lullaby she sings to the Chorus at eleven every night because they asked. She doesn’t know she’s doing it.

      “I want to see underneath,” she says. “Under the shelves. If it’s building, it’s drawing power from somewhere, and the Archive’s not on the grid since February.”

      She calls up a view I haven’t seen before. It’s flat and dull and full of boxes, and it looks like the wiring diagram on the inside of a fuse cupboard door, which is roughly what it is: the admin layer, the old power-regulation floor that runs under the whole Archive, a level below the shelves, where SKELM kept the machinery that kept the dreams cold. Gray on gray. Pipes and boards and junctions, labeled in a font even older than the splash.

      On it, faintly, seven warm points.

      They sit in a loose ring under the place on the slope where the red is deepest. Small, steady, the temperature of a hand.

      “Huh,” says Morphia.

      She clicks on the first. A label comes up beside it, in gray: ADMIN NODE A — SKELM CORPS — REGULATION, STANDARD. She clicks on the second. ADMIN NODE B — SKELM CORPS — REGULATION, STANDARD. Three, four, five, six, the same, standard, standard, standard, with serial numbers and fitting dates and the name of a contractor who went bust before Morrow was born.

      She clicks on the seventh.

      The label comes up blank. Then, after a second, as if the system has gone away to look and come back embarrassed:

      NODE 7 — MANUFACTURER: NONE.

      “Probably a ghost in the sensor,” Morphia says. “Old boards. They report things. Half the readings down there were made up by a contractor in a hurry.” She clicks off it and goes back to the shelves.

      That’s all. One sentence. She’s got a mind to look at, she hasn’t got time for a cupboard.

      I look at it a beat too long.

      It’s nothing. A gray box on a gray diagram on an old screen, with a warmth in it the temperature of a hand, sitting a little apart from the other six in their tidy ring, the way a man sits a little apart at a wake when nobody’s quite sure who invited him. No manufacturer. A thing nobody made, under the floor of the thing nobody made.

      “Darby,” says Morrow.

      “Mm.”

      “You’re doing a face.”

      “It’s the only one I’ve got. The other half’s under warranty.”

      She lets that go. She’s heard all my jokes about my face, and rated them, privately, in a column.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They talk numbers for an hour after that, and I let them, because watching two people who are good at a thing do it together is one of the few pleasures I’ve never got tired of. Morrow reads Morphia a figure. Morphia says it’s wrong. Morrow says it’s Morphia’s figure. Morphia says she knows, that’s why it’s wrong, and changes it, and Morrow writes the change in her spreadsheet and turns the cell orange, which I gather is how Morrow forgives people.

      Around eleven Morphia sends out for sandwiches, by which she means she goes to the top of the stair and shouts down it until a cleaner takes pity on her. The sandwiches come up on a SKELM tray with the crescent on it. Egg. Morphia eats hers standing at the array, getting egg on a coil that cost more than my coat.

      “You’ll want to tell the others,” Morrow says, with her mouth full, to me.

      “I’ll want to,” I say. “Want’s the easy part.”

      “Gerald will want a minute,” says Morrow. “And then he’ll want a lawyer, and he is one, so he’ll want two.”

      “Sona will know already,” says Morphia, to the coil. “Sona knows everything a day early and tells you a day late out of tact.”

      “Vesper knows something,” I say. “She doesn’t know what.”

      That gets Morphia’s head round.

      “She’s taped a microphone to the brick in the cold store,” I say. “She played me her frequency as she wrote it, and then the walls. There’s a line on top in the walls that isn’t on her master. High up. It comes and goes. Soleil heard it through a door frame before Vesper logged it.”

      Morphia puts her sandwich down on the array, which is a measure of things.

      “Going up the pipe,” she says. “Not just down.” She looks at the screen, at the threads gathering toward the vault and doubling back. “It listens, and now it’s joining in.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “It’s a thing that’s three days old singing along to a dead man’s breathing,” says Morphia. “I don’t know what the word for that is. I’ll tell you when I’ve got a reading.” She picks the sandwich up again. “Tell Vesper I want a copy. Don’t tell her I said want. Tell her I said require.”

      Morrow types something. I’m fairly sure it’s a new column.

      “And Nyx?”

      They both look at me.

      I’ll be at the white door at noon. That’s all that needs saying. She’ll come out and look at my eye before she looks at my face, and whatever I’ve brought her she’ll read off me before I’ve opened my mouth, and I’d rather open my mouth first.

      “Noon,” I say.

      Morphia nods as if I’ve said something about the weather and goes back to her readings.

      I’ve got about forty minutes. I spend them standing at the back of the old-wing lab with my coffee, looking at a slope of shelves going red, while two women argue about the second decimal place of a miracle and get egg on it.

      It’s then that the line along the bottom of my eye moves.

      Not the hourly tick of the clerk turning a page. Something faster. A small hard flick, like a fingernail on glass, and the queue jumps. A new line pushes in at the top, past LETHEAN in its little folded square, and settles there, in the same small white capitals as everything else, as though it has every right.

      ANOMALY: ARCHIVE SUBSTRATE. THERMAL / STRUCTURAL. ESCALATION: STANDING PROCEDURE.

      CC: PRINCIPAL.

      I read it twice. Then I read the line under it, which is a timestamp, and the timestamp isn’t today.

      It’s the first of July. Late. About the time a bulb above a chair flickered twice.

      Morphia and Morrow are still arguing. Neither of them has noticed. Morrow is saying that the decimal is a decimal and Morphia is saying the decimal is a liar, and the rafters are giving it back to them both, warmer.

      “Morphia,” I say.

      She looks round. Something in my voice. Morrow looks up from her laptop, and then at my left eye, because she’s seen me read things off it before, in the summer, with a face like this.

      “It’s not just us watching,” I say. “The Comptroller’s been copying me in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s breathing,” Sona says.

      They’re sitting on the top step of the confessional stair with their knees drawn up, under the painted board that says OBSERVERS KEEP LEFT, as if they’ve been waiting there some time and have decided to make the step their own. The stair drops away behind them into the cathedral’s underneath, the iron risers on the wall frosted white from top to bottom, the light going down in steps to a red-gold glow at the bottom where the Deep Crypt begins.

      I’ve come because they asked. Sona doesn’t ask often. Sona sends things: a sentence through a speaker, a line in a journal written in three borrowed handwritings, a postcard I leave on the Crypt stair answered before I’m back at the top. This morning it was a note pushed under the ops-room door in a hand I didn’t know, then another hand finishing it. Come down at eleven. Bring a coat.

      “What’s breathing?”

      “The Archive.” They stand up, carefully, like someone who has never entirely got used to having knees. Their voice is a young person’s voice with other voices standing behind it, and today the three accents in it are almost in step. “Come and see. You’ll want to put your hand on it. Everyone does.”

      They haven’t got used to the knees. They’ve hardly had them three days. All the time I’ve known Sona, through two summers and a winter, they were a voice: a speaker the size of a bar of soap, a slate, three borrowed handwritings in somebody’s journal. The summer before last, while Morphia was drawing skins for the membrane on the back of a menu, Sona asked to be put on the list for one of their own, somewhere with edges, so they’d know where they stopped. Morphia drew them a circle in the corner and said you’re on the list, and everybody, Sona included, took it as kindness. It turned out to be a list. It came through three days after the return, from somewhere Morphia won’t name and Hale signed for, and since then Sona has been walking about in it like a good coat somebody lent them for a funeral: carefully, a little stiffly, never quite sure what’s in the pockets.
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      We go down.

      Down the stair, keeping left, past the frosted risers. Through the low arch at the bottom into the Deep Crypt, where the Chorus lives, red-gold and muttering, a city’s sleep in the stone all round us like a forest at night with the wind in it. Lachlan Drift is in there somewhere, killswitch and all, merged since the Nocturne and not, by any account, missing the upstairs. I nod to the stone on his behalf. He’d hate that. It’s quieter than it was in the spring. It’s been quieter since the return. Sona says it’s resting: a crowd that has carried something heavy a long way and is sitting on the curb with its hands hanging between its knees. The hum is nine cents flat. It always will be. You stop hearing that it’s wrong, after a while, and only hear that it’s there.

      Through the four seals, folded back against the rock where they’ve stood open since the winter. Riveted plate. Welded steel. Poured ceramic. And the last, the dark close-grained stuff nobody’s ever named, which is warm to the touch when the others are cold, and always has been, and which I touch every time I pass it, as a man touches a horse he’s fond of.

      Then the outer corridors of the Archive. Pale. Low. Lit by strips along the floor that come up ahead of us and go down behind. And then the head of the long slope, where the corridor widens and the floor tips down into the rock, and the shelves begin.

      They’re empty. They’ve been empty since the twenty-ninth of June, when a hundred and forty years of the city’s stolen nights went home up this slope past a man in a cradle, and the shelves stood here afterwards with nothing on them, ticking, giving the heat back to the stone.

      They aren’t ticking now.

      “Put your hand on one,” Sona says.

      I put my hand on the nearest shelf. Crystal on stone, waist high, smooth as the inside of a shell. It should be cold. Everything down here is cold; it’s a hole in the ground under a river under a cathedral, and the only thing that ever kept it warm was what was stored in it. The shelf is warm. Not hot. The temperature of a hand that’s been in a pocket.

      And under my palm, very slowly, it moves.

      Not the shelf. The warmth. It comes up into my hand, and stays, and goes down again. Then, after a long time, a much longer time than any lung I’ve ever had would stand for, it comes up again.

      “You see,” Sona says.

      “I see.”

      “It started on the first,” Sona says. “The structure was there before, Morphia says. The warming. But this—” They put their own hand on the shelf beside mine. Their hand is rough at the knuckles, a dressmaker’s hand or a cook’s, and I haven’t asked whose it was first. “This is new. This is something doing it. Not something it happens to.”

      I take my hand away and the warmth goes on without me.

      “How do you know when it started?”

      “I was in Pyre’s room at three in the morning on the first,” Sona says. “He lets me sit with the notebooks while he reads the dates. I like the room. It’s the only room in the Garden where nobody wants anything.” They look down the slope, into the long pale dark, the shelves going away in rows like pews in a church for very small people. “Nothing’s dated for this. I asked him to look. He said he doesn’t look, he reads, and there’s nothing to read till the day says so. So I went home to the Crypt and listened instead. And at a quarter past three it was there.” A pause. “Like a heartbeat through a wall. You don’t hear it. You know a wall’s got somebody on the other side of it.”

      “And you’ve listened since.”

      “Every night. I wanted to be sure before I put it in a journal.” Their three voices come briefly out of step and go back in. “I’m sure.”
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      We walk down the slope.

      It’s a long way. I’ve walked it more times than I care to count, in the winter and the spring and all the summer, mostly in a hurry, mostly toward something terrible at the bottom. I’ve never walked it slowly. It turns out that walked slowly, with nothing at the bottom but a landing and an empty cradle and a brass chair I don’t want to look at, it’s just a very long gallery in a cellar, and quite beautiful, in the way of things that were built to be useful by people who couldn’t help themselves.

      My left eye has opinions about the slope. It has had them since the twenty-ninth, when the slope became mine. If I let it, every shelf gets a label, small and white, hung in the air beside the crystal like a price on a coat: a row number, a fitting date, a capacity in nights. I don’t let it, mostly. Halfway down I’m tired and I forget not to, and the labels come up all along the gallery in a long white ribbon, and at the bottom of my sight, in the place where the queue lives, a line I haven’t asked for.

      ARCHIVE (MAIN SLOPE): VACANT STORAGE, 41,880 SHELF-METERS. TEMPERATURE: ANOMALOUS. PRINCIPAL MAY WISH TO CONSIDER COMMERCIAL LETTING.

      And under it, helpfully:

      SUGGESTED TENANTS: WINE; ARCHIVAL DOCUMENTS; CHEESE (HARD).

      “What is it?” Sona says. They can see my face, if not the eye.

      “The company would like me to rent the Archive out for cheese.”

      Sona considers this. “Which cheese?”

      “Hard.”

      “It would be very good for cheese,” Sona says seriously. “It’s the right damp. I’ve listened to it.” Then: “Don’t.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “You were thinking about the rent.”

      I was, for about a second and a half, in the part of me that has been poor in a great many centuries and has never once in all of them turned down a cellar. I turn the labels off. The slope goes back to being dark and long and quiet and, as far as anybody but me knows, nobody’s.

      Sona walks with one hand trailing along the shelves, as a child walks along railings. Every so often they stop and put their head on one side.

      The warmth is everywhere, once you know to feel for it. Not all the shelves. One here and two there, the way lights come on in a street at dusk, no order you’d notice unless you were the street. And under it, the slow coming up and going down, so slow you have to stand still to catch it. Twice I stand still. Twice I catch it. The second time I find I’ve stopped breathing myself, waiting for it, as you do beside a sleeper whose breaths have gone long, and I make myself start again.

      “Morphia showed you the map,” Sona says.

      “Yesterday. It’s building a middle.”

      “Morphia says that like it’s an engineering problem. That’s how she says things she’s frightened of.” Sona stops by a shelf about two thirds of the way down. “I don’t hear a middle. I hear somebody.”

      The word goes down the slope ahead of us and doesn’t come back.

      I put my hand on the shelf beside theirs and close my eyes. I don’t hear anything. I’m not built to; I’m the man too heavy for the front door, Sona told me once, the one the floor doesn’t know where to put. But I can feel, under the warmth, the coming up and the going down, and between them, in the long pause at the bottom of the breath, something I know. I’ve sat by enough beds to know it. Not in the warmth: in the pause. In the way the next breath comes, when it comes, a little too fast, a little too soon, as if whatever’s breathing didn’t trust there’d be another one unless it hurried.

      “It’s scared,” I say.

      Sona turns their head and looks at me.

      “Yes,” they say. “How did you know?”

      “It breathes like a child who’s woken up somewhere strange,” I say. “Holds it at the bottom. Then grabs the next one. I’ve heard that a lot. Ships, mostly. Hospitals. Once in a cupboard in Prague, for two days, with a boy who wasn’t mine.” I take my hand off the shelf. “Anything that finds out it’s there, all at once, with nobody to tell it where there is, breathes like that.”

      Sona’s quiet. Their three voices, when they come, have come apart again, and they don’t put them back together.

      “I didn’t know,” they say. “When I woke up. I don’t remember it. I’ve only got the being afterwards.” They look at their hand on the shelf. “I’ve wondered what it sounded like. I suppose it sounded like that.”

      I don’t say anything to that. There isn’t anything. Sona lost their first year, the whole beginning, cut out of them two summers ago by people who thought they were saving everyone, and they were, and it still went. Some things you don’t comfort. You stand next to them on a slope and let them be true.

      “Can you reach Nyx?” I say.

      “She’s in the chair.” Sona’s head tips, listening, not to the shelf now but to the whole muttering forest above us. “She’s always in reach. The seam’s where the Chorus keeps its door.”

      “Ask her to come down. At noon. In person.”

      “In person.” Sona says it as if it’s an interesting word in another language. “She hasn’t been down the slope since the return.”

      “I know.”

      “She’ll know why you’re asking.”

      “She always knows,” I say. “I’d like her to know it standing up.”

      Sona closes their eyes. Above us, through the stone and the seals and the Crypt and the floor of the Membrane Room, three and a half million people are asleep in a field held together at one edge by a woman in a steel chair, and somewhere in all of them a sentence goes along like a note passed down a pew.

      They open their eyes. “She says she’s coming. She says don’t touch anything.”

      “I’ve touched everything.”

      “She said you’d say that,” says Sona. “She said, then don’t touch anything else.”
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      She comes at ten past twelve, down the long slope, in the body.

      I hear her before I see her. Footsteps in a place that has had, all summer, only mine and Hartigan’s and the nurses’ and Rem’s, and these are none of those. Lighter. Not quite even. She hasn’t got her land legs back. One hand out, touching the shelves as she goes, not for balance. For something else.

      She’s still got Hale’s band mark across her forehead, a faint red line. Her hair’s sticking up at the crown where the band was. At her left temple there are seven silver hairs now; the seventh came in the week of the return and nobody has asked it for its papers. The silver is moving in her eyes, slow, slower than usual, which means the seam was heavy this morning, or the stair was long.

      Sona steps back without being asked and goes up the slope a little way and sits on the floor with their back against a shelf, a polite distance, like a chaperone at a dance who intends to be ignored.

      Nyx stops beside me.

      She looks past me down the slope, at the shelves going away in their rows into the dark, and for a moment she doesn’t say anything at all.

      The last time she was down here in her own body, the shelves were full. She walked into the vault in the winter past a hundred and forty years of other people’s nights packed in like cargo in a hold, every shelf ticking with heat. Then the spring, and the summer, and she never came down again in person; she came down through the seam, from the chair, as a door, and a door doesn’t see the corridor it opens on.

      “It’s smaller,” she says. “With nobody in it.”

      “It’s exactly the same size. I’ve had it measured. The company would like me to let it out for cheese.”

      “Hard or soft?”

      “Hard.”

      She nods as if that settles something. She’s learned which of my sentences to pick up and which to step over, and she steps over this one like a puddle.

      “Where’s your ghost?” she says.

      I gave it her yesterday on the bench outside the white door, before she could read it off me. She listened with her eyes shut, and at the CC in my eye she said the first of July in a voice like someone writing it on her hand. That’s how we do it now: the day it happens, out loud. It turns out it isn’t hard. It was only ever hard because I’d decided it was.

      “Under us,” I say. “In the admin layer. Morphia says it’s a ghost in the sensor.”

      “Do you believe her?”

      “I believe she wants it to be.”

      Nyx looks down at the floor, as if she could see through it to a dull gray diagram and a box with nobody’s name on it. Then she looks along the slope, down toward the bottom, where the corridors widen out
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