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The air on the ground floor of the Municipal Archives was strictly regulated to 16 degrees Celsius and forty-five percent relative humidity. To most of the night staff, it felt like sitting inside a pristine, oversized refrigerator. To Silas Pendleton, it felt like the only place in the city where his mind could finally settle.

Silas adjusted the heavy brass frame of his spectacles with the knuckle of his index finger, his gaze fixed on the micro-climate monitor mounted near the iron-cased lift. The digital readout hummed a frequency it seemed only he could hear, a faint, high-pitched zzzz that sat right behind his ear and which made the other archivists look at him with guarded expressions when he mentioned it. The readout was displaying a slight spike in ambient moisture near the south elevation.

He made a neat, precise entry in the leather-bound ledger: 23:14. South stacks. Humidity +2.1%. Check seals on Window 4B.

He flipped through the earlier pages of the ledger, past the mundane entries, to the section where the night staff were encouraged to log "anomalous observations." Most were mundane: "Flickering in bay light 14C" or "Unusual creaking in ceiling panels." But some were... different. A former archivist, a nervous woman named Pettigrew, had written in a trembling hand: "The tree is watching me. I can feel its eyes on my back." Another, a young graduate student who'd lasted only three weeks, had scrawled a frantic note: "A woman in the glass. I saw a woman in the glass, but there was no one there. I SAW HER!!!” Below it, someone else, presumably a supervisor, had written in red ink: "No further action. Note contributor experiencing stress." One page, dated a decade ago judging from the entries on the pages before and after, had been completely torn out, leaving only a ragged stub.

Silas pressed his lips into a thin line. He'd seen the same notes, the same stories, repeated for as long as he'd worked here. The "Ground Floor Phenomenon." It was a running joke among the council staff, a way to scare the new interns. He’d always discounted it as simple hysteria, the product of tired minds and a very old, very quiet building. Attention-seeking nonsense from those who found the solitude of the night shift too much to bear. He snapped the ledger shut, the sound definitive. There was no ghost. There was only the work.

Silas was thirty-four, wore tweed waistcoats that his colleagues quietly deemed forty years out of date, and maintained a relationship with the passing of time that was entirely his own. Where the daytime archivists rushed about with tablet computers, muttering about digitisation targets and council budgets, Silas moved through the quiet corridors like an old pendulum clock. Steady, predictable, and utterly indifferent to the modern world outside.

He picked up his brass torch, though he rarely needed it, and set off down the long central aisle.

The main hall of the building was a triumph of late-twentieth-century civic hubris, a sprawling, vaulted cavern of reinforced concrete, polished steel, and floor-to-ceiling glass plates. It encased an ancient and protected yew tree, creating the illusion of being an outdoor square even though the glass ceiling vaulted overhead. By day, it reflected the restless glare of the city. By night, it trapped the endless, invisible static of the building: the low rumble of late-night delivery vans, the pulse of the nearby cellular tower, and the aggressive, sterile white light of the automated security floodlights.

Silas hated the main hall. The air there tasted of ozone and dry plastic in spite of the pleasant underlying scent of the tree, and the electronic buzz from the server racks in the basement always made the back of his neck itch.

He stepped quickly through the atrium, pushing through a heavy, brass-fitted double door marked Special Collections: Restricted Access, and stepped across the threshold into the West Wing.

Instantly, the world changed.

The West Wing was a remnant of the original Victorian library that the modern concrete shell had swallowed whole some ninety years ago. Here, there were no glass panels or brushed-aluminium shelving. The stacks were constructed from dense, dark English oak and solid mahogany, salvaged from a 17th-century merchant’s guild hall before it was pulled down. The shelves rose four metres to timber-ribbed ceilings, packed tight with vellum-bound parish registers, hand-drawn cartographic surveys, and heavy leather folios.

The air here smelled different. It was deep, cool, and rich with the scents of aged parchment, beeswax and old timber. The thick wood of the bookcases acted as a natural dampening field; the moment Silas stepped between the tall oak aisles, the high-pitched digital whine of the modern building vanished, swallowed up by centuries of dense, quiet grain.

Silas let out a long, slow breath. His shoulders, perpetually tense in the main concourse, dropped a few centimetres.

He walked slowly down Aisle 7, his shoes making a quiet, rhythmic squeak against the parquet floor. He didn't need to turn on the overhead lights. He knew every shelf by touch. He ran the flat of his palm along the edge of a mahogany upright, feeling the faint, silky texture of three-hundred-year-old wax polish. It was a grounding ritual, a way of anchoring his senses before the long hours of the graveyard shift took their toll.

He reached the end of the aisle, where the old wooden stacks pressed directly against the glass wall of the central atrium.

Through the glass, lit by the cold, unnatural glare of blue LED grow-lights, sat the centre of the municipal complex: the Atrium Court. And at its heart stood the Great Yew.

Silas paused, resting his hand against the cool wooden frame of the bookshelf, looking out into the glass box.

The tree was staggering in its scale. Its central trunk was a tangled, deeply furrowed column of dark wood, nearly eight feet wide at the base, its lower branches spreading out in a dense canopy that pressed uselessly against the glass roof twenty metres above. The city had been built around it, then over it, and at the whim of an architect finally enclosed it altogether, trapping the ancient organism inside a climate-controlled greenhouse.

According to the 19th-century parish records Silas had catalogued during his first year on the job, the tree was old when the Romans built their fort on the riverbank. It was old when the Saxon kings held court in the meadow. It was simply there, a silent, immortal constant.

Or at least, it had been.

Silas leaned closer to the glass, his brow furrowing as his sharp eyes caught a detail he had not noticed before.

On the lowest branch extending toward the West Wing, the dark green needles were drooping. Not yellowing because the LED lights kept them unnaturally green, but limp, starved of something vital. A faint, powdery white haze dusted the lower bark, and the soil around the massive root flare looked dry, pale, and compacted under the concrete footings.

"They're cooking you," Silas murmured to the empty room, his quiet voice barely a whisper against the oak shelves. "Recycled air and electric lights. Not a drop of real rain in thirty years."

He shook his head softly at the injustice of it. It wasn't his job to manage the atrium foliage... that contract belonged to a third-party facilities management company that came in once a month with plastic watering trucks to deliver a carefully calibrated amount of water... but Silas could see that it wasn’t enough.

He stepped closer to the partition where the oldest shelf directly abutted the atrium's structural support.

As he reached out to inspect the humidity sensor mounted next to the window, he stopped.

The wood of the shelf was warm to the touch, it was always warm, and Silas remembered the teacher of his physics class in school explaining that warm things meant they were poor conductors of heat, but beneath his fingertips, right where the seasoned oak met the wall, Silas felt something impossible.

A faint, subtle vibration. Not the rhythmic thrum of the machinery of climate control, and not the high-pitched buzz of the Wi-Fi routers. It felt like a pulse. A deep, agonisingly slow thrumming, like a heavy heart beating once every thirty seconds, shivering straight through wood that had been dead for centuries.

Silas shifted his weight, pressing his palm more firmly against the upright.

The vibration was still there. It wasn't the metallic shudder of heating pipes and trapped air bubbles or the electric hum of the server banks down in the basement. It was organic. This felt like a slow, heavy, drawing sensation, as if something immense and exhausted was taking a ragged, shallow breath.

He pulled back his hand and glanced down at his clip-board. His official job title was Night Preservation Officer, a grand council term for a solitary caretaker tasked with keeping four hundred years of disintegrating paper from rotting in the damp. By day, researchers and university students filled the study carrels, leaving behind greasy fingerprints, shifted folios, and altered micro-climates. By night, Silas restored order: checking the sulphur traps, monitoring the humidity, and carefully returning fragile manuscripts to their temperature-controlled vaults.

It was solitary, meticulous work, and he preferred it that way. Paper was predictable. Parchment behaved according to clear laws of physics and chemistry.

Whatever was happening against the glass wall of Aisle 7, however, was entirely outside the municipal facilities manual.

Silas put his hand into his pocket, his fingers stroking the brass pocket watch he’d found in a pawn shop almost ten years previously. He studied the oddly-behaving shelf, his eyes drifting to the small gap between the shelving and the glass atrium wall and the tree behind it, the branches almost touching the glass. His eyes drifted to the cable junctions on either side of the atrium.

"Facilities management," he muttered under his breath, his voice flat with familiar annoyance. "I bet they’ve routed the data conduit right through the root flare."

Through the glass, he could see where the contractors had placed a heavy inspection port into the masonry bed just a few centimetres from the tree's ancient, twisted trunk. There was no way it wasn’t interfering with the roots beneath. Probably had been hollowed out, the roots slashed away to make room.

Silas frowned, leaning his forehead against the cool glass plate to get a better angle. He thought he had seen something else.
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