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      When she was very young, Lyra Calloway used to think that everyone could hear what she could hear—which was the reason why her earliest memories revolved around embarrassing her mother in front of other kids and parents.

      Wait. Scratch that. Those weren’t her earliest memories; the correct earliest memories had been pleasant ones that revolved around her mother playing along to her reports on the sounds she heard, as most kindhearted adults do, especially parents who first glimpse something extraordinary in their offspring.

      “Mommy, shhh!” Lyra would say in a crowded playground. “The flowers are singing! Can’t you hear them?”

      “Ooh, what are they singing, honey? Hum the song for me.”

      Lyra would oblige. A little crowd would gather around the adorable mother-daughter pair in their moment of bonding, as Lyra’s pure voice mimicked the melodies that emanated from the various flowers surrounding the sunny playground of many spring afternoons. The yellow ones played the piccolo, each note bright and clear. The pink ones played the flute, gentle and fluttering. The white ones, meanwhile, sang in the deep, resonant voice of a trombone—a fact that baffled most adults who somehow insisted that the lighter a color, the quieter it must be.

      Despite that bafflement, however, impressed sighs issued from the grownups in the crowd. Of course the little girl knew nothing about the logical tendency to associate light colors with quiet tones; she was too young; that was how she simply made everything up. Incredible creativity, in and of itself, that ability to make things up. Marvelous, really.

      Besides, a voice like Lyra’s was rare and special. Some spectators, in fact, described it using the word “heavenly,” even as she clumsily jumped from one part in the orchestral piece to the other while pointing at their respective sources, clearly frustrated that her own instrument—human vocal cords—couldn’t play all the parts all at the same time. This couldn’t be helped. Flowers in the same plot tend to cooperate instead of playing something solo and monophonic like a nursery lullaby, you see?

      “She’s going to be a composer one day,” a man said.

      “Or a vocalist,” a woman said.

      “Either way, she is a genius.”

      Mommy glowed with quiet pride. A few times, she even blushed.

      Very rarely, the crowd broke into laughter because of Lyra’s evident frustration and clumsiness. But in those early days, all was good, all was well. The general consensus was that Lyra was cute and gifted. Therefore, Mommy didn’t take offense at the laughter. On the contrary, she seemed to think that this was a healthy way for a child to learn that it’s okay for people to laugh around you; it doesn’t mean that they’re laughing at you. People had every right to laugh, because the sun shone brightly, the breeze blew gently, and they thought Lyra was a little girl with immense talent and a healthy dose of vanity for the stage—a trait that could work in her favor, if she used it wisely in the performance art industry.

      The embarrassments came afterward, when none of the adults could deny anymore that Lyra actually, genuinely, and truly believed that the sounds were real—as in, that other people could hear them too.

      “Flowers don’t sing,” a boy said one autumn afternoon.

      He was a boy who grew up in the same neighborhood as Lyra, and therefore went to the same kindergarten as Lyra, and therefore, whose parents were known to Lyra’s parents and Lyra’s parents were known to his parents.

      “Sure they do!” Lyra said. “Come here. Listen.”

      She turned toward the flowers. Crouching down, crunching the fallen leaves that lay around them, she hummed the song of the flowers with a smile.

      Most children wanted to hear what Lyra could hear, because they’d so often witnessed her being adored by grownups and fellow children alike. Singing melodies seemed like a great strategy, if you wanted acknowledgment and love. So, the boy readily crouched next to her, tilting his head to put one ear closer to the flowers.

      He wanted to hear, he really did. He wanted it so badly, he was even willing to admit that he was wrong about saying that flowers don’t sing. Oh, if only the flowers would sing for him too!

      But he heard nothing.

      The first few times this happened, that boy or another boy or some girl or many other girls stared at Lyra. With wide eyes, they observed her keenly, as if by scrutinizing visual cues, they could piece together the auditory signals. Some children imitated her. They couldn’t hear the song of the flowers directly, but they could hear Lyra’s song and pretend they could hear the flowers, couldn’t they?

      But the next several times, they grew tired of the effort. They frowned and looked around. Could others, besides Lyra, hear the songs? Apparently not. Were they in the majority or the minority? The majority, thank gods!

      So, the next next several times, confident in their normality, they ran to their Mommies and Daddies.

      “Mom? Dad? Something is wrong with her!”

      That was when the laughing at started. Not simply laughing, but laughing at.

      A few times, Little Lyra cried. During those times, initially, Mommy’s eyes went soft with understanding.

      “I used to be quite an imaginative young girl, too, darling. Sometimes, being more creative than others can be both a gift and a curse.”

      Lyra couldn’t understand. She wasn’t imagining these things. If she were, she should continue to hear the music even when she blocked her ears. But that wasn’t the case. The sound came from out there, not in here.

      She tried to explain with her limited kindergartener vocabulary that the flowers functioned like an auditory prism. A regular prism caught the light, split it, and turned it into multi-colored rainbows. Just like that, the flowers caught the music that hung in the atmosphere and funneled it into Lyra’s ears in the form of various instrumental parts.

      But as the pointing grew worse and the parents began to leave the playground upon seeing the approach of Lyra and Mommy, even Mommy started to behave oddly. Mommy blushed. Little Lyra could tell that this time, that blushing had nothing to do with pride. It was the opposite.

      Mommy was embarrassed by Lyra.

      Quiet whispers between Mommy and Daddy started filling the first floor of their house every night. Lyra, in her upstairs bedroom, couldn’t hear the exact words. Her hearing wasn’t unusual due to her ability to detect very soft noises, although her parents and multiple doctors had certainly taken that possibility into consideration—that the explanation for Lyra’s hearing things was her ability to hear music from great distances.

      Neither was Lyra unusual in her desire to eavesdrop. She had other, better distractions: watching her favorite documentaries on the little fat TV that she’d been gifted one Christmas.

      You might be wondering, A girl that young, watching documentaries, of all film genres?

      Well. Lyra wasn’t like other kids. That’s already been established. And consequently, this whole family wasn’t like other families. This family, before Mommy and Daddy started fighting in whispers, used to watch music documentaries together, because, you see, Mommy and Daddy weren’t very musically interested prior to finding out that their daughter wasn’t like other children. They might hum along to a pop song on their commute or recognize a famous jazz standard at a fancy restaurant, but classical music? Orchestral music? Previously unheard of? Not Mozart, Not Haydn, not Beethoven, but Lyra Calloway? They didn’t know what to do with that or how to feel about it, until they found that nice connection point: music documentaries.

      It’s the same as how even a basketball-averse person can watch a basketball documentary, get familiar with the players, and root for their team. Yes, suddenly, a team becomes my team. Without understanding the sport itself, they can feel the blood, sweat, and tears that go into playing it.

      Thanks to music documentaries, Mommy and Daddy could understand the story behind the music. Unlike music, story was something that everyone lived with. Everyone had a beginning, middle, and end; everyone had an arc. So, as the family shed tears for a nameless musician’s struggle to survive, or rejoiced in the glories of a band that’d almost broken apart but in which the members figured out a way back to each other, they felt so close, so loving and loved…

      But not anymore. Not with those muffled voices downstairs, as Lyra tried to let the trusted documentaries cradle her to sleep. She didn’t need to understand the exact words that her parents spoke to feel the meaning of the exchange:

      Something was wrong with Lyra. That boy in the playground was right.

      More and more often, Lyra cried herself to sleep that winter. The thick curtains susurrated like the soft brush of a cymbal. Sometimes, the heavy raindrops drummed on the windows like the rhythm of bongos. These sounds kept the little girl company as great confusion and anger surged from her heart and gut.

      Why can’t they be like me?

      Because there are so many of them. It’s you against the world, baby.

      Well, then why can’t I be like them?

      By the time Lyra entered elementary school, she’d learned not to hum along a tune when Mommy or Daddy was around. The giggling and pointing from the other children, she could tolerate, but the hurt look on Daddy’s face and the stern tightening of Mommy’s lips, she couldn’t.

      By the time Lyra graduated from elementary school, she’d learned not to hum along to any tune whatsoever, regardless of who was present or absent. She’d started developing a skill for ignoring the music she could so clearly hear.

      Tuning it out—that was the phrase. That was exactly what she started doing. If she didn’t tune the music out, she couldn’t draw in the art room, distracted by the melodies drifting from the shelves of colored pencils and the brushes resting in jars of water. She also couldn’t sit still in the library, where the rows of books sang whenever the kids tickled their spines.

      And then what? What if she couldn’t draw and sit still? She’d have no friends at all. And that was the worst possible scenario for a tween—worse than the unconcealed disapproval of her parents. She didn’t care about her parents anymore, since they didn’t care about her either.

      Especially Mom didn’t care anymore. She didn’t mention anymore that she, too, used to be quite imaginative as a young girl. She said nothing that had to do with finding similarities between herself and Lyra.

      In the Calloway household, doors were banged, feet were stomped, and eyes were rolled. On the part of Lyra, that was.

      What frustrated Lyra the most was that her parents seemed so clearly relieved by her explosions. They could now attribute Lyra’s stressful behavior to puberty. Compared to the uncharted territory of raising a child with auditory hallucinations, anything that resembled a typical teen outburst felt blissfully normal.

      Years later, as an adult, Lyra would realize that disappointment and frustration weren’t the only emotions she’d felt about her parents’ failure to support her through this very real condition in which she damn well did hear actual sounds. Something else she’d felt since elementary school was embarrassment about her parents. She was embarrassed for them. They were mediocre people. Pedestrian. Commonplace. They weren’t equipped to handle anything that wasn’t average, documented, and known.

      But then, the sense of embarrassment also applied to herself. She was unaverage, undocumented, and unknown. And those things didn’t necessarily mean that she was exceptional, original, and mysterious in a good way. More often than not, those things simply meant that you were a misfit; potentially a danger to society unless you were managed.

      So, in a way, it was a boon that she’d learned to come to terms with the accepted version of reality early on. If she hadn’t, she might have been forced to be managed by someone else instead of herself. Her parents might have sent her to a special school, for example, where “special” meant nothing good. Or she might have become the guinea pig of some overzealous clinical researcher.

      All in all, Lyra admitted that hearing music from the atmosphere, caught by flowers or whatever else, was not only abnormal but also quite impractical. With such a condition, left uncontrolled, you couldn’t function very well in a society where phones constantly dinged. You also couldn’t drive. When driving a motor vehicle, focusing on the stimuli that everyone else could perceive was critical. Otherwise, you might misinterpret a particularly loud burst of the trumpet as a honk.

      And, who knows? If Lyra’s condition had been left uncontrolled, she might have grown so detached from the shared reality that she might have committed the opposite blunder: honking while expecting that no one could hear her. Repeated offenses like that would’ve robbed her of her license. And she needed her license, because she needed a job, for which she had to drive, because music or not, she needed food to eat, clothes to wear, and a roof over her head. She’d begun refusing those things from her parents as soon as she’d turned eighteen, because, wouldn’t it be embarrassing to rely on the people who were embarrassed about you?

      Education beyond high school had been out of the question for her, in her mind. Just imagine the loud dorm parties with drunk jocks and vomiting freshmen! Lyra didn’t want a lot in life anyway. So, she didn’t want to spend years of her life and many hundreds of thousands of dollars on a ridiculous piece of paper that supposedly proved her intelligence. For some unknown reason, she’d been cursed by this “ability” to hear things, and it was making her life quite inconvenient, and all she wanted was to minimize the inconvenience. The main reason she wanted to survive was because of a sense of rebellion, not due to the desire to achieve something in life.

      Why on earth would she have to want to achieve things? Why force such a heavy burden on a being of embarrassment?

      All this played in the background of her mind as she tuned out the celestial symphony that echoed in the dawn hours of the freeway. The windows of her sedan were open, which meant that the wind was rushing in and out with a ferocity comparable to a storm tearing through a canyon. How relentless and chaotic! But in the summer, the whipping of the wind felt pleasant on the skin. Also, at least winds in general were considered real. Their deafening reality helped her ignore the unreality of the symphony. In fact, the wind drowned out almost everything—the music out there as well as Lyra’s thoughts in here…

      But “almost” didn’t mean “completely.” The planets sang every morning without fail. Lyra had grown used to that during her three decades on the surface of the Earth. But today, especially, they were performing excellently. The symphony was woven from the fabric of stars and moonlight, delicate yet immense, each note echoing as if from an ancient, unreachable place.

      They said that we see the light from stars long dead, because of the time it takes for light to reach the Earth. Did the same apply to sounds? Probably. Actually, very likely. Light was supposed to be the fastest thing in the universe, in which case, sound was slower than light. Therefore, any music that Lyra was hearing right now could very well be coming from celestial bodies that were deader than the visible stars.

      Above the deep hum came a choir of shimmering, bell-like sounds. Every now and then, a single, powerful note—the bold, haunting call of a French horn or the sonorous swell of a cello—broke the pattern.

      Lyra smiled despite herself. If only she could enjoy music like normal people did. Wouldn’t that be marvelous? But she never listened to music voluntarily. She didn’t even watch movies voluntarily anymore, because movies often contained music. There was enough of the involuntary stuff all around her. Thank gods for the silver lining that such involuntary stuff was to her taste.

      Nature in this part of the world tended to sing in orchestral instruments—all the strings, woodwinds, brass, and percussion. Meanwhile, nature in other parts of the world tended to sing with instruments specific to the region. Lyra knew this because she’d traveled quite a lot until her mid-twenties, risking some very stressful flights in the hopes of finding a quiet place—a really very quiet place without any normal music or atmospheric music. (She never found a place like that.)

      Artificial structures sometimes sang with the same traditional instruments in a different style—jazz, for example. Or they sang with instruments specific to their time. Whenever she failed to tune them out completely, Lyra was relieved that she liked those too. A city hushed and nearly empty in the very very late hours of the night (or the very very early hours of the day), pulsed with the steady rhythm of a synthesizer through its skyscrapers. Neon signs added sharp, quick notes. Subways uttered a distorted bass drop, deepening the city’s music and adding weight to the mix.

      As far as Lyra could remember, she had never once disliked the music that she heard from her solitary dimension.

      Dimensions—that was how she interpreted her state, these days. There was the dimension of the accepted reality, and then there was her dimension, the solitary one where the world was full of music that no one else could hear. The dimensions appeared to overlap, but in actual true genuine reality, they couldn’t be farther apart.

      Sudden sadness enveloped Lyra. Thankfully, the fierce wind quickly dried the moisture from her eyes. She blinked several times. Her chin-length hair whipped in every direction. But she had no problem seeing the road ahead. The morning light was easy on her eyes. The sun continued to rise from behind her.

      It was a pleasant drive from her apartment to her workplace. The streets were empty, so early in the morning. The summer wind accompanied her. She tried to think of its presence as that: accompaniment. Companionship. Solidarity, almost.

      But damn it, what a lonely existence! What a managed existence! All her life, she couldn’t even grow out her hair, because she wanted to rest her ears. It takes an awful lot of time to dry long hair. The noise from dryers adds up, you know? Maybe it doesn’t make much of a difference to most people, but it does to someone like Lyra.

      She was thirty years old and couldn’t imagine finding a man who could understand her situation, when not even the people who’d created her—a.k.a. her parents—could understand it or her. (Take that, Mother. My imagination is very limited. I am extremely unlike you.) Lyra had never even dreamed of dating. She hadn’t ever had a crush during high school, because she’d learned to manage her expectations. Yes, she’d been that realistic. She hadn’t allowed herself any limerence, and limerence it was going to be, because there was no way anybody could fall in love with a woman who refused to go to a popular restaurant, partake in a large family gathering, or attend a sports event; a woman who couldn’t handle any more noise because she already heard too much music in the atmosphere.

      A recluse, she was—an embarrassment on so many levels, not just the one where she was clinically crazy, probably. Only probably, because she wasn’t about to find out now. It was too late for that. There was no need to get a diagnosis. All she hoped was that she could keep this job until retirement age, because it was the most ideal job that she could’ve dreamed of.

      There. On the right side, she could see the roof peak of the building where she worked. It was visible from the freeway. Time to take the exit.
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      Lyra parked in her spot. It wasn’t officially marked “the parking spot reserved for Lyra Calloway,” but because she’d always parked in this same exact spot for the past ten years, every single morning since her job interview and immediate hiring, she called it hers.

      She got out of her car. The outdoor parking lot stretched behind the building. Her spot was right against the wall, in the shadow. In the coolness, untouched by the warmth of the sun, she shivered. She loved this ritual shivering that greeted her every morning, be it summer or winter. Many things about her job were lovable. It was the most ideal one for her indeed. It kept her clothed, bought her food, and paid her rent. Not only that, who would’ve thought that Lyra Calloway could get this close to music without being tortured by it?

      She took a moment to breathe in the closeup view of her beloved workplace: a concert hall with soaring, vaulted ceilings that stretched high above like the arches of a cathedral.

      Now, off to work. After locking the car door, Lyra approached the building by passing by a sleek, refined sign that stood proudly, declaring the place to be “The Opus Theater.” She entered, swiping her keycard. Then inside, after the door re-locked behind her, she took another ritualistic moment to stand still. She smiled at what she heard:

      Silence. Dead silence.

      You might be surprised by this. When you encounter the word “concert hall,” the first place your thoughts drift to might be the orchestra. Or the audience. Or the wine lounge, where people drink and chat during the intermission. Overall, something loud and crowded. But you’d be surprised at how extremely quiet a concert hall can get during its off hours. Excellent soundproofing and acoustics did that. Nobody wants the music to seep through the walls. People outside have the right not to hear the music. Moreover, people making and selling the music don’t want the non-payers getting a free show. So, when there was some normal music in the Opus Theater, it was all very manageable; Lyra knew exactly what to expect, when, and from which room.

      But what made the Opus Theater truly special, beyond these ordinary characteristics shared by many music venues, was that the music of the air was absent.

      Yes. At first, she was positively shocked by the silence of the beams and the floors, the quietness of the chandeliers and the lamps. During that first visit, ten years ago, she couldn’t believe her ears. She didn’t dare.

      She’d applied for the position because she could logically surmise that the period between 12 a.m. and 10 a.m., during which most of the cleaning occurred at the Opus Theater, would be relatively soundless in the ordinary sense. But never in her dreams had she hoped to experience the absence of the other-dimensional music.

      The Opus Theater didn’t overlap with her solitary dimension. For a reason that Lyra couldn’t understand and didn’t dare challenge, this concert hall was utterly exceptional, original, and mysterious in its apparent total detachment from the music that only she could hear.

      Maybe it was about a certain amount of noise a space could hold. You know, sort of like the law of conservation of energy, or the first law of thermodynamics. Energy, heat, entropy—all those things within a system couldn’t exceed a certain limit. Otherwise, the system broke down. Or some such thing. Something along those lines. Don’t quote Lyra on this. She only has a high school degree. Never excelled in physics. Or any of the natural sciences, for that matter. She was an unnatural being, after all.

      “You’d have to get up at four o’clock, the latest, to get here by five. Are you sure you’ll be able to do that?” her then-boss, the only interviewer, had asked.

      They’d been sitting face to face with a desk between them. The old lady seemed uncertain about hiring Lyra. On paper, she hadn’t realized that Lyra was this young—barely twenty. People this young had a poor reputation when it came to getting up on time. Was Lyra going to be the exception?

      “Absolutely,” Past Lyra had said. “I love the solitude and quietness.”

      And now, after ten years of lovely rest from atmospheric music during work, Lyra took the familiar, winding route through silent corridors. Most of the backstage areas were floored with smooth marble, gleaming faintly in the early morning light that entered through the clerestory windows. Despite the absence of a carpet, these floors held a serene stillness. Lyra made sure of it. Her footsteps were light. Her spirit itself was light.

      Soon, she reached an inconspicuous door to the left. She opened it: a locker room with two dozen lockers. Here, there were no windows. Instead, comforting, yellow ceiling lamps illuminated the space. A fan turned gently. Lyra walked to her locker. Got changed into her uniform. Pinned her short hair back.

      Closing her locker with a gentle click, she left the room and headed down the hallway toward the supply room.

      In there, she flicked on the light. This revealed the shelves stocked with cleaning supplies—bottles of disinfectant, stacks of neatly folded microfiber cloths, and boxes of gloves. She pulled out her cart—a sturdy, well-organized structure with wheels that rolled smoothly and handles that fit comfortably in her grip. With practiced efficiency, she loaded the cart, arranging the supplies just so: cleaning sprays within easy reach, a mop leaning upright in its slot, and a trash bag draped neatly over the side. Each item had its place. It was a setup honed from countless mornings just like this one.

      Did you know that elsewhere, cleaning supplies tend to sing in Bossanova, like the sunniest and cleanest tropical beach? No, you didn’t. You aren’t cursed. But at the Opus Theater, it doesn’t matter that you aren’t cursed and Lyra is. Both of you won’t hear any melody coming from this cart.

      Lyra rolled the cart out of the room. The cart moved silently, its wheels designed to glide across both carpeted and hard surfaces, making her journey as discreet as possible.

      Today, it was her turn to clean the grand foyer—the best place to be in at 5 a.m. The roof—the tip of which was visible from the freeway—was an intricate lattice of glass and steel, allowing beams of light to cascade in during the day, while at night, framing the stars against the deep dark sky. (Usually, Lyra’s shift began at 5 a.m., but sometimes, when she was filling in for someone else, it ended at 5 a.m.—which was how she’d had the opportunity to behold the view through the roof both in daylight and in nightlight.)

      Crystal chandeliers hung in clusters, suspended like glowing jewels. They cast a warm glow across the empty foyer, not because electricity fed them, but because sunshine reflected from them. Right now, they were functioning like the moon: reflecting another’s light instead of glowing from their own core.

      Surrounded by this pinnacle of beautiful architecture, Lyra began mopping, wiping, and polishing. Occasionally, the faint clink of a bucket or the distant hum of a vacuum echoed—signs that a few others were in the building, moving unseen in the quiet. Every so often, the shuffling of those other cleaners could also be heard. But all these sounds were gentle and sporadic, drifting through the space like whispers.

      How blissful! While working here, Lyra felt understood. A concert hall, too, grew tired from too much music. That was why the universe, with its wisdom sometimes more apparent than at other times, had exempted this place from the torture of Lyra’s solitary dimension. The concert hall needed a break, which was also a break for Lyra. Wasn’t it funny that at work, she felt like she was resting? So reliable, the Opus Theater was, with its architecture specifically aiming to contain and block sound.

      That was when she heard it.

      The voice of a flute.

      Lyra stopped mid-motion, her mop hanging in the air instead of going into the bucket.

      There it was again, the flute. Soft, but clearly there.

      Goosebumps rose on Lyra’s arms. Could it be…? No. No no no. Please don’t take this place away from me. This sound had to come from some overzealous musician, practicing their instrument in the early morning hours when they could have the auditorium to themselves…

      …which was impossible. If the Opus Theater allowed every hyper-enthusiastic musician their private practice session at this hour, it wouldn’t properly function as a concert hall.

      The flute’s melody floated through the stillness of the foyer. Lyra listened, her pulse quickening as the notes grew clearer. She lowered the mop into the bucket, barely breathing.

      Should she go check the auditorium?

      What if there was no one there? Or what if it’s the opposite? What if another cleaner was there, and saw Lyra sweating and shaking, apparently hearing things that they couldn’t hear?

      She might lose her job. She might never find another one as immune to her dimension as this one. She was going to go homeless. Or go crazy from being forced to work at a place with too much noise.

      All was lost. Life was unfair. Why was this happening to her?

      Lyra slapped herself on the cheek. Not hard, but firmly enough to snap herself out of her panic spiral. She grabbed the mop with determination.

      Finish cleaning this foyer, quickly. Go home. Something is wrong with you, Lyra. We’ve known this all our life. But this morning, especially, you can’t be where other people can see you. So, finish this and go home. Quickly.
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      Lyra gripped the steering wheel tightly as she merged onto the freeway, her heart still pounding from the unnerving experience at the Opus Theater. It was just past 9 a.m. The road was packed with cars, each lane moving at a sluggish pace as the morning rush surged.

      She wasn’t used to this. Her usual commute back home was a quiet, pre-lunch-time drive, the roads open and free, with plenty of space to drown out her thoughts. Now, she found herself boxed in by a sea of vehicles on their morning commute, the metallic hum of engines surrounding her like a dense fog.

      Every car horn, every revving engine, and every blaring radio grated on her nerves. She kept glancing anxiously in the mirrors, trying to find an open space. There was none. The endless stream of vehicles closed in.

      Worse: the cars around her wove together into an orchestra of metallic sound. The atmospheric music, a.k.a. the music from the other dimension, had begun. The engines thrummed in low, growling tones, filling the air with the deep resonance of electric trombones and tubas. Honks and beeps interspersed in staccato bursts, blaring out as sudden mechanical trumpet calls, sharp and piercing.

      This was nothing like the celestial symphony she’d heard this dawn. That one had been beautiful. This one? This was barely music. This sounded like all the electric music records of this world thrown together in a jumble so they couldn’t be deciphered.

      Lyra tried to focus. Breathed deeply. Sweated and felt hot. Willed herself to ignore the noise. But the ordinary cacophony of morning traffic, combined with the extraordinary traffic music, remained overwhelming. The freeway sounds collided and pulsed in a relentless rhythm, building into a dizzying crescendo.

      Fortunately, all sounds share one trait: they require the flow of time. Without the flow of time, every note, every whisper, and every rumble freezes, trapped in a single, unchanging instant. In such a case, there is no sound because there is also no silence to compare it to.

      This here wasn’t such a case. The freeway sounds continued. That meant that time kept flowing…

      …which was why the vehicles also moved, eventually, no matter how jammed the traffic had seemed. At last, Lyra reached her exit, the sign like a lifeline. She steered off the freeway.

      Her grip eased slightly as the traffic thinned. The sounds dulled. The chaotic symphony of electric horns and engines faded into a murmur. Her heartbeat finally began to settle. Here, the engines purred in gentle, resonant chords, blending with the rhythmic rustling of trees and the distant, airy chime of bicycle bells. In this neighborhood, the city sang in softer tones—a harmonious current after the freeway’s clamor.

      Her apartment building rose ahead: a tall, older structure with a simple, understated design that safely cooperated with the quiet surroundings. Its exterior was clad in red brick that had survived years of sunlight and rain. The slightly faded look frequently triggered nostalgia in Lyra’s mind. This building with its muted facade, a bit cheered up by the green tendrils of the lush ivy, was a neutral entity that never asked questions.

      Lyra parked in her spot in the front. (In this case, the spot was officially and definitely hers. It had come with the lease agreement.)

      She jumped out of her car. The entrance was plain but welcoming—a small archway framing a wooden door with a tarnished brass handle.

      Inside, the lobby was narrow, carpeted in a comforting gray that muffled footsteps. The walls were painted a soft-spoken beige with occasional scuff marks revealing the building’s age.

      Despite this being the morning commute time, often the prime activity time in other buildings, a peaceful hush hung in the air. The residents here were mostly older or quiet types. To Lyra’s eternal gratitude, they lived up to the name of the building: The Silent Grove. Sometimes a name meant something, and this building was one such time. Lyra had requested a viewing the second she’d found the name in the ads, and hadn’t been disappointed since. The building wasn’t luxurious, but it had a steadiness that made it feel more like a home than just a place to live. It was quiet in the ordinary way…

      …and not noisy in the extraordinary way. Lyra was so used to the music emanating from this building, her mind tuned it out automatically when it began. It was music of the string quartet kind—a cello, a viola, a first violin, and a second violin.

      Presently, Lyra had no right to complain anyway. She was the loudest one here. She rushed upstairs, stomping. There was no elevator, only a central staircase with iron railings polished smooth by years of hands sliding along them.

      On the third floor, she stormed toward her unit. At the door, she jingled her keys with shaky hands. She opened the door. Darted into the darkness of her unit. Shut the door with the loudest bang she’d dared to make since her rebellious teen years.

      Silence greeted her.

      At the moment, her unit wasn’t singing. At all.

      Slowly, she approached the kitchen island. She dropped her keys and her wallet. The high stool looked particularly welcoming today. She sat and stared into the middle distance. Her body was cooling down. Quieting down.

      Her unit was a modest, one-bedroom space tucked in a quiet corner of The Silent Grove. The living room was minimalist. Lyra only owned the essentials: a small sofa, a low coffee table, and less usual objects that she considered essentials but others didn’t count as such. For example, carpets covering the floors with a deep navy. They muted her footsteps and visually helped her maintain a sense of calm. Also: soundproofing materials. Much of her income in her early work days had gone into the procurement of those materials. The walls and ceiling were layered with them, creating a dense cocoon that absorbed any trace of sound from the world beyond. Thick, padded curtains draped over double-glazed windows. Those curtains added an extra layer of hush, blocking out both noise and light.

      A sanctuary of silence, her home was.

      But her mind wasn’t. It still remembered the voice of the flute—the one that might have come from the auditorium, played by an actual tangible overzealous musician… But probably not.

      So much for the theory about the limited amount of noise a space could hold. So much for the nonsense about the law of conservation of energy, the first law of thermodynamics, or some such thing. In the past week, the Opus Theater had hosted several rehearsals, one jazz concert, one solo recital, one symphony orchestra concert, and two opera performances. And still, there’d been room for the flute to creep in. Evidently, the amount of sound that a space could hold was infinite—which meant that Lyra never should’ve felt safe in the past, and couldn’t feel safe in the future. There was no such thing as a permanently quiet place. And yet, she’d allowed herself to be completely off-guard.

      She’d failed to manage herself. And she’d chosen to run away from the flute melody—as if that was gonna help her! Tune it out, she could, after she checked whether a particular sound came from the accepted reality or her solitary reality. But running from it? Trying to ignore it without a plan? That was never a good idea. Pretty soon, she might begin to ignore sounds that belonged to this reality, and then what was going to happen to her?

      What if she ignored musical alerts in public spaces? Increasingly, the government was doing that—adopting music as pedestrian crossing signals and library closing time cues, because blunt alerts sounded too rough on the ears. What if Lyra crossed the street at the wrong moment or got trapped in a library?

      And what if she spoke too loudly or too softly in a conversation, because she couldn’t distinguish between music from one place and another?

      Moreover, what if she ignored a speeding car that was blasting music? She might be run over!

      Her heart began racing again. Her face blushed, most definitely not with pride.

      She hoped to the gods that the flute melody wouldn’t repeat itself tomorrow. But if it did? She had to check where it came from. She couldn’t run again.
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      Into her car. Onto the freeway. The sun rising behind her. The roof peak of the Opus Theater in sight.

      Parking in her spot. Hopping out of the car. Swiping her keycard. Entering the building.

      The locker room.

      The supply room with her cart.

      The corridor.

      And finally, the grand foyer.

      Nervous, Lyra stood still, listening in. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Only the shuffling of her fellow cleaners could be heard. That, and the sounds from vacuums and mops.

      As always around this time of the day of this season, the sun shone brightly through the roof. The chandeliers sparkled. The scent of cleaning products hung in the air, which was warm—also utterly ordinary. Summer light did that. No additional heating was required, and in these dawn hours, air conditioning wasn’t necessary either. So, no humming from the HVAC system. And no audience. No crowd of any kind.

      Most critically, no flute melody.

      Could it be that it wasn’t going to repeat itself? Could it be that it was a one-time phenomenon?

      Lyra dared relax a little. Sweat rose on her forehead, the way it does when you come to a stop after a run. While you’re running, due to the wind, you don’t notice that you’re sweating profusely. It’s only when you stop that you realize your whole body has been putting in a lot of effort to generate speed and strength⁠—

      Fwee. A soft, high-pitched tone.

      Her heart stopped. Or so it felt. It must have resumed beating on its own because she didn’t fall dead, but she certainly didn’t notice.

      As if drawn by a ghost, she left her cleaning cart behind and headed toward the auditorium. There was no one to stop her.

      She grabbed the door handle. Opened the door.

      The flute melody multiplied immediately, expanding from a single, haunting voice to a layered chorus that filled the vast auditorium. Each note echoed and intertwined, creating a delicate, ethereal web of sound that drifted up to the high, vaulted ceilings and lingered in the air like mist…

      …and there was no one here. No flutist.

      Lyra had expected her heart to fall further upon confirming this truth. But that was impossible. It had already fallen enough and could fall no further.

      Slowly, she stepped into the auditorium. Behind her, the door swung closed on its own. A faint, earthy scent filled the air, mingled with a hint of aged wood and the barely-there whiff of dust. This room held the memories of countless performances—laughter and tears, glory and disappointment that Lyra had never been part of. The rows of plush red velvet-covered seats stretched behind and in front of her. She was on the ground level; from here, the auditorium descended into the earth and climbed toward the ceiling. The seats also stretched to the left and right in perfect symmetry. She’d entered through the center door.

      The polished wood of the armrests faintly gleamed in the dim lighting. The wood floor of the stage gleamed more brightly because there, the lighting was brighter, although still dim. Tall, intricately carved columns lined the edges of the hall, rising like silent sentinels—sentinels to the exceptional, the original, and the mysterious-in-a-good-way. Talented performers, well-meaning critics, and enthusiastic audience members gathered here to make sense of the world through music. They were the epitome of managed sanity, a culture that could be scheduled and administered.

      Lyra Calloway had no place here—neither in the auditorium nor in the foyer. How foolish of her to dream for ten whole years that she was safe at the Opus Theater! For some reason, the generous length of her delusion made her feel worse instead of providing solace. The sudden emergence of the flutes felt too much like a betrayal, a stab in the back.

      Scenes from her elementary school years crossed her mind, one by one.

      How she whispered to her friend Mia about the flower songs. How Mia nodded, pretending she could hear them too—with much better acting skills than that boy from the kindergarten years. How Mia promised to keep it just between them. How the next day, Mia led their classmates in mocking Lyra’s “petal prattle” and “garden jingles.”

      How Lyra stayed after class to confide in Mrs. Adams about the music. How Mrs. Adams smiled gently, saying it was alright for Lyra to hear such sounds. How Lyra later overheard Mrs. Adams calling her “lunatic” to another teacher.

      How Lyra shared her secret with Mr. Kim next door, who listened kindly and told her she had a “unique gift,” making her feel safe. How days later, she heard him tell her parents that she was “too old for make-believe,” with such genuine concern in his eyes, it hurt her.

      Most of all, it hurt to remember Mommy and Daddy, and their family time in front of the little TV in Lyra’s bedroom. There was a bigger TV in the living room, but the one in her bedroom was reserved for the music documentaries—those connection points between her and her parents who didn’t understand music in their flesh and blood.

      Most of the documentaries had been from the same production company. What was its name? Lyra couldn’t recall. But she recalled the logo: the shape of waves with a circular element in the center—something resembling a vinyl record. She also recalled:

      Resonance: The Sound That Moves Us.

      The Rhythm of Revolution.

      When Silence Speaks: A Musical Odyssey.

      Lyra smiled as if she weren’t here, but instead, there. Amazing that she still remembered some of the documentary names. Some things remained ingrained in your very cells. They never left you. You tried denying them, but they kept creeping up to the surface to be heard.

      Beautiful they had been, those shared moments with her parents—until the documentary watching had stopped. All conversations of any meaning
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