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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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      My right foot is over the line before the rest of me has voted on it.

      The line isn’t painted. Hale would paint one if she thought it would help, but it wouldn’t, because the line moves. It’s the place on the flagstones where the light changes: behind me, the gray strip-light of the lower level, the same gray that’s been flickering over the old pump-room doors since before anyone thought to put a dream in a bottle; in front of me, amber. Honey held up to a window. The mouth of the side corridor between the Membrane Room and the stair, where they used to stack spare bed frames, and where nobody stacks anything now.

      I’ve just walked Nyx to the white door. I do it every day at four. I come back this way every day at ten past, because it’s the way back, and every day the light has reached a little further toward the stair, the way the tide comes up a beach while you’re busy with your sandwiches.

      Today it’s reached my shoe.

      The hum comes through the stone. You don’t hear it with the eye, or the port, or the part of the brain the mesh likes to tickle. You hear it with your ears, like a neighbor’s cello. A low held chord, warm, a little flat, the way it’s been since September, and patient in a way nothing alive is patient. It doesn’t pull. It doesn’t promise. It just goes on being there, the way a hand goes on holding something it has no intention of dropping, and it says, without saying anything: you can rest now. Nobody will stop you.

      It’s singing. The space is singing, and the song is a lullaby written specifically for people like me. People who have been tired for four hundred years.

      There are more of them than there were yesterday.

      They sit with their backs against the walls and their legs out in front of them, at angles that ought to hurt and don’t. A young man in a delivery jacket with his helmet in his lap and a pamphlet folded open on his knee, the cheap kind with a stapled spine: ON THE RIGHT TO REST, by O. Penhallow. A woman in theater blacks, one shoe off. A man in a council hi-vis with his radio still clipped to his shoulder, turned down to a murmur, somebody on the other end asking for him by a call sign he’s stopped answering to. They’re smiling. Not the Somnambulist smile; I’ve knelt in roads to look at that one, and it’s a smile with nobody behind it. This is the smile of somebody on a bench on the first warm day of spring, face tipped back, with nowhere to be and a growing conviction that nowhere is the best place they’ve ever been.

      Halfway down, in the good wool coat, with the handbag strap still looped round her wrist, is Albane Morel.

      The radio on the hi-vis man’s shoulder clicks. “Unit Six, Unit Six. Confirm status, over.”

      He reaches up without opening his eyes and presses the button, courteous as a butler.

      “Status: resting,” he says. “Over.”

      “Unit Six, what’s your location?”

      He thinks about it. He seems to find the question very interesting, like a crossword clue on holiday. Then he lets go of the button and leaves them to it. Somewhere in the city a dispatcher with a headset and a backlog is writing Unit Six: resting on a whiteboard and wondering whether that’s a code.

      Albane Morel has moved since November. Not far. A meter, maybe, deeper in, the way a cat moves round a room after the sun. Her shoes are still sensible. Somebody, a Vigil volunteer by the thermos, has left a paper cup of soup by her hand, and she’s drunk half of it, because if you put soup in front of people in the amber they drink it. They’re not ill. They’re just busy.

      “Mrs. Morel.”

      She looks up. Her eyes come into focus at once, clear and friendly and entirely present. “You’re the one with the eye.”

      “Your sister was asking after you. On the licensed wing.”

      “I know. I’ll go up.” She smiles at me with real kindness, as if I’m the one who needs looking after. “In a minute.”

      She’s been saying it since November. She says it kindly, a mother to a child pulling at her sleeve in a shop. She means it every time.

      And then the amber does what it does, which is notice me.

      It doesn’t happen in my head. That’s what I’d expected, the first week: a voice, a cartoon temptation, a little devil with SKELM’s crescent on his lapel. It happens in the light. The corridor runs on, sixty meters of whitewashed stone under the east end of the cathedral, and at the far end, where the old store gives onto a blind wall, the wall isn’t there.

      There’s a field.

      Summer behind a stone house. Grass up to a child’s chest, so you see the field the way you saw it then, from inside it, with the seed heads ticking against your chin. A line strung between two poles. A white sheet lifting off the line and settling again in a hot wind off a sea I haven’t smelled in a very long time. A wooden peg. A pair of hands, red from the wash water, pressing the peg down on the corner of the sheet. Hair coming loose from a cloth. An apron with a scorch mark on the hip, where she always leaned on the bread oven and always said she wouldn’t.

      She’s singing. I know the song before I can hear it: the heron one, in the port language, the one she pegged the wash to, the one I’d know underwater.

      She hears me coming up the field.

      She starts to turn.

      The amber is very, very good. I want to put that on the record before I say anything else about it. It has the light right, and the weight of the wet sheet, and the way her shoulders go when she’s about to laugh at somebody. It’s built all this out of me without asking, the way a good tailor measures you while you’re still talking about the weather. It’s offering me the one thing I’d sit down on a cold floor for, in a good wool coat, for the rest of my life.

      She turns toward me. And where her face goes, there’s the edge of where it was.

      Not a blur. Not a shadow. The outline of a doorway with the door taken off its hinges. The hair, the cloth, the shoulders, and then nothing, cleanly, like a page with a square razored out of it.

      She can’t turn the rest of the way. The machine in the Loft has her face. I gave it to them a year ago to break their extractor, and it turns out the Reverie can give you anything except the one thing you’ve already spent.

      The amber holds the picture a moment longer, puzzled, the way a dog holds a stick you’ve pretended to throw. It doesn’t know what it’s missing. It doesn’t know it’s missing anything. It only knows I’ve stopped leaning.

      I pull my foot back.

      It costs more than it should. Like getting out of a warm bed into a cold kitchen, except the bed was my whole childhood and the kitchen is the rest of my life.

      The gray strip-light buzzes over my head. The corridor is sixty meters of whitewash again, with a blind wall at the end of it. Albane Morel adjusts her handbag strap and goes back to listening.

      I stand on the cold side of the line for a while, with my hands in my pockets, being grateful to a hole in my own head. It isn’t a feeling they write hymns about.
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      “Eleven minutes,” says Morrow.

      She’s leaning on the wall at the corridor mouth, on the gray side, where she always stands, in the navy jacket with the crescent unpicked from the breast. She has Hale’s clipboard against her hip. It isn’t a clipboard any more. It’s three clipboards, bulldog-clipped together at the top into something with the heft of a family Bible, and when she lifts it the pages fan out like a pigeon that’s been told off.

      “Eleven minutes what?”

      “From the white door to here.” She taps her watch without looking at it. “Four minutes on the twentieth. Four on the twenty-first. Five on Christmas Eve, but you stopped to argue with a pigeon. Four yesterday.” She makes a mark. “Eleven today.”

      “You’re timing my walk.”

      “I time everything on this route. You’re on this route.” She looks at me, level, five foot four of it, the look she used to give men in SKELM lifts who’d pressed the wrong floor on purpose. “Seven of those minutes, you had a foot over.”

      “I was conducting research.”

      “So were they,” she says, and tips her head down the corridor. “Ask the delivery boy. He’s on page nine.”

      I don’t have an answer to that, so I take the clipboards off her and look instead. The first sheet is still Hale’s, from November: the column of dates, the small upright hand, 1, 20 min. 1, 40 min. 2, 1 hr 15. and the word underneath with its line under it. VOLUNTARY? Someone has tried to rub the question mark out, and someone else, in the same hand, has gone back over it in ink.

      The sheets behind it aren’t columns any more. They’re grids. Basements on Lantern Street. The back room of the laundrette on Coper’s Lane, where the dryers run warm off the same old conduit. The tram underpass under Cathedral Row. The pump-race culverts east of it, where the light goes down a level and so do the people. The papers have started calling all of it the Amber Quarter, because the papers like a quarter. It makes an epidemic sound like somewhere you could get a nice lunch.

      “Total?”

      “Fourteen hundred and ten,” Morrow says. “As of noon. Doubling about every week now. Hale’s put a name on it in the log, because it was starting to upset her not having one. Reverie State.”

      “That’s very soothing.”

      “It’s meant to be clinical. She says everything she tried that wasn’t clinical sounded like an advert for a spa.”

      Down the corridor, the man in the hi-vis laughs softly at something nobody said.

      “They answer to their names,” Morrow says. “They know the date. Mostly. They’ll tell you their address and what they had for breakfast, and they’ll sign for a parcel if you hold the pen out. Kindt’s people come round with soup at seven and at one. Nobody’s hurt. Nobody’s held. Nobody’s locked in.” She clips the pen back. “Every one of them would pass a capacity test. I’ve watched Hale run three.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “They don’t do anything.” She says it without heat, as a fact about plumbing. “I spent years watching people in SKELM’s beds, Skelm. Those people were drugged and harvested and sold by the gram, and they still twitched. They still turned over. They still had a bad night now and then. These ones don’t want anything. Not the soup. Not their sisters. Not to leave. Not to stay, either. They’re just…” She looks for the word, and doesn’t like any of the ones she finds. “Set down.”

      “Peace,” I say.

      “Peace is an absence of conflict. This is an absence of choice.” She looks at Albane Morel’s sensible shoes. “But if you’ve been choosing every minute of every day for fifty years, I imagine an absence of choice probably looks a lot like peace.”

      I give her back the clipboards. She weighs them.

      “I could bring a chair down,” she says. “For you. Put it on this side. You could sit here and look at it all day. You do anyway.”

      “You think you’re funny.”

      “I think you’d use it.” She tucks the clipboards under her arm. “I’d put a cushion on it.”
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      I go back to the white door.

      I’m not supposed to. Four o’clock is four o’clock: I walk her down, she puts her hand flat on my chest, the door closes, and that’s the arrangement. The sign on the door says DO NOT KNOCK in Hale’s lettering, and I don’t. I open it.

      The Membrane Room is the only room in the Somnambularium that doesn’t hum. It doesn’t need to. It’s where the hum comes from.

      It was a valve room once, in the extraction years: a long low space under the east end, whitewashed brick, ducting along the ceiling, a floor drain nobody has been able to explain. Now it’s Hale’s console against one wall, banks of it, gray and unlovely, the screens throwing up the membrane as a sheet of slow numbers; a filing cabinet with a kettle on it; a strip of carpet somebody’s mother donated; and in the middle of the room, bolted to the floor, the chair.

      Nyx is in it.

      She sits the way she always sits now: upright, her back not quite touching the leather, her hands flat on the arms, palms down, fingers spread, as if the chair is a table she’s leaning on to read something very long. Her hair is short and dark and cut by herself with Vesper’s kitchen scissors, badly, and there are five silver hairs at her left temple she says she’s going to name. Her eyes are open. The silver is in them. In the room’s poor light it looks like frost on a pond, if the frost were moving, very slowly, the way the light moves on the bottom of a swimming pool.

      Hale is at the console with her back to the door, steel-rimmed glasses on, reading something. She doesn’t turn round.

      “You put a foot in,” Nyx says.

      She doesn’t move her head. She doesn’t need to. She knows where I am.

      “I took it out.”

      “Which foot?”

      “The one I’m not proud of.”

      The silver in her eyes shifts. It’s the nearest she gets, in the chair, to raising an eyebrow. “I felt it. Like somebody leaning on a fence I’m holding up. Every time one of them leans, I feel it in the seam.” Her fingers move a little on the leather. “You lean heavier than the others.”

      “I’ve been told I’m dense.”

      “You have been told that,” she agrees. “By a cathedral.”

      At the console, Hale turns a page in her log. It’s a page that didn’t need turning. I know because I can see over her shoulder, and the page she’s turned to is blank, and she’s looking at it with great attention, the way a woman looks at a blank page when she’s giving two people a room without leaving it.

      I go and crouch by the chair. Not touching. She doesn’t like to be touched in the chair; it gets into the seam, and three and a half million people feel somebody’s hand on somebody’s knee. I put my own hands on my own knees and look at her.

      “It’s quieter in here,” I say.

      “It’s always quieter in here.”

      “The corridor’s loud. You can hear it in the stone. Low, a bit flat.” I hear myself say it. I hear it arrive. “Like your⁠—”

      I stop. Hale’s pen stops.

      The hum in the corridor. The held chord, nine cents under, warm as an airing cupboard, that tells Albane Morel and the delivery boy and the man in the hi-vis that they can rest now, nobody will stop them. It comes through the stone from the conduit that carries the membrane up to the nexus. It’s the membrane. It’s the skin three and a half million people are lying in, and the stitch at the edge of the skin is a woman in a chair holding on.

      The thing in the corridor is the sound of Nyx holding on.

      She watches me get there. She’s been waiting for me to get there, I realize, for about a month, with the patience of somebody who’s watched a man look for his glasses while wearing them.

      “Yes,” she says.

      “You knew.”

      “I’m the one humming.” Her voice is perfectly level. “I can’t hear it, Darby. You can’t be soothed by your own hum. I sit here and I hold it and I feel them go down into it, one at a time, like coins into a well.” Her hands don’t move. “You can’t, either. Not all the way. Something stops you.”

      “Something did.”

      “Good,” she says. “Hold on to whatever it was.”

      She can’t know what it was. She drew it for me, once, from a meadow she’d been in and I hadn’t: the eyebrows, the gap in the teeth. It’s a good drawing. I can’t tell. I don’t tell her the amber couldn’t either.

      “Go home,” she says. “Morrow will have a box of something. She always has a box of something.”

      “I’ll come down at noon.”

      “You come down at noon every day.”

      “I’ll come down at noon,” I say, “and I won’t put a foot in.”

      The silver goes still for a second, in a way I’ve learned means she’s smiling somewhere I can’t see.

      “Don’t make promises in the Membrane Room,” she says. “Hale writes them down.”

      At the console, without turning round, Hale writes something down.

      “For the log,” she says to the blank page, “and only because the form has a box for it. Mr. Skelm, would you describe yourself as a dweller?”

      “No.”

      “Would you describe yourself as at risk?”

      “I’d describe myself as a man who took his foot out.”

      “I don’t have a box for that.” She writes anyway. Upside down, from where I’m crouching, it looks like VISITOR. LEANED. LEFT., which is the Sleep Court’s handwriting for a man in a long-stay ward and is, I suspect, Hale’s idea of a joke. She has three. I’ve heard two. “Close the door on your way out. The draft gets into the seam.”

      “Everything gets into the seam.”

      “Then close it twice.” She turns another blank page.
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      I walk back to the Garden because I like to be told the city is still there.

      It is. The membrane has made it stranger, and kinder, and worse at timekeeping. At the corner of Cathedral Row a woman about my apparent age is waiting for the lights with a coffee in one hand and the other hand moving gently in the air in front of her, palm down, like someone conducting a very small orchestra only she can see. She’s on the mesh, in the skin, doing whatever three and a half million people do in there at half past four: comparing notes, holding hands with a dead aunt, booking a dentist. She catches me looking and smiles without stopping conducting, and crosses when the lights change, and doesn’t spill a drop.

      A tram goes past. The chime it makes at the stop is a hair off true, flat by the same amount as everything else, and nobody on the platform notices any more except me and a man with a violin case who winces like he’s been trodden on.

      On the corner by the Garden there’s a council noticeboard with the week’s disputes pinned up for public comment, because since the by-election the council has decided to believe in sunlight. The top item is a hearing on water rights. The city’s aquifer developed its own consciousness sometime in the autumn and now has opinions about resource allocation. It’s filed a submission. Nobody is quite sure how. Gerald says the submission is very well argued and the aquifer should get a better lawyer than him, and he’ll take the case.

      The Garden is lit when I get there: gold walls, roller doors half down, the dispatch office window yellow. On the step by the side door there’s a saucer with a little milk in it. I put it there this morning. Nobody drinks from it. A cat used to.

      Morrow has beaten me back by forty minutes. The van is in the yard with its engine ticking as it cools, and she’s in the basement ops room at the long table, under the one good lamp, with Hale’s clipboards squared at her elbow and her coffee gone cold and a cardboard box in front of her, the kind wine comes in, with the dividers taken out.

      I don’t sit. I’ve been on my feet all day and sitting feels like a decision.

      “I want everything Odessa Penhallow has published,” I tell her. “Pamphlets. Papers. Letters to the editor. Anything she’s signed. That one’s being handed round in the corridor.”

      Morrow pushes the box across the table.

      I look in. Pamphlets, papers, a monograph from a university press with a cracked spine, three years of a column from the Synthesis Courier, a stack of ON THE RIGHT TO REST still in its printer’s band. On top, in Morrow’s hand, an index, typed, with page references.

      “When did you do this?”

      “Last week,” Morrow says. “I was waiting for you to ask. I thought you’d ask in November.”

      “I was busy in November.”

      “You were busy not asking in November.” She picks up her cold coffee, looks at it, and drinks it anyway, out of spite. “Hale’s corridor count doubled in December. The papers have a name for the Quarter. A philosopher has a pamphlet. The man who walks our anchor to work every afternoon has started taking eleven minutes to walk sixty meters.” She puts the cup down. “I’m not a seer, Skelm. I just read the clipboard.”

      I take the monograph out of the box. The Ethics of Surrender. There’s a photograph of the author on the back, a woman in her fifties with a calm, intelligent face and the expression of somebody who has thought about a thing for a long time and is prepared to keep thinking about it in front of you until you give up.

      “She’s good,” Morrow says, watching me read the back cover. “That’s the problem with her. She’s not selling anything. She means it.”

      “So do I.”

      “You mean it in a warehouse,” Morrow says. “She means it in a pamphlet with a stapled spine that a delivery boy can fit in his pocket. Guess which one’s on page nine.”

      Upstairs a pipe knocks, and the gold walls tick as the heating comes on. Three months of almost-peace. I’ve been around long enough to know what that is. It’s a lease.

      The peace is over. I knew it would be.

      I’d just been hoping to get a little more rest first.
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      Vesper Lune is on her knees on the path by the Park Commons bandstand, tasting a flower that has come up through the asphalt.

      She’s doing it properly. She always does it properly. She has the silver tasting spoon from the cold store, the one with the worn bowl, and a folded handkerchief spread on the path for her knees, and her reading glasses pushed up into her hair. The flower stands a hand high out of a crack nobody ever filled. Six petals, each the color of the inside of a shell, arranged with a regularity that real flowers only manage on wallpaper. A small crowd has gathered at a respectful distance, the way people gather round a man playing chess against himself.

      She touches the spoon to the lip of a petal, very lightly, and puts it in her mouth.

      Then she closes her eyes and sits back on her heels.

      “Notes of honey,” she says. “A stranger’s grandmother’s kitchen. A dog asleep under the table, I think a spaniel. Something in the oven that’s going to be slightly burnt and nobody minds.” She opens her eyes. “And a long finish of giving up. Grade-A. I’d never sell it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’d come back for more.” She wipes the spoon on the handkerchief. “That’s what Grade-A means. I wrote the rubric. Touch it.”

      I crouch and touch it. The petal is warm. Not sun-warm; there’s no sun, it’s the twenty-ninth of December and the sky over the Commons is the color of a dishcloth. Warm the way a cup is warm after somebody’s been holding it. Under my fingertip something goes through the flower like a small, polite shiver, and I hear it. Not with the eye. With my hand.

      Thank you.

      I take my hand back.

      “It says thank you,” I say.

      “Everything says thank you now.” Vesper gets up, folds the handkerchief, and puts it in her pocket with the spoon. “The flowers. The moss on the war memorial. There’s a lamppost on Tannery Street that says it if you lean on it. It’s unbearable.” She looks out across the Commons with the expression she uses on a wine she suspects of being better than it ought to be. “I spent twenty years telling people what their dreams tasted like. Now the dreams are coming up through the pavement and saying thank you, and nobody’s asked me to grade anything.”

      “You just graded that.”

      “I volunteered. It’s different.”

      The Commons has been doing this for a fortnight. Morrow’s clipboards have a page for it, headed WAKING DREAMS, because the papers named it that before Hale could think of anything duller. Five places in the city so far, and this is the biggest: the flowers along the paths, the bandstand, the stand of plane trees by the boating lake that nobody will walk under after dark, not because they’re frightened but because it seems rude.

      On the north railings, along the whole length of the park, there are luggage tags tied on with string. Three thousand seven hundred and twelve of them, give or take the ones the wind has had. Each one has a name in somebody’s handwriting and most of them have a message. Come home when you can. Your mum says the cat’s fine. We kept your chair. They’re not dead. The papers keep saying so. They’re only cut off, on the far side of the membrane, in Kaiden’s ward in Tidewater, learning to be one person again. The tags flutter in a wind I can’t feel. Some of them are starting to say thank you too.

      “Ah,” says Vesper, looking past me. “Here’s the furniture.”
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      Pyre comes across the grass from the Tannery Street gate in his big brown jacket, hands in his pockets, with the walk of a man who used to be a bailiff and is now a cooperating witness with no career, and hasn’t decided how to feel about it. The eyebrow that grew back after the Crypt sits higher than the other, which gives him a look of permanent skepticism even when he’s sincere, which is most of the time now.

      Something walks round him.

      I don’t have a word for it. It’s about the size of a fox, and the color of a fox, and moves like a fox someone has described to a child who’d never seen one: too many legs at first, then exactly four, then a tail that keeps forgetting to be there. It comes trotting down the path toward him, and when it reaches him it doesn’t stop, or swerve, or sniff. It simply goes round him, neatly, the way water goes round a stone, and carries on toward the bandstand, and vanishes halfway there like a thought you’ve had in the bath.

      Pyre doesn’t look at it.

      “They do that,” he says, arriving. “All of them. They go round me like I’m a pillar box.”

      “Why?”

      “I dream gray.” He says it the way another man would say he’s left-handed. “Have done for a long while. Gray, no sound. Kaiden says it’s nothing. A bit of the old wiring they didn’t put back. Whatever these are, they can’t find anything in me to say thank you to.” He looks after the vanished fox with something like fondness. “I’ve been a lot of things in this city. Never street furniture. It’s restful.”

      Vesper pats his arm. It’s the most affectionate thing I’ve ever seen her do to anyone who isn’t asleep.

      “Kaiden’s numbers,” Pyre says, and takes a folded sheet out of his jacket, past the lozenge tin. “She sent them to Gerald. Gerald sent them to Morrow. Morrow told me to bring them to you because you’d be in the park looking at a flower.” He hands it over. “Two hundred and thirty.”

      “Two hundred and thirty what?”

      “People who’ve come into her ward since the middle of the month, walking round the city like the rules are open to offers. Walked into traffic because they were sure the bus would think better of it. One woman stepped off a second-floor balcony on Hanover Street because the man next door said the street was soft that day, and it was, a bit, and she broke both ankles anyway.” He takes the sheet back and folds it. “Kaiden’s calling it reality negotiation syndrome. She says it needs a shorter name before somebody makes it a T-shirt.”

      Over by the bandstand, a dozen children are jumping off the steps. They’ve been doing it since we got here. Every jump they come down slowly, too slowly, hanging in the air for a second like dandelion clocks, and land laughing. I watch three of them go up together and come down like feathers, and then one boy goes up on his own and drops like a boy.

      “Majority vote,” Vesper says. “If enough of them agree it’s floaty, it’s floaty. If one goes alone, it’s the bandstand.”

      “That’s democracy.”

      “That’s a broken ankle waiting for a quorum,” says Pyre.

      He walks over to the plane trees by the boating lake. We follow. The trees are ringing. I don’t know how else to put it. There’s no wind, and the branches don’t move, but there’s a high faint chiming coming from them, like wind chimes in the next garden, and the chiming has a shape. It goes up, and comes down, and loops back on itself, like a tune a child is making up.

      There’s a pram under the nearest tree. A young man on the bench beside it is reading a book with one hand and rocking the pram with the other. The baby in it is asleep.

      The trees are ringing the baby’s dream.

      Pyre stands in front of the biggest of them, close, with his hands in his pockets and his face tipped up into the branches.

      “Seen any notebooks?” he says to it. “Spiral. Card covers. Block capitals. Nine of them, possibly eight. They were on a shelf.”

      The tree goes on ringing a baby’s dream about, as far as I can tell, a large and very friendly duck.

      “No,” says Pyre. “Didn’t think so.” He turns round. “I’ve asked everyone else.”

      “It’s a tree, Pyre.”

      “It’s a tree that knows what a baby’s dreaming. I’ve had worse informants. I’ve paid worse informants.” He takes the lozenge tin out, looks at it, and puts it back without opening it. “He bought them three at a time. I know that much. He came back from somewhere every second Thursday with a pack under his arm and a lozenge in his cheek. Somebody, somewhere, sold that man a great deal of paper.”

      He has. It’s been three months. He’s asked Morrow and Vesper and Gerald and Hale, and the man at the tram stop, and the woman at the crematorium in the gray suit, who said she’d been asked to say nothing and did it again, beautifully. Tallow wrote something every day for months, in cheap notebooks in small square capitals, and the day after he died the shelf in his room was empty except for the dust-shapes where they’d stood. Pyre sleeps in that room now. He hasn’t painted over my pencil on the wall.

      The eye pings.

      It’s the soft one, the one Hale’s damper leaves when somebody comes in on the mesh port rather than the phone: a sound like a fingernail on a wineglass, a long way off. Then a voice, in three borrowed accents at once, which is how Sona talks when they’re tired.

      “Darby.”

      “Sona.” Vesper and Pyre both look at me; they can’t hear it, but they know the face I make. “Go ahead.”

      “Something under the Chorus is waking up.” A pause, while somewhere very large and very warm the words are chosen with care. “In layers. Like a house where somebody’s going round in the night putting the lights on, one floor at a time, from the bottom.”

      “Under the Chorus. There’s nothing under the Chorus.”

      “There’s stone.” Another pause. “And there’s something under the stone. We didn’t know. We’re frightened of it, Darby. The Chorus doesn’t get frightened of things. It gets curious, and then it tries to sing with them.”

      “So sing with it.”

      “We tried.” Sona’s three voices go briefly out of step with each other, and come back. “It doesn’t sing. It counts.”

      Then Morphia cuts in, on the same channel, from the old-wing lab, with the hum in her voice she can’t help and the wiring in her temper she can’t either. “And it’s warm,” she says. “It’s warmer every night, and the warmth’s coming up the old SOMNOLENCE scars like damp up a wall, and where it comes out, dreams set. Like jelly. Like that flower Vesper’s licking.”

      “I wasn’t licking it,” says Vesper, who can’t hear any of this, to nobody, on principle.

      “Vale wants you,” Morphia says. “Tomorrow night. He’s found a door.”
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      We go down on the thirtieth, at one in the morning, after Morphia has sung.

      She sings every night from eleven to one at the nexus in the old-wing lab, the lullaby that keeps the licensed wing’s trickle gentle, starting low, nine cents under, the way it’s started since September. Tonight she comes off the last note with her coat already on and her meter already in her pocket, and Hale, at the console downstairs, says on the channel, in the voice of a woman reading a weather report, “Seam’s steady. Anchor’s asleep. Don’t wake her.” Which is the closest Hale comes to good luck.

      The confessional stair goes down from the far end of the lower level, between two old wooden confessional boxes somebody carried down from the south transept a century ago, and the sign at the top still says LICENSED MONITORING ROUTE: OBSERVERS KEEP LEFT, so I keep left. So does Vale. So does Morphia, with her brass meter in her coat pocket and her hand round it like a woman holding a mouse she’s rescued.

      Vale goes first. He goes slowly, his left palm on the rail. The right stayed in the Loft, along with a great many of the things he used to be certain of, and the cuff of his good coat is pinned up neatly at the wrist. He’s been out of hospital since the autumn. He writes the relief fund’s policy now, left-handed, short memos in capitals that Hale says are the best thing to happen to SKELM’s internal communications in thirty years. He’s thinner. He climbs down stairs as if he’s been told how many there are and doesn’t believe it.

      The stair is cold, the way stone is cold under a cathedral in the last week of the year. Down its left side, bracketed to the wall, runs a pair of old pipes: two iron risers as thick as a man’s thigh, painted a green nobody has chosen on purpose in living memory, with brass tags on them gone black with age. I’ve walked past them a hundred times. They’re dead. They’ve been dead longer than I’ve been coming down here. They were part of some system nobody remembers, and they go down into the dark and stop being anyone’s business.

      Tonight they’re furred with frost.

      Not a skin of it. Fur. White and fine and standing up off the iron in little crystals, from the turn of the stair all the way down past where the work lamp reaches. It looks like a cat that’s had a fright. When I put the back of my hand near the nearest riser, the cold comes off it like the cold off an open fridge.

      Vale stops beside me. He looks at the frost for a long moment, and his left hand tightens on the rail.

      “Those pipes haven’t carried anything since before I ran this place,” he says.

      “They’re carrying something now.”

      “Yes.” He looks down the stair, toward where the risers go. “Yes, they are.”

      Morphia takes out her meter, holds it near the iron, and frowns at the needle, and puts it back without saying anything, which for Morphia is a sentence.

      At the bottom of the stair the Deep Crypt opens out the way it always does, warm after the cold, red-gold, fibrous, the Chorus’s living tissue running up the walls and over the old stone like ivy grown by a cathedral. Nyx’s frost is still set in it, hard and clear as quartz. In the middle of the chamber, in a ring of bolt holes in the fiber, stands the SILENCER: a column of bone-white ceramic three meters high, spiral-ribbed like a shell, dead. Nobody has had the nerve to take it out. The couplings are gone and the spikes are gone and the fiber round its base has healed into a pale scar, and it stands there like a gravestone that’s been told it isn’t allowed to be one.

      There’s a place on the floor beside the column, about the size of a man sitting down.

      I don’t look at it. I’ve become very good at not looking at it. I can walk the whole width of the Deep Crypt without looking at it, the way you learn to walk past a shop where you once said something unforgivable, and I do that now, and Vale lets me, and Morphia hums very quietly under her breath, the way she does when she’s trying not to.

      Vale leads us round the back of the chamber, past the column, to the north wall, where the fiber thins out and the old stone shows through. There’s a door in it. An iron door, small, the size of a coal hole, that I’ve never noticed in all the months of coming down here, because the Chorus had grown over it and the frost had sealed it like a jam jar. Somebody has cut it free. The cuts are recent and careful, and the fiber round them is still bruised.

      “You did this,” I say.

      “I did.” Vale takes a key out of his coat, a long iron one, old, the kind of key that’s been on a ring in a drawer in a director’s office for fifty years under the label DO NOT. He fits it, one-handed, and turns it with an effort that makes his jaw go white. “Once, when I still had two hands, I offered you something. Older shelves. A channel that was here before the cathedral. I told you I’d never gone looking.” The lock goes. “I’ve gone looking.”

      He opens the door. Behind it, a stair. Narrower, older, cut out of the bedrock rather than built, going down.
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      There are four seals at the bottom.

      They’re stacked across the end of a passage so low that Vale and I go down it bent double and Morphia goes down it barely stooping and very smug about it. The passage is cold for the first twenty meters and then, without any warning, it isn’t. It’s warm. It gets warmer. By the time we reach the end, it’s the warmth of a room where somebody has been ironing all afternoon, and the iron risers have come down through the rock beside us, still white with frost in spite of it, as though they’ve been sent down here to hold something against their chest.

      The first seal is steel. Old steel plate, riveted, gone the color of a dead leaf. The second is newer steel welded over the first, thick bright seams of it, somebody’s idea of thoroughness in a decade that liked thoroughness. The third is something poured: a gray ceramic that has set like glass, smooth and faintly warm, with bubbles caught in it. The fourth, the innermost, I can only see through a gap where the welds of the second have cracked. It’s dark and close-grained, and it isn’t any material I know. It looks like a slate somebody’s been writing on in a language with no vowels.

      On the oldest plate, the outside one, there’s a stencil. White paint, army-style, half rubbed off.

      DEEP STORE.

      Morphia takes a long breath and lets it out.

      “Four eras of somebody’s fear,” she says.

      “Somebody’s,” says Vale. He puts his left palm on the outer plate. He doesn’t push. He just holds it there, a groom checking whether the horse is sweating. “The first is from before the cathedral. The second’s from when I was a junior engineer and nobody told me what was down here. The third…” He stops, and takes his hand away, and looks at it. “The third has my department’s mix in it. I signed for the ceramic. I signed for a great deal of ceramic in those years. I thought it was for the Crypt.”

      “And the fourth?”

      “I didn’t sign for that one,” Vale says. “That’s the one that frightens me. I knew every engineer who worked under this floor for thirty years, and I don’t know whose hand that is.”

      The eye pings.

      Not the soft ping. Something else. A pressure, behind the port, like the pressure in your ears in a lift that goes down too fast. Sona’s voice comes through it thin and stretched.

      “Darby. It’s listening.”

      Then another voice comes in on top of it, from much further up, and much closer.

      “Darby.” Nyx. From the chair, through the port, half asleep and entirely awake, the way she is at this hour. “Something just leaned on the seam.”

      “From where?”

      “Underneath.” There’s a pause, and in the pause I can hear the Membrane Room: Hale’s chair creaking, the kettle on the filing cabinet ticking as it cools. “Not like the corridor. The corridor leans like somebody on a fence. This is somebody putting a hand on the floor of a room to see if it’s warm.” Another pause. “It’s gone. It was looking for something. It wasn’t me.”

      “Go back to sleep.”

      “I am asleep,” Nyx says. “This is me asleep. Tell Vale to close the door after him.”

      Morphia’s meter, in her coat pocket, has started to tick. Not a needle sound. A click, steady, like a clock in a quiet house, and under the click something that might be a voice if a voice could be made of filing.

      Then it speaks, and it isn’t through the meter, or through the port. It’s through the seals. Through four eras of steel and ceramic and whatever the fourth one is, it comes as plainly as somebody speaking through a closed door in a corridor at night, and it says it in no accent I’ve ever heard, in a voice that’s every voice I’ve ever overheard on a tram and none of them.

      “We have been waiting to be remembered.”

      Nobody moves.

      The seals hold. Whatever just spoke to us did it through four layers of somebody’s terror without so much as scratching the paint.

      My hand is on the outer plate. I don’t remember putting it there. The steel is warm, and under the warmth something goes on ticking, steadily, a ledger clerk working down a column.

      “We could open it,” I say.

      “We could,” Vale says. “Not tonight. Not with three of us and a pocket meter and a voice in your eye.” He looks at me, and for once the thing behind his face has landed somewhere I can read. It’s fear. It’s the fear of a man who once ran a cathedral and has just found out what he was standing on. “It’s waited this long. It can wait until we come back with a plan.”

      He takes his left hand off the warm steel, and turns, bent double, to go back up the passage.
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      Morphia doesn’t speak until the turn of the confessional stair.

      She’s been listening to the recording the whole way up, through one earpiece, with the meter in her other hand and her head on one side. The frost on the risers glitters in the work lamp beside us. My breath goes up in front of me. Vale is somewhere above, climbing with his palm on the rail, counting steps under his breath and losing count.

      “It said waiting,” Morphia says. “Not escaping.”

      “Is that good?”

      “It’s precise.” She stops on the step. “Things that want to escape say out. Things that want to be fed say more. This said remembered. That’s the word you use for an appointment. For a debt.” She thumbs the meter back. “There’s something else.”

      She holds the earpiece out to me. I put it in my right ear, the one on the side of my face that still has an ear worth the name.

      She plays the last second of the recording. The end of the voice, the -bered, and then a breath of nothing, the warm nothing of the passage.

      And under the nothing, very faint, a sound I know.

      A dry sound. A whisper and a slap, a whisper and a slap. Like a clerk at the end of a long day, in a room with no windows, turning pages.

      “Again,” I say.

      She plays it again. A whisper and a slap. Somewhere under four seals, something is going through its books.

      “Play it again,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      At noon on New Year’s Day, Odessa Penhallow climbs the west steps of the Somnambularium, turns round, and waits for three thousand people to stop talking.

      It takes her about a minute. She doesn’t raise a hand. She doesn’t tap a microphone, because she hasn’t got one. She stands on the sixth step from the top, under the great west door with its saints worn smooth by two centuries of weather and one of SKELM’s pressure-washers, in a plain dark coat with the collar up, and looks at the crowd until it notices it’s being looked at. Then it goes quiet the way a class goes quiet, from the front backward, one row at a time.

      She’s in her fifties. The photograph on the back of the monograph didn’t lie, which in my experience makes her unusual among people with photographs on the back of things. A calm, intelligent face, gray coming in at the temples in two neat wings, like somebody had planned it. No jewelry. Reading glasses folded into the top pocket of the coat and never taken out. She has the stillness of a woman who has spent a great deal of time in libraries and lecture halls, being right slowly.

      I’m at the back of the square, by the chestnut man’s brazier, with Nyx.

      It’s ten past twelve. Morrow drove her up from the white door the moment Morphia took the seam, and she has four hours, and she’s chosen to spend the first of them standing in the cold listening to a philosopher, which is either a sign of great intellectual seriousness or, as she put it in the van, “a free show, and I like her coat.” She’s in Vesper’s old jacket, with her hands in its pockets and her chin down in the collar. She hasn’t stood out in open daylight since Christmas; it’s been the van, the Garden, the van, the white door. She keeps blinking at it.

      Above Odessa’s head, strung between two saints, there’s a banner. It isn’t hers. SKELM’s licensed wing put it up for the holiday, in the company’s soft new typeface, the one their consultants chose because it tested well with people who’d been harvested: A NEW YEAR. A GENTLER NIGHT. ASK ABOUT OUR LICENSED REST PACKAGES. Somebody in the crowd has thrown a snowball at it. Somebody else, more patiently, has climbed up and added a question mark after NIGHT with a can of paint. It’s the Hale school of graffiti. I suspect it was Pyre.

      “She’s standing right under their advert,” Nyx says.

      “She knows. Look at her. She’s letting it frame her.”

      “Is that clever?”

      “It’s very clever. Every photograph of her in tomorrow’s paper will have SKELM’s tagline over her head with a question mark in it.” I watch a press photographer at the front find the angle and start to smile. “She’s just got the company to pay for her poster.”

      “You fought for freedom,” Odessa says.

      Her voice isn’t loud. The square takes it anyway. The cathedral was built by people who knew how to make one voice carry to the back of a crowd without anyone being able to say how, and Odessa has worked that out, and stands exactly where they meant a bishop to stand.

      “You fought the cathedral behind me. You fought the companies. You fought each other. You fought the idea that what happens in your head at night could be weighed, graded, and sold back to you by the gram.” She lets that settle. “And you won. You built something better. A membrane anyone can leave. A door that’s open all night. You did something that ten years ago nobody in this square would have said was possible, and you did it without anybody’s permission, and I honor you for it.”

      The crowd likes that. Crowds like being honored. It costs nothing, and it makes the next part go down easier, and she knows that, and she doesn’t hurry.

      “But victory isn’t always what you think it will be.” There’s the turn, so smooth you could miss it. “Freedom to choose includes the freedom to choose rest.”

      Beside me Nyx goes still.

      “Under these steps,” Odessa says, “in a corridor some of you have walked past, and in basements on Lantern Street, and in the laundrette on Coper’s Lane, and under the trams, there are nearly two thousand of your neighbors sitting with their backs to a wall, listening to something warm. I’ve sat with them. I’ve asked them their names, and they told me. I’ve asked them if they’re hurt, and they said no. I’ve asked them if they want to come home.” She looks out over the square. “They said, in a minute.”

      A laugh goes through the crowd. Not a cruel one. The laugh you give when somebody describes your own mother.

      “And you, having fought so hard for the right to choose, are standing at the mouth of that corridor with clipboards.” She doesn’t look at me. She doesn’t need to; there are probably eleven people in this square who know I’ve been holding one. “You’re counting them like an outbreak. You’re asking whether it’s voluntary, with a question mark. As if a choice only counts when it’s the choice you’d have made.”

      “She’s good,” Nyx says under her breath.

      “She’s very good.”

      “I’m not saying surrender,” Odessa says. “I’m not saying lie down in the road. I’m saying that some of your neighbors have looked at the weight of choosing, every minute of every day, for fifty years, and decided, in their own minds, with their eyes open, that they would like to set it down for a while. You can accept that. Or you can drag them out.” She pauses. “But you can’t do both and still call yourselves free. That would make you hypocrites. And if you drag them out, it would make you tyrants who have simply found a gentler cathedral.”

      She steps back.

      That’s all. There’s no flourish, no slogan, no leaflet drop; the leaflets are already in everybody’s pockets. She steps back one stair and stands with her hands folded in front of her, and lets the square sit in its own silence for a long time, and then she walks down the steps and through the crowd, and the crowd opens for her, and some of them touch her sleeve as she passes.

      Some of them are looking at Nyx.

      I see it start. A woman near the brazier glances at us, and away, and back. It’s the eyes. Out here, in the white winter daylight, the silver in them catches and moves, like light on the bottom of a pool, and it’s the only thing like it in the city, and everybody in the city has seen the photographs. The woman nudges her husband. He looks. A boy with a scarf over his mouth looks. A ripple goes out round us, people turning, not quite staring, the way people turn in a café when somebody famous comes in and they’ve all agreed to be cool about it.

      The woman by the brazier comes over. She’s about seventy, in a quilted coat and a knitted hat with a bobble, and she puts her gloved hand on Nyx’s sleeve, very gently, as if Nyx might go off.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      Nyx looks at her.

      “My son’s in it,” the woman says. “In the membrane. Since the domes. He says it’s like a long bath.” She pats the sleeve. “Thank you, love.”

      She goes back to her husband. Nyx stands very still with her hands in Vesper’s pockets.

      “Everything says thank you now,” she says.

      “Vesper says it’s unbearable.”

      “Vesper’s right.” She turns her face away from the square, toward the side of the cathedral, toward the south transept door and the stairs down. “Buy me a chestnut,” she says. “I want to eat something hot that doesn’t have an opinion.”
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      At ten to four we go back down.

      We’ve spent the afternoon the way we spend most of her afternoons: in the window-seat room at the Garden, with the plants she asked for, which are doing well, and the plank I put up, which is still level, and the bed, which isn’t big. She slept for an hour of it. She woke with her hand going out on the blanket, feeling for the arm of the chair, and found the blanket, and the gold wall, and me, and let her breath out. Then Morrow drove us to the south transept, and we came in down the nave past the licensed wing gold under the east glass, and down the stairs to the lower level.

      At the mouth of the side corridor, Nyx stops.

      She hasn’t stopped here before. Every day for a month I’ve walked her past it, on my left, and she has looked straight ahead at the white door. Today she stops dead with the light from the corridor on one side of her face and the gray strip-light on the other, and turns and looks down it.

      There are more of them. There are always more of them. The delivery boy is still there, the pamphlet open on his knee at a new page. Albane Morel has moved another half meter. A young couple I don’t know are sitting side by side against the far wall, holding hands, not looking at each other, smiling at the same nothing.

      “You feel it,” Nyx says. “Don’t you. Right now.”

      “I notice it.”

      “You lean.” She doesn’t look at me. “I can feel you leaning from here. You’re doing it with your shoulders. Like a man at a bus stop who’s seen the bus.” She steps over the line, one long step, into the amber. Nothing happens to her. She stands in the warm light up to her ankles and looks round her as if she’s in a shop she doesn’t like. “Nothing. It’s just warm. It’s like standing in a room where somebody’s been asleep.”

      “That’s because it’s you.”

      “That’s because it’s me,” she agrees. “You can’t be soothed by your own hum.” She steps back out. “So tell me what it’s like.”

      I think about lying. I’ve had a long time to get good at it, and she’d see through it in a second, and it would cost us more than the truth.

      “It’s like being told I’m allowed to stop,” I say. “Not ordered. Allowed. Like somebody’s taken the job off my desk and put it on theirs and said, go home, Darby, we’ve got this. And I’ve never once, in all the time I’ve had, been sure anybody had.”

      “And you want to.”

      “I want to be tempted. I am. That’s the bit I didn’t expect. I thought I’d worked out all my weaknesses by now and filed them in alphabetical order.”

      “So what stops you?” she says. “Tell me the real thing.”

      “If I went in, you’d be alone up here. The problems wouldn’t go anywhere. Somebody else would have to deal with them. Morrow would have to carry the clipboard. Pyre would stand at the mouth of this corridor every afternoon with a lozenge in his cheek, asking me where the notebooks are.” I hear myself, and I don’t like it. “Someone has to stay awake.”

      “You’ve just described an obligation,” Nyx says.

      “It’s still a reason.”

      “It’s a reason you got from outside. From me, and Morrow, and a man who’s been dead three months.” She looks down the corridor again. “I don’t want to be the thing that keeps you out of there, Darby. I want to know what keeps you out. Reasons come from inside. Obligations come from outside. Which one’s holding you up?”

      So I tell her.

      I tell her about the field at the end of the corridor, and the line, and the sheet, and the peg, and the hands red from the wash. I tell her about the heron song. I tell her the amber built it all for me without asking, and built it well, and that when the woman turned round there was the edge of where her face had been, because the face is in the Loft, or wherever the Loft sent it, and the Reverie can give you anything except the one thing you’ve already spent.

      Nyx listens without moving. When I’ve finished, she’s quiet.

      “So the thing that keeps you out,” she says, “is something they took.”

      “Yes.”

      “The best thing you’ve got going for you is a hole.”

      “It’s a good hole. I’m very attached to it.”

      She laughs, once, out of her nose, which she does when she doesn’t want to and can’t help it. Then she stops laughing, and puts her palm on my chest, the way she does at the door, and holds it there.

      “I can’t follow you in there,” she says. “So don’t go.”

      Then she turns round and walks the last twenty meters to the white door, and opens it, and goes in. Through the door, faintly, I hear Hale say, “Afternoon,” and the hum of the room changes key.

      I stand at the corridor mouth with the warm light on my shoes and look at my watch, because Morrow will ask.
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      At half past eight on the morning of the second, the telephone rings in the dispatch office.

      It’s the old landline, the one with the coiled flex and the dial that nobody uses except people who’ve been ringing this number since it was a parcel depot. I’m the nearest, because I’m in the dispatch office pretending to read Odessa’s monograph and actually watching the yard. I pick it up.

      “Is that the Garden?” A man’s voice, careful, with an accent from somewhere east of here a long time ago. “The warehouse, in the Synthesis District? With the gold?”

      “It is.”

      “This is Ilić. At the pharmacy. On the corner.” A pause, and the rustle of paper. “I have a parcel. It was left with me by a gentleman. Tall. Thin.” Another pause, while he decides how to say it. “The gentleman who never blinked.”

      I don’t say anything for a moment. In the yard, a pigeon walks across the roof of the van.

      “He left a card with it,” Ilić says. “It says, Ring the Garden on the first working day of January. Not before. Underlined.” He clears his throat. “Yesterday was the holiday. So. Today.”

      “When did he leave it?”

      “September. The middle. He bought a packet of lozenges and three notebooks, as always, and then he put a parcel on my counter and the card on the parcel, and paid me twenty for my trouble, and said, You won’t need to remember. It’s written down.” Ilić coughs. “I put it under the counter. I’m sorry. I’m ringing as he asked.”

      “Someone will be there in five minutes.”

      “There’s no hurry,” says Ilić. “It’s waited.”

      I put the phone down. I go to the bottom of the back stairs.

      “Pyre.”

      He’s down them before I’ve finished the word. I don’t know how he heard it. He was on the roof with Morrow and the coffee, a meter of tar apart; I could hear them through the ceiling not talking. He comes down the stairs in his socks, three at a time, with his jacket half on, and stops in front of me, and I tell him, and the high eyebrow goes up and stays there, and he goes.

      He goes at a run. Out through the side door, across the yard, past the van, out of the gate into the street, a big man in a brown jacket and socks running down a wet pavement at half past eight in the morning like a boy who’s been told the circus is in town. Morrow comes down behind him with two coffees and stands in the side door and watches him go.

      “The pharmacy,” I say.

      Morrow looks at the corner, where the green cross over Ilić’s door is flickering in the drizzle. Every Thursday for three months, Pyre has gone into that shop for a tin of honey-and-eucalyptus lozenges to take across the river to an old woman who thinks he’s from the council. Every Thursday for three months, he’s stood at that counter with a parcel under it.

      “He’s going to be very annoyed with himself,” Morrow says.

      He comes back walking.

      He comes back up the street very slowly, in his wet socks, with a brown-paper parcel held out in front of him in both hands like a cake through a crowd. It’s tied with string. It’s about the size of a shoebox. He walks as if the pavement might give way under him if he put a foot wrong. When he gets to the gate he stops, and stands there, and looks at it, as if he’s not sure he’s allowed in.

      Morrow goes and gets him.
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      Tallow’s room is at the top of the Garden, at the back, over the loading bay. It’s Pyre’s now, as much as it’s anyone’s. He moved in
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