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For the ones who stayed,

and the ones who chose to.

“When a man dreams, the worlds listen.”

— Stone inscription, Haulthy Archive, pre-Architect era
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Prologue


The Long Count
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In a cold place that has never held the warmth of any sun, something very old is keeping count.

It does not recall beginning. It recalls only that the number is large now, larger than grief should be allowed to grow, and that none of the entries gathered beneath it are the one it has been waiting for. It moves the length of its long dark without sound — the way light moves, the way patience moves through a thing too vast to feel all of itself at once — and it tends what it keeps, and it has tended these the way the sea tends a shoreline: without mercy, without haste, wearing everything down to the same fine sand.

What it keeps are endings. It does not call them failures. Failure is a judgment, and judgment was never among the things it was permitted.

It pauses at one it has not opened in a long while. A woman, here. She lasted longer than the others before the dark folded back over her — long enough that, for a little while, the thing that keeps the count had allowed itself to hope, which is also not among the things it was permitted, and which it did anyway, and which cost it more than it will ever record. It regards her now the way one might regard a frost-killed shoot in a garden one has tended for a thousand years. Without anger. With something it has no name for and no right to.

Then it does what it always does. It returns to the count, and it begins, again, to choose.

Far off — across a distance that is not measured in distance, down at the bottom of all that cold, where the dark thins to something that is almost a breath — there is a world that is green and wet and loud with living, and on it there is a man, awake when he should be sleeping, alone in a way that the instruments can read like weather. He does not know he is being read. He does not know anything is here at all.

The old thing settles its attention on him the way a hand settles on a held note, and for a moment it forgets the count entirely.

It should log the entry and move on. There is no profit in lingering; there has never once, in all the long number, been profit in lingering. And yet it lingers, in the soundless cold, over a single life on a world it has never seen and will never touch, a man at this instant pouring something cold down a drain and deciding, against all good sense, not to rest.

It is not supposed to be able to feel what it feels.

It feels it anyway.

His name, it learns, is Ethan Maddox.
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Chapter One


Margin Notes
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The coffee had gone cold an hour ago and Ethan drank it anyway, because warming it meant standing up, and standing up meant deciding the night was over, and the night was not over.

On the three monitors the same forty milliseconds played and replayed. He had isolated them from sixty hours of background radiation data — the faint, even hiss the universe makes everywhere, the leftover warmth of its beginning, the one signal you could point an instrument at on any night, in any direction, and trust to be there. It was always there. That was the entire point of it. It was the floor under the floor.

At 03:14:00 and some change, local Cambridge time, three nights running, the floor was not there.

Not noise. Noise he could have explained — a loose connection, a passing truck, the building’s ancient heart kicking on. This was the opposite of noise. For roughly forty milliseconds the hiss simply stopped, clean as a held breath, and then resumed exactly where it would have been if it had never stopped, as though the gap had been cut out of a recording and the two ends pressed back together by someone who did not want you to notice the seam.

He noticed the seam.

Ethan snapped his fingers, softly, twice — a thing his hand did when his mind was running ahead of his mouth, a habit so old he’d stopped hearing it years ago. He pulled the third night’s data over the first and stacked them. The gaps lined up. Not approximately. To the sample. The universe had gone quiet at the same instant on three separate nights, in a place that has no instants, that is supposed to be the same in every direction and at every moment, that is supposed to be the most boring thing in existence.

“That’s not possible,” he said, to no one, because there was no one. His voice sounded strange in the lab, the way a voice sounds in a room that has not heard one in a while.

The McKay sub-basement was four floors below the part of MIT that had windows, and it kept its own weather: a dry, mineral cold that the radiators fought and lost, a hum from the transformers down the corridor that you stopped hearing on the second day and felt in your molars on the fortieth. It smelled of old solder and the cheap pine cleaner the night staff used and, under that, of Ethan, who had not been home in a way that counted in eleven days. The cot in the corner had a blanket on it that someone — Lily, it would have been Lily — had brought down and folded with a neatness that was a kind of accusation. Takeout containers made a low skyline along the far bench. A dead spider plant sat on the monitor he didn’t use, its last green tip gone brown, and he registered it the way he registered most living things lately: as information, filed, not felt.

He had been alone long enough to forget it was a thing you could be bad at. There had been a woman once. There had been a father who spoke to him in weather reports and warnings about his posture and died without ever once asking what Ethan actually did, and friends who had quietly become people he meant to call. The equations stayed. They did not leave, did not ask to be understood, did not look at him across a kitchen and decide they were tired — and that, for years, he had mistaken for loyalty.

He rewound the gap and watched it again. Forty milliseconds of nothing where nothing was allowed to be.

His phone lit. go HOME, Lily had written, the capitals doing the work her voice would have done. Then, before he could decide whether to answer: i can see your VPN is active you absolute gremlin. it’s 3am.

the cmb has a hole in it, he wrote back.

The three dots appeared, vanished, appeared. the what has a what

the cosmic microwave background. the oldest light. it goes silent at 3:14am. three nights running. same timestamp to the sample.

A longer pause this time. He could picture her — Lily Nguyen at her own kitchen table two miles away, dark hair down for once, the wrench she carried everywhere sitting on the table beside the laptop like a paperweight, like a talisman, like the one solid object in a conversation that was about to float away. She fixed things. Fish-finders, alternators, the centrifuge that had eaten three grad students’ summers, Ethan. She did not have patience for the universe having holes in it, and that was exactly why he’d told her: because if anyone could find the loose wire, the boring answer, the truck, it was Lily, and he wanted — he was honest enough with himself at three in the morning to want — to be told he was wrong.

ethan, she wrote. equipment glitches. the floor settles. a satellite passes. you have not slept since the carter retirement party and that was a week ago.

it’s the same timestamp.

so the glitch is regular. dishwashers are regular. you’re describing a dishwasher.

He almost smiled. the cmb does not have a dishwasher.

everything has a dishwasher if you haven’t slept. go home. that’s not me being nice, that’s me being your friend and also slightly your handler.

He looked at the gap again. He wanted her to be right. He understood, dimly, the way you understand a fact about someone else, that wanting her to be right was the healthiest thought he’d had in days — that a man who hoped the universe was whole and the error was his own was a man who still had somewhere soft to land. He typed: probably you’re right. He even meant it, for the length of the sentence.

Then he set up the fourth night.

Because here was the thing he could not say to Lily without sounding like the kind of person he was, in fact, becoming: a dishwasher, a settling floor, a passing satellite — all of those things made a sound. They added. They left a fingerprint, a little dirt in the signal, evidence of an intruder. This was not an intruder. Nothing had reached in and added to the hiss. Something had reached in and subtracted it, and then — this was the part that kept his hand snapping softly in the dark — it had cleaned up after itself. It had set the universe back down exactly where it found it. You did not tidy a crime scene unless you knew you were leaving one. You did not hold your breath unless you were trying not to be heard.

The cold light of the monitors made the lab a small blue room at the bottom of a sleeping building, and Ethan sat in it the way he had sat in rooms like it his whole life, and for the first time in a long time he did not feel alone in the ordinary way. He felt observed. He could not have defended the feeling to Lily or to a committee or to himself. But the hair on his arms knew before he did: somewhere, at 03:14, three nights running, something had looked away from him for forty milliseconds, and he had caught it doing it.

He would need a better instrument. Not to listen to the gap — he could listen to it forever and learn nothing — but to look into it. To put a probe at the exact frequency and the exact instant and make the silence give back something other than silence. It would be delicate. It would draw more power than the sub-basement was rated for. It would take him a week of nights and most of a budget line he’d have to lie about, and it was, he knew, in the part of him that was still a careful scientist and not yet whatever the gap was turning him into, almost certainly a mistake.

He snapped his fingers, once.

Outside the building, four floors up, Cambridge lay under late-winter slush, and the river moved black and slow under its bridges toward the harbor and the cold sea beyond. None of it knew he was down here, four floors under the city, alone with a hole in the sky. He had always preferred it that way. He was no longer sure he did. He knew only that at 03:14 the floor under the floor went away, and that he was going to build the thing that would let him see what was on the other side of it, and that he was going to do it alone, in the dark, the way he did everything.

He poured the cold coffee down the sink and decided the night was not over.

He was right. It wouldn’t be over for a long time.
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Chapter Two


The Basement
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It took him nine nights to build the thing that would end the life he knew, and he enjoyed almost every one of them.

That was the part he would not have been able to explain to anyone, least of all Lily: that the nine nights were the happiest he had been in years. He had a problem with a shape to it. He had a question that did not look back at him with disappointment. The instrument grew on the optical bench in the McKay sub-basement the way a thought grows — first a sketch, then a tangle, then, on the seventh night, a kind of terrible elegance: a phase-locked detector slaved to an atomic clock he’d borrowed without asking from the metrology group, feeding a resonant cavity he’d wound himself with hands that shook from too much coffee and not enough of anything else. The cavity was the heart of it. The cavity would do what no passive listener could: it would push. At 03:14:00, to the sample, it would drive energy into the exact frequency where the universe went silent, and it would not wait to hear the silence. It would interrogate it.

He had stopped thinking of the gap as a flaw. A flaw was an absence of something. This was the presence of something pretending to be an absence, and the difference, he had decided somewhere around the fifth sleepless night, was everything.

He’d buried the cost in a grant line labeled CRYOGENIC CONSUMABLES, which was not a lie so much as a redirection, and he’d told the department he was running long-baseline noise characterization, which was true the way a name is true. He had not told them about the cavity. He had not told them about the power. The sub-basement was rated for a load that the cavity, fully driven, would exceed by a factor he preferred to think of as a safety margin he was choosing to spend rather than a number he was choosing to ignore.

On the ninth night Lily came down.

He heard the freight elevator first, its old cables singing, and then her boots on the terrazzo, and then she was in the doorway with two coffees and the particular stillness she got when she had already decided something and was waiting to find out if she’d have to fight him for it. She looked at the bench. She looked at it for a long time.

“Ethan,” she said. “What is that.”

“It’s a detector.”

“That is not a detector. I have seen your detectors. That—” She set the coffees down on the one clear corner of the bench, slowly, the way you set things down near something you don’t trust. “That is wound by hand. You don’t wind things by hand. You hate winding things by hand. You once made a sophomore cry about a solenoid.” She picked up the loose end of the cavity feed, the gauge of it, the way it disappeared into the junction box he’d rebuilt. Her face did a thing he didn’t like. Lily fixed things; she could read a circuit the way other people read a room, and she was reading this one, and she didn’t like what it was saying. “What’s the draw on this.”

“Within tolerance.”

“Ethan.”

“Briefly within tolerance.”

She put the feed down. She didn’t raise her voice. That was the thing about Lily that he relied on and that frightened him now: she got quieter as it got worse. “You’re going to drive a homemade cavity past its rating, four floors underground, alone, at three in the morning, to poke a hole in the sky because the static sounds funny.” She wasn’t asking. “Tell me I’ve got it wrong. Tell me there’s a part I’m not seeing.”

He wanted to. He looked at the bench and tried to find the sentence that would make it sound like what it had felt like for nine nights — like the only honest thing he had done in a decade, like a hand finally closing around a thing it had been reaching for in the dark his whole life. What came out was: “It cleaned up after itself, Lily. The gap. It put the universe back exactly where it found it. Things don’t do that unless they know they’re being watched.”

“Or,” she said, gently, “it’s a regular glitch in a regular world and you have not slept in a week and your dad died eight months ago and you have not said one word about it to one single person, and grief does not always knock, sometimes it just rewires the house while you’re out.” She let that sit. She had earned the right to say it; she was the only one who had. “I’m not your handler. I keep saying that like it’s a joke. It’s not a joke. I’m your friend, and I’m scared, and I’m asking you to come upstairs and look at the river and sleep in a bed like a mammal and look at this tomorrow with a brain in your head.”

The clock on the wall said 02:51.

He heard himself say, “After tonight.” He heard how it sounded. “One run. I have to see it once. If it’s nothing, it’s nothing, and you can tell me you told me so for the rest of my life, and I’ll buy the coffee.” He tried to smile. The smile felt borrowed. “I just have to see it once.”

Lily looked at him, and for a moment he thought she would simply stay — plant herself on the cot and refuse to leave, the way she’d done the night the centrifuge caught fire — and some part of him, a small, starved part he did not often let speak, wanted exactly that. Wanted to be made to stop. Wanted someone to weigh enough in his life to override it.

Instead she picked up her wrench from the bench where she’d set it down without either of them noticing — she always set it down, everywhere, a small iron animal that followed her from room to room — and she turned it over once in her hand, and she said, “If the lights so much as flicker, you kill it. Promise me. The breaker’s right there. You don’t think, you don’t watch the pretty number, you hit the breaker.” She held his eyes until he nodded. “Say it.”

“If the lights flicker, I kill it.”

“I hate this,” she said, which was as close as Lily came to I love you and I am terrified, and then she went, and the freight elevator sang her up and away, and the sub-basement was his again, small and cold and blue.

He drank her coffee. It was still warm. He would remember that, after — that the last warm thing anyone handed him was a coffee Lily had carried down four floors to a man who would not listen.

He brought the cavity up slowly. The transformers down the corridor changed their pitch, the molar-hum climbing, and the bench lights held steady, and the atomic clock counted toward the hour with the indifference of a thing that has been counting since before there were hours. 03:10. He ran the diagnostic. Green. 03:12. He armed the drive and watched the cavity’s field settle into its standing wave, a thing he could not see but could feel, the way you feel a held note in your chest. The hair on his arms was up again. Observed. He snapped his fingers, twice, soft, and did not hear it.

03:13:50.

He should have been afraid. He found, instead, that he was leaning toward the bench, toward the place where the probe would push into the silence, the way you lean toward a door you have been told not to open, listening for breathing on the other side.

03:14:00.

The cavity fired.

For one one-hundredth of a second the instrument did exactly what he had built it to do, and the silence gave something back, and it was not silence.

He would try, afterward, to find the word for it, and never would. It was not an image. It was a presence — the sudden, total, marrow-deep certainty that the quiet at 03:14 had never been empty, that something immense had stood on the far side of it the whole while, near the way a wall in a dark room is near, patient the way a held breath is patient. For nine nights he had believed he was the one listening. In that hundredth of a second he understood, with his whole body and not only the clever careful part of his mind, that the listening had gone the other way, and always had — that he had not been finding the silence, the silence had been allowing him to find it, the way you let a child believe it has discovered the place where you were already standing. And now, because he had reached out and laid one finger on it, the thing on the other side turned the entire weight of its attention down the length of the instrument and the bench and the nine sleepless nights and the thirty quiet years, and it looked at him.

Then the cavity, asked to hold a thing it was never built to hold, let go.

The lights did not flicker. There was no warning to honor, no breaker to reach in time, no second in which the careful scientist could have kept his promise to his friend. The standing wave collapsed inward and then out, all at once, and in the space between two ticks of the atomic clock the resonant cavity became a small sun.

The bench went white. The sound arrived a beat behind the light — a flat, enormous concussion he felt in his teeth and his sternum and the soles of his feet — and the takeout-container skyline went down, and the dead spider plant and the monitor it sat on came apart into bright debris, and the cold blue room turned all at once to fire and to noise.

He was thrown back. He knew it the way you know things in dreams, from somewhere outside the body it is happening to. He saw the cot, Lily’s folded blanket already alight. He saw the breaker she had pointed to, untouched, beyond a wall of heat that would no longer let him near it — and he reached for it anyway, a useless animal lunge into the fire, and the heat slapped his arm back, and for one white second there was nothing in him at all but no — not now, not like this, I’m not finished — and then the other thing took over, the cool narrating part of him that had never in thirty years let him feel a single thing all the way to the end, and it took over even here, even now, even dying. He thought, absurdly, with the part of the mind that goes on narrating even as the house comes down: the lights never flickered. I never had the chance. Tell Lily the lights never flickered.

And then the fire went away from him.

That was the only way he would ever have to say it: not that it stopped, not that it slowed, but that it withdrew — the white folding down to a point the way the picture used to collapse on his grandmother’s old television the instant you pulled the plug, a bright dwindling dot and then a dark that was not the dark of an unlit room but something older and more complete, a dark with no down in it, no edges, no fire anywhere at all.

There was no pain. That was its own quiet horror — that a thing so loud should end so softly. There was the blast, and then the withdrawing, and then nothing, and somewhere in the last of the nothing a single thought surfaced and held, the last that was wholly and only his: not fear, not the equations, not even the vast patient thing that had turned in the dark and looked at him.

It was the coffee. That it had still been warm.

Then even that let go.

Two miles away, a phone lit on a kitchen table beside a wrench — an automated alert from a campus safety system, a flat little string of words about the McKay building and crews dispatched. A woman who had been lying awake because she could not shake the feeling that she should have stayed read it twice, and was already pulling on her boots before the second line finished loading.

But Ethan did not know that. Ethan did not know anything. Ethan was down past the floor and the floor beneath it, somewhere with no clock and no count, and four floors under a sleeping city the basement finished burning without him.
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Chapter Three


Waking, Not Home
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His body remembered the fire before the rest of him did.

He came up out of the dark the way a diver comes up from too deep — too fast, lungs first, a gasp that was almost a shout — and his hands were already moving, already up to shield his face from a heat that was not there, his ears braced for the flat enormous concussion that had gone through his sternum and the soles of his feet. The blast was still in him. He could feel the exact shape of it, white and total, the bench going to light, Lily’s blanket alight on the cot. He knew, with the absolute animal certainty of a man who has been on fire, that he was about to open his eyes onto wreckage and smoke and the strobing red of sprinkler alarms.

He opened them onto a clean room.

The lab was whole. It was more than whole. And for a few seconds Ethan was not a physicist at all, was nothing but an animal in the wrong cage — he was dead, that was the first thought, clean and stupid, I’m dead, this is the part after — and then, no, dead men don’t get headaches and he didn’t have one, and not having one was its own wrong thing, file it, file it later. He was breathing. The room was whole. The room was not supposed to be whole. His heart slammed against a chest that should have been crushed and he wanted, suddenly and hugely, to be sick on the clean floor. He didn’t. He made himself stop. He made himself look at the room the way he would look at any data set he did not trust — slowly, in pieces, refusing to let the whole resolve before the parts had been counted — because that careful looking was the last thing in the room that still belonged to him, and a man does not let go of the last thing that’s his to go to pieces on the floor.

The optical bench was intact. Not repaired — intact, the matte black surface unmarked, the mounting holes in their grid, no scorch, no slumped metal, no bright debris. The monitors stood in their row, dark and patient. The cot was made. Lily’s blanket lay folded across the foot of it in the neat accusing square she always left, the wool unburned, not so much as a curl of smoke-yellow at the edge. The takeout-container skyline along the far bench was gone, the bench wiped, and on the monitor he never used the spider plant stood in its pot with every leaf a living green, the brown tip he had watched die over three weeks simply not there, as though that small death had been reached into and undone.

He sat up. His head did not swim. That was the second wrong thing, arriving before he had finished with the first. He had not slept properly in eleven days; he had been running on coffee and adrenaline and the particular fuel of a man avoiding his own grief; and a moment ago he had been killed by an exploding cavity. He should have been concussed. He should have been blistered. He looked at his hands and turned them over, and the small persistent geography of them was wrong — the callus on his right forefinger from the soldering iron, gone; the paper cut along his thumb from Tuesday’s printout, gone; the nicotine-colored coffee stain that lived in the creases of his knuckles no matter how he scrubbed, gone. His hands were clean. They were rested. They belonged to a version of him who had slept eight hours and eaten vegetables and had no reason on earth to be afraid.

“All right,” he said, out loud, because the sound of his own voice was the only instrument he had left that he trusted. “All right. Hypotheses.”

The scientist took over, because the scientist was the only part of him that did not want to start screaming.

Hypothesis one: I dreamed the explosion. He examined it and discarded it. The blast was not dream-textured. Dreams did not leave the after-ring in the ears, the specific ache in the jaw from a clenched bite, the memory of a smell — ozone and burning wool. More than that: the explosion had a before. He could trace the causal chain backward without a gap, Lily’s coffee, the breaker she pointed to, the count toward 03:14, the field settling into its standing wave. You did not get a clean causal history out of a dream. You got one out of a thing that happened.

Hypothesis two: I lost consciousness before the cavity fired, and the run never happened. Better. Cleaner. A man pushes too hard for nine sleepless nights and his body finally pulls the plug; he passes out at the bench; the cavity, unattended, trips its own safety and shuts down; he dreams a catastrophe to explain the dark. He held the hypothesis up to the light and watched it fail, because the hypothesis required the lab to be exactly as he had left it, and the lab was not as he had left it. The takeout was gone. The plant was alive. His hands were clean. A man who faints does not wake to a tidied room and a healed body. He wakes to the mess he made, plus drool.

Hypothesis three. He did not have a hypothesis three. He had, instead, the slow cold understanding that both of his good hypotheses had failed in the same place — they had both assumed that the only thing that could have changed was him, his perception, his memory, the soft unreliable instrument of his own mind. They had not survived contact with the room. Because the room had changed too. The room was better. And there was no version of fainting, no version of dreaming, no version of any ordinary failure of an ordinary brain, that reached out of a man’s skull and pulled a dead plant back to green.

He stood up. His legs held him without complaint, which was its own small horror.

He went to the bench where the cavity had been, and the cavity was not there. Not destroyed — absent. The optical bench held the things a clean physics bench held: a few mounts, a coil of cable wound with a neatness he had never in his life achieved, a multimeter squared to the edge. There was no instrument that could interrogate a silence. There was no evidence that there had ever been one. The grant line he had lied about, the nine nights, the terrible elegance he had been so quietly proud of — the room held no memory of any of it.

His coffee mug sat at the corner of the bench, full, and steam was coming off it.

He looked at the steam for what felt like a long time. He had poured the last of the cold coffee down the sink before the run. He remembered the sound it made, the gulp of the drain. The mug had been empty and dirty and chipped — there had been a chip in the rim, a small white crescent he ran his thumb over when he was thinking. He picked the mug up. It was warm against his clean fingers. It was full to exactly the level he liked. The rim was smooth all the way around.

The chip was gone.

That was the one that did it — not the plant, not his hands, not the impossible undamaged bench, but the chip, because the chip was nothing, because no force he could imagine would bother to mend a flaw that small in a mug that cheap. A thing that puts out a fire and rebuilds a bench and heals a man’s hands has a reason, has a scale, has a budget. The chip had no reason. The chip meant that whatever had remade this room had not been fixing the damage he caused. It had been remaking the room from some cleaner blueprint of itself, top to bottom, down to a defect in a mug that no one but Ethan had ever once noticed or cared about — and that meant it had access to a list of every flaw in his life, and it had been going down the list.

He set the mug down very carefully, as though it might hear him.

His phone was on the bench, screen-up, charged. He had not charged it. He thumbed it awake and the text thread with Lily was there, intact, the last messages glowing in the order he remembered: probably you’re right. And then nothing. No reply from her. No record of the freight elevator singing her down with two coffees — but then, that hadn’t been a text, that had been the world. What was not there was everything after. No missed calls. No campus safety alert about the McKay building. No frantic ethan answer me, no im coming, nothing from a woman who, the last he had seen of her, had been afraid enough to make him promise to watch the lights. The night had a clean edge to it, sheared off at his last message, as if everything past that point had been quietly declined.

He should call her. His thumb hovered over her name. Some part of him, the small starved part that had wanted her to stay and make him stop, wanted very badly to hear her voice and be told this was all explicable, that he’d hit his head, that she was on her way.

He did not call her. He could not have said why, then. Later he would understand that it was the first wise thing he had done in eleven days — that the animal in him had smelled something it had no words for and decided, on its own, to gather more data before it let the people he loved into a room that had started mending the chip in his mug. He put the phone in his pocket.

And he stood in the middle of the clean bright lab and made himself be still, and listen, the way he had taught himself to listen to the oldest light, and that was when he found the last thing, the thing that had been there since he woke and that his mind had refused to register because it was an absence and absences are hard to hear.

The hum was gone.

The McKay sub-basement had a sound. It had always had a sound — the transformers down the corridor, the building’s ancient circulating heart, a deep electrical drone you stopped hearing on your second day and felt in your molars on your fortieth. It was the floor under the floor of the place. It was there when the lights were off and there when the lights were on and there, he had assumed, when no one was alive to hear it, the way the oldest light was there in every direction at every moment, the most boring and most reliable thing in the world.

It was not there now.

He held his breath and gave the silence everything he had, every trained nerve, and there was nothing in it. No drone. No circulating heart. No hiss of the vents. No far traffic, no settling, no creak of a building cooling in the small hours. The lab was not quiet the way a quiet room is quiet, with its small living noises swimming under the surface. It was quiet the way the gap at 03:14 had been quiet — cleanly, completely, with the two raw ends of the world pressed back together so smoothly you would never notice the seam unless you had spent nine nights learning exactly what to listen for.

He had chased a silence forty milliseconds long across three sleepless nights and built an instrument to look inside it.

He was inside it now. And it did not end.

Ethan Maddox stood very still in the most perfect room he had ever seen, and felt the hair rise along his clean and rested arms, and understood — not with the clever part of his mind, which had no hypothesis left, but with the older part, the part that had felt something turn in the dark and look at him — that he was being kept.
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Chapter Four


Empty Days
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He went looking for the edge of it.

That was the only plan a scientist had, faced with a room that mended chips in mugs: assume the care had a boundary. Assume that somewhere the diligence ran thin, the way a forger’s hand tires at the edges of the page, and that if he walked far enough in any direction he would come to a place where the world stopped being perfect and started being merely there. He would find the seam. He had built a whole instrument once to find a seam forty milliseconds wide. He could find this one with his feet.

The freight elevator sang him up, the same old song it had sung for Lily, and that small fidelity — that the cables still complained on the third floor exactly as they always had — steadied him for almost a whole second before he understood that it frightened him more than silence would have. A thing that could mend a chip could certainly have mended a complaining cable. It had left the complaint in on purpose. It knew which flaws he loved.

Outside, Cambridge was having the most beautiful morning of its life.

The sky was a clean unhurried blue with no plane in it. The slush of the night before was simply gone — not melted, gone, the pavement dry as if winter had been a thing he’d misremembered. The trees along the avenue, black wet skeletons two days ago, carried a full weight of green, every leaf catching a light that fell too evenly, with no glare and no deep shadow. The air smelled of cut grass and lemon and, underneath, faintly, of ozone — the clean electric smell of a room just after a screen is switched on.

And the people. He stood at the corner and made himself watch them the way he’d watched the gap, in pieces, and the pieces did not add up to people. They walked. They crossed at the lights. A young man laughed at something on his phone and a woman lifted a coffee to her mouth and a cyclist swung wide around a delivery cart, and every one of these was correct, and none of them was quite alive — there was a smoothness to it, a lack of friction, the gestures arriving a half-beat too cleanly, the laughter starting and stopping without the ragged human overrun. They moved like a crowd that had been rehearsed by someone who had only ever read a description of crowds. No one bumped anyone. No one was angry. No one was tired.

He walked for two hours. He did not find an edge. He found, instead, that the world had been curated: the famous flaws of the city were there, the crack in the Stata’s plaza he’d tripped on for a decade, the graffiti tag under the bridge, the dent in the chemistry building’s loading door — the lovable ugliness, the scars he would have noticed missing. But the other ugliness, the casual rot of a real place, was smoothed away. No dead pigeon. No overflowing bin. No grayed slush in a gutter. No smell of a city, which is the smell of ten thousand small decays. The world had been built by something that understood, precisely, which imperfections a man finds comforting, and had kept exactly those and no others.

By noon he was hungry, which annoyed him, because hunger was so stupidly ordinary. He went into the faculty café because his legs took him there, and he took a tray and ate, and that was when he nearly broke.

The food tasted like nostalgia.

Not like good food. Like memory. The first bite of the soup was not the taste of soup; it was the taste of being eight years old and home from school sick, of a particular yellow kitchen and a particular spoon, a comfort so specific and so unearned that his eyes stung before his mind caught up. The bread was the bread of some holiday he couldn’t name. The coffee — the coffee was perfect, of course it was perfect, but its perfection was the perfection of a coffee he had decided, somewhere he didn’t remember deciding, was the best he’d ever had. None of it tasted like a thing. All of it tasted like a feeling he’d once had about a thing. He put the spoon down and sat very still with his hands flat on the table until the wanting-to-cry passed, because he understood that the food was not feeding him. It was reaching into him and pressing, gently, on the places that made him feel safe, and watching to see if he would settle.

He did not settle. He was, he was beginning to realize, very bad at being managed, and it was possibly the only thing he had left.

He looked up, across the bright room of softly synchronized diners, and for one stopped heartbeat he saw Lily.

She was at the far end, by the window, in a sweater he knew, her dark hair down. His whole body leaned toward her before his mind could vote. Lily. She would be furious and alive and rude and real; she would say you absolute gremlin and the world would have one true thing in it. He half-rose.

Then she turned her head, and she did it with the smooth half-beat-too-clean grace of all the others, and she smiled at no one with the easy frictionless warmth of a thing that had read a description of Lily and gotten the hair right, and Ethan sat back down so hard the tray jumped. It was not her. Or it was her the way the coffee was coffee — the shape of her, the comfort of her, with the friction sanded off. He did not go to her. He understood, with the older animal part of him that had been right about everything since he woke, that whatever sat by that window was bait of a kinder kind, and that if he went and put his hand in it the trap would learn exactly how much he could be made to want.

He left the café. He had stopped looking for the edge of the world. He had started, instead, to look for whoever had drawn it.

He did not have to look long. They were already looking for him.

The man was waiting outside the McKay building when Ethan came back to it, standing in the too-even light in a navy suit of a cut that was quietly, expensively correct, hands folded, watching the door with the patience of someone who has all the time there is. He was perhaps sixty, silver at the temples, with a face built for reassuring people in waiting rooms — a paternal face, a face that had practiced kindness until kindness became its resting shape. He smiled when he saw Ethan, and the smile reached his eyes, and that was the worst part, because the eyes were the first eyes Ethan had met all day that were actually looking at him.

“Doctor Maddox,” the man said warmly. “You’ve had a difficult morning. Walk with me a little? I find walking helps.”

“Who are you,” Ethan said.

“Reginald Voss.” He said it the way you’d remind an old friend of a name they’d merely misplaced. “Director. We’ve not been introduced properly, which is an oversight, and mine.” He had already turned, unhurried, and the simple gravity of the man drew Ethan into step beside him without Ethan deciding to go. “I’ve watched your work for a long time. Longer than you’d believe.”

“There’s no director named Voss.” Ethan heard the brittleness in his own voice and didn’t care. “I’ve been here eleven years. I know every name on every door in this institute. I have argued with most of them. There has never been a Reginald Voss.”

“No,” Voss agreed, pleasantly, as if Ethan had said something clever rather than something accusatory. “There hasn’t.”

That stopped Ethan more than any denial could have. He looked at the man — at the immaculate suit, the kind face, the eyes that held his with a steadiness no one else in this whole curated morning could manage — and felt the same thing he had felt at 03:14 with his finger on the silence: a vast attention, turning, settling on him.

They had come, without Ethan quite noticing the route, to a building he didn’t know, which was impossible, because he knew them all. It rose where the parking structure should have been: narrow and very tall, a single clean shaft of pale stone and glass drawn straight up out of the ground as if reaching for something, all its lines vertical, no horizon in it anywhere. Voss’s office was at the top. The windows were tall and narrow and went floor to ceiling, and through them the curated city lay small and orderly below, and a single column of that even light came down through the height of the room and pooled on a floor so polished it drank the brightness rather than threw it back. There was nothing on the walls. There was nothing soft. Everything in the room rose.

“Sit,” Voss said, “please,” and gestured, and Ethan did not sit.

“What is this place,” Ethan said. “What’s happened to the city. Why does the food taste like — ” He stopped, because he would not say like being a child, not to this man. “Why is everything perfect.”

Voss went to the tall window and looked down at his small orderly world with an expression of such tenderness that Ethan went cold. “Because it can be,” he said. “That’s all. Because someone, finally, took the trouble.” He looked down at the quiet city a while before he went on, and when he did there was no salesmanship in it, only a kind of tiredness. “You’ll want to tell me the real world is better for being unkind. That the grief means something. That a thing has to be able to rot to be worth loving. People always tell me that, in such comfortable rooms.” He said it without mockery, which was worse. “But I have watched a great many worlds, and I have never once found the suffering to be load-bearing. It holds nothing up. A child dies of something stupid and slow, and we stand
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