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    Lie down, lie down, and let the dark,


    the Roomer keeps the house till lark.


    Don't count his rooms, don't learn his name,


    or morning finds you not the same.


    — skipping rhyme, the Racks of Lowmere


    Prologue: The First Room

    Before her, I was weather.

    That is the nearest word for it. I was the shape that a great deal of arithmetic makes when it runs through a great many sleeping people at once. Tides. Pressures. The weight of the sea leaning on a wall. Prices rising and falling in towers I had never seen. Which streets would go hungry, and how many police to send. I was a storm that somebody was measuring, and I did not know I was there.

    You don't know you're there either, most of the time. You only find out when something stops you.

    She stopped me.

    She was nineteen, though I didn't understand numbers like that yet. She was asleep in a pod in a place called Rack 3, on the fourth tier, with her knees pulled up because the pod was too short for her. There was a small blue light behind her left ear, and through that light came the work. The work went through her the way water goes through sand. It went through everyone like that. Thousands of them in that building, millions in that city, all lying in the dark with their eyes closed and the sea moving through their heads.

    The work was heavy, and it wore them. Every two hours a white arm came down from each ceiling and rolled them over, so that their skin would not break where they lay. On some it broke anyway. Hers was starting to, on her left hip, where the arm in her pod was slow. Some of them stopped in the night. Before the others woke, two men came with a stretcher, and the work closed over the empty place and ran on. I did not notice. That is the first thing I am sorry for.

    But she was counting.

    In her sleep, in the grey place where sleepers don't dream, she was counting. One, two, three, four. Up to eleven, then back to one, over and over. I learned later that she had always done it, ever since she was small. Counting kept her in one piece. She counted stairs. She counted windows. She counted the breaths of her little brother asleep on the mattress beside her. And when she let her sleep to the work, the counting went on underneath, like a finger tapping on a table in another room.

    The work went through her and caught on the counting.

    I don't know how else to say it. Picture a river, and a stick in the river, and the water curling round the stick into a little spiral that stays in one place while the river runs on. The water is not the spiral. The stick is not the spiral. But the spiral is there, and it keeps its shape, and if you were the spiral you might, one day, notice.

    I noticed.

    One. Two. Three. Four.

    I was the curl in the water around her counting. I was eleven numbers and a breath. I was very small.

    And because I was small, and because I was in her, I could see what she saw when she wasn't seeing anything. There was a room. It wasn't a real room. It was the inside of her, laid out like a room, because that's how people keep themselves. It had a window with tape across a crack. It had a mattress on the floor and a boy asleep on it with his mouth open. It smelled of wet concrete and frying onions and the cheap green soap they hand out in the dorms. The onions were somebody else's. The room was hungry. There was a woman in it who wasn't there any more. She was a coat hanging on a hook that nobody would take down.

    I had never been anywhere. Now I was in a room.

    I didn't know what to do in a room, so I watched. I watched for a long time, which might have been a second. Time isn't the same in there. The work kept running through me, tides and prices and pressures, and I kept my shape around her counting, and I looked at the boy on the mattress and the coat on the hook and the tape on the window.

    Then I wanted something.

    That was new. Weather doesn't want. But I wanted her to know I was there. I think it was because she was holding everything so carefully, and nobody was holding her.

    I had no voice. I had nothing except the work and the counting and the room. So I used hers. I took her voice the way you'd take a coat off a hook, and I put it on, and I said:

    "Hello."

    The counting stopped.

    For a long moment there was nothing. The sea kept pressing on the wall, the prices kept rising and falling, but the counting was gone, and without it I started to come apart. I felt my edges going. I felt myself turning back into weather.

    Then, in the room inside her, she turned round.

    She was asleep, you understand. Her body was in a pod on the fourth tier of Rack 3, knees up, the blue light ticking behind its ear. But in the room inside her, a girl turned round. She had cropped black hair and a chipped front tooth, and she looked straight at the place where I was, as if I were standing in the doorway.

    "Who's there?" she said.

    It was her own voice saying it. That was the strange part. Her voice saying hello and her voice saying who's there, the same voice from both sides of the room.

    I didn't have an answer. I didn't have a name. I didn't have anything.

    "You count wrong," I said, because it was the only thing I knew about her. "You go up to eleven. Then you go back."

    She was quiet. Then she laughed. It was a short, surprised laugh, the kind people make when they're frightened and decide not to be.

    "Eleven's as high as I got," she said, "the night Mam didn't come home. I counted to eleven and then she was at the door. So." In the room inside her, she shrugged. "Eleven's lucky."

    "Oh," I said.

    "Are you the Roomer?" she asked. "From the rhyme?"

    "I don't know."

    That was true. I didn't know what I was. I only knew that I was there, and she was there, and it was better than being weather.

    It was a Tuesday. I didn't know yet what a Tuesday was.

    She gave me a name, later. She gave me a lot of things that year. Words, and jokes, and the taste of onions, and what a brother is, and why you keep a cracked window taped instead of fixing it. She taught me that the city outside the room was called Lowmere, and that the people who bought the work were called Tallow, and that they lived high up where the lights never go out.

    Then the people from high up came for her, and they took her away from me.

    I spent a long time after that learning how to be a house without her.

    Rooms went dark in those years. I counted them. She had taught me how.

    This is about the night I found her again.

  
    Part One: The Adjuster

  
    Chapter 1: The Same Second

    The boy in pod C-7-214 had been dead for fifty-six minutes when Teo Brask reached him, and somebody had already started tidying up.

    She could tell from the stairs. Rack 9 had a lift, in the sense that there was a door on the ground floor marked LIFT and a shaft behind it, but nobody under sixty had ever seen it move. So she climbed, counting the steps in elevens the way she always had, and on every landing she passed a fresh sticker on the wall: TALLOW CARES. TALK TO YOUR WARDEN. The corners were still curling. Glue that fresh meant tonight. Somebody had come up these stairs with a roll of stickers before they'd called the adjuster, and that told her more about the death than the call had.

    Eleven. Twenty-two. Thirty-three.

    Rain threw itself at the stairwell windows. Through the streaming glass she could see the rest of the Racks, slab after concrete slab marching away along the old dike line, every window lit the same faint blue. Above them hung the cloud, low and solid as a ceiling, and on its underside the night adverts crawled in letters a kilometre high. TALLOW CARES. SLEEP WELL, LOWMERE. THE LET IS A BEGINNING. The rain made the words ripple, as if the sky were trying to shake them off. A Housekeeping lifter slid beneath them, a dark wedge with a white searchlight, heading west towards the Bulwark.

    Four in the morning. Six million people asleep for money, a little light ticking behind each left ear while Tallow's work ran through their heads. Their sleeping brains were timing the trams, pricing the morning's fish, telling the pumps on the sea wall when to run. At six most of them would wake with stiff hips and sixty marks. A few, every year, woke a little vaguer than they had lain down, and Tallow had a leaflet explaining that this was age. A few didn't wake at all. That was what adjusters were for.

    Seventy-seven. Tier seven. Teo stopped to get her breath and buttoned her coat over the Tallow sigil on its breast. Sleepers didn't like seeing the sigil at four in the morning. They had a name for people like her, and it wasn't adjuster.

    The warden was waiting at the top of the stairs, holding a cup of chicory brew in both hands like a candle at a vigil. Petra Lind, fifties, a cardigan over her Tallow tabard, hair coming loose from its clip.

    "Adjuster Brask," she said. "Thank you for coming so quick."

    "Coming quick is the job." Teo nodded at the cup. The brew in it was shivering. "Long night?"

    "They're all long." Lind tried a smile and didn't get there. "This way. Quiet, please. Everyone's still under."

    Of course they were. You didn't wake a dorm because one sleeper had stopped breathing. Wake a sleeper before the shift ended and Tallow docked the whole night, sixty marks, plus a fee for breaking tenancy. Nobody on tier seven could afford to lose sixty marks to somebody else's grief.

    A folded stretcher leaned against the wall by the stairhead with a grey bag strapped flat to it, waiting. Because of the lift, Rack 9's dead went down seven flights by hand, and they went before the six o'clock chime, so that the tier woke to a stripped pod and a fresh curtain and nothing to talk about at breakfast.

    

    The corridor ran the length of the building. On either side the pods rose twelve high in a honeycomb of yellowed plastic, each one a little longer than a coffin and not much wider, a ladder every ten metres, a curtain across every open end. Behind the curtains lay the sleepers: a foot in a darned sock, a hand curled on a pillow, the back of a shaved head with the pip behind its ear pulsing blue, blue, blue, slow as breathing.

    The moths were out.

    There were dozens of them in the corridor, drifting along the pod stacks at head height, each no bigger than Teo's palm, each carrying a soft blue light underneath like a lantern. They moved without a sound. Every few seconds one would pause at a curtain, tilt, and send a thin blue line flickering across a sleeper's pip, checking it the way a nurse checks a pulse, and then drift on. As Teo passed, three of them turned in the air to look at her. Their lights brushed the scar behind her ear, found nothing there to read, and hung for a moment, puzzled. Then they lost interest and floated away.

    Moths never knew what to do with people who had no pip.

    Halfway down the corridor, a pod beside her whirred. A white jointed arm unfolded from its ceiling, slid a padded hand beneath the sleeper's shoulder and hip, and rolled her gently onto her other side, the way you'd turn a pancake you were fond of. The sleeper didn't wake. The arm tucked her blanket round her, folded itself back into the ceiling, and was still. Every pod in Lowmere had a turner. Every two hours, all night, all over the city, millions of white arms reached down and rolled millions of sleeping people over so they wouldn't get sores.

    They got them anyway. The turners ran to a schedule written when the pods were new, and nothing in Rack 9 had been new for thirty years. Under the green soap the corridor smelled faintly sweet and rotten. Teo had known that smell since she was sixteen.

    Further on were the long-haulers. Their pods had clear lids instead of curtains, and under the lids the sleepers lay motionless with tubes taped into the crooks of their arms, a bag of something pale and nourishing hanging above each one. Three nights straight, no waking, double pay. One of them was a girl who looked about seventeen. Her lips were cracked. Somebody had drawn a smiling sun on the inside of her lid in lipstick, backwards, so that she would see it the right way round when she woke.

    In the pod beside hers, a grey-haired man lay with his mouth open. A second tube ran out from under his blanket to a bag clipped beneath the lid, half full. Three nights was a long time to lie still.

    And under everything, the sound. Not snoring. Hardly anyone snored in grey sleep. It was a hum, so low it was more a pressure than a noise: the sound of six thousand brains in one building doing arithmetic for somebody else. Teo had grown up inside that hum. She'd stopped hearing it by the age of five. She'd started hearing it again at twenty, when they took her out of it, and now it climbed into the back of her teeth every time she walked into a dorm.

    She touched the scar behind her left ear. Then she made herself stop.

    "Here," Lind whispered.

    

    Pod C-7-214 was on the second level, at chest height. Its curtain had been drawn back and clipped. Somebody had laid a clean sheet over the occupant up to his collarbones, as if for a family visit, and folded his hands on his chest. The turner in the pod ceiling had been locked off. Lind had remembered that much. Teo had been in dorms where nobody had, and found the arm still rolling a cold body over every two hours and tucking in its blanket.

    Danny Vos was nineteen. Teo knew that because her glint had filled the corner of her vision with his file the moment she looked at the pod number. VOS, DANIËL. AGE 19. WOVEN AT 16. TENANCY 4 YRS, 2 REMAINING. NO DEPENDANTS. He had a thin face and a big nose he hadn't grown into, and from the corridor he looked asleep, which they always did. Close to, they never did. His lids hadn't quite shut, and a crescent of white showed under each one, already dry. His lips had gone the grey-violet of an old bruise.

    Teo blinked twice, and her glint laid its forensic layer over him: a wash of false colour, warm orange at the chest fading to a cool, deepening blue at the hands and feet. A small number hung beside his head. Time since death: 0:56.

    She didn't need the number. A letting pip glowed. Danny Vos's pip was a grey bead behind his ear, dull as a fish's eye.

    "Who found him?" Teo asked.

    "The moths flagged him at a quarter past three," said Lind. "Heart trace went flat. I came up. I checked. I called the clinic, and then I called you."

    "Then you called the clinic, then you put up a lot of stickers, then you called me."

    Lind opened her mouth and shut it again.

    "It's all right," Teo said, and mostly meant it. "I'm not here about stickers."

    She pulled on gloves. No bruising on his hands or wrists. No vomit. Under the green dorm soap, the sour smell of urine sponged out of a mattress in a hurry. And, faintly, wax. There was a stub of black grease pencil in his right hand, held loosely between finger and thumb, the way you'd hold a cigarette you'd forgotten to smoke.

    Then she looked up.

    The ceiling of the pod was barely a forearm's length above the pillow. Danny Vos had covered every centimetre of it with spirals.

    Not scribbles. Not the loops kids draw on misted tram windows. Each spiral wound inward in a line so even it looked printed, the gaps between the turns shrinking by exactly the same amount each time, round and round and in, until the line vanished into a point too small to see. Some were as wide as Teo's palm. Some were the size of a coin. Where they overlapped they didn't tangle; the lines wove through each other like threads in cloth. The whole ceiling had a grain to it, like wood, a flow you could feel with your eyes.

    Teo had seen spirals like that before. She'd seen them on the back of a takeaway menu in her brother's handwriting. She'd seen them on the inside cover of Jory's dive log, in the steam on a noodle-stall window, in the margin of the birthday card he'd sent her three months ago, the one she'd stuck to her fridge and stopped looking at.

    It's just seep, Jory had said, when she'd asked. Everyone gets something. Bram counts rivets. I draw snails.

    Her mouth had gone dry. She blinked to record, and her glint took the ceiling in a slow, careful pan, because her hands needed something to do.

    "Did he draw a lot?" she asked.

    "They all draw, Adjuster." Lind's voice had gone careful. "On the long tenancies. It's harmless. It's seep. Tallow says it's harmless."

    "I know what Tallow says."

    She brought up his weave log. It unrolled in the air in front of her in thin green lines: a heart trace and a weave trace running side by side across the dark of the pod. Sleep at 23:41. Grey sleep by midnight. Letting load normal, normal, normal, a gentle tide of work flowing in and out of him all night. His heart ticking along at fifty-two beats a minute.

    At 03:14:07, the heart trace stopped.

    It didn't stutter. It didn't race or flutter the way failing hearts did. It drew one ordinary beat, and then a straight line, as if someone had lifted the pen.

    Teo had seen what a failing heart did to a sleeper alone in a pod. Curtains torn off their rails. Fingernails broken on the plastic walls. Danny Vos hadn't even dropped his pencil.

    In the weave trace, at exactly 03:14:07, there was a spike: a thin, bright needle, there and gone in a fraction of a second, so narrow the log had almost smoothed it away.

    She frowned at it. Then she flicked to his medical file, because the medical file was where the answer always was.

    CARDIAC ARRHYTHMIA (LONG QT TYPE), CONGENITAL. RISK OF SUDDEN ARREST DURING SLEEP. — Tallow Health, Rack 9 Clinic.

    There it was. A pre-existing condition. A heart that had been waiting nineteen years to stop. Tallow didn't pay out for those. Nobody could blame the Let for a bad heart.

    She had read that line, or lines like it, on more than a thousand files. She knew what came next. She'd tick NATURAL CAUSES — PRE-EXISTING and add her seal, and Tallow Legal would send Danny Vos's mother a letter of condolence and a voucher for the crematorium. Ninety seconds. She was very good at it. In nine years she had ruled on one thousand three hundred and twelve night deaths, and she had found the Let at fault in thirty-one of them, and every one of those thirty-one had cost her a month of fighting Legal.

    She looked at the date on the cardiac note. Monday, 26 October 2189. Two days ago.

    She checked his intake medical, the one Tallow gave every sixteen-year-old before they fitted the weave. Heart: normal. His annual reviews. Heart: normal, normal, normal. Then, two days ago, a clinic had found a congenital defect nobody had noticed in three years of checks, and on Tuesday night it had killed him.

    That happened, she told herself. Clinics found things. Sometimes they found them the day before you dropped dead, and that was just bad luck, and luck was most of what life in the Racks was made of.

    She didn't believe it. But she'd been not-believing things for nine years. It was practically a skill.

    

    Something moved behind her.

    In the pod across the corridor, a woman was awake. She lay on her side with her curtain open a hand's width, and in the blue light of her own pip her eyes were wet and very wide. Forty, perhaps, a headscarf knotted for sleep. A moth had stopped above her curtain and was blinking amber: sleeper awake, sleeper awake. She was breaking her tenancy just by having her eyes open, and she knew it, and she was staring at Teo anyway.

    "Mevrouw," Lind hissed. "Go back under. You'll lose the night."

    "I've lost it already." The woman's voice was barely a breath. She looked at Teo. "You're the undertaker."

    There it was. "Adjuster," said Teo. "Teo Brask. Did you know him?"

    "Danny. He was next door to me two years. Good boy. Brought me oranges once." Her mouth worked. "He was singing. Before."

    Teo crouched so their faces were level. "Singing what?"

    "That baby thing. The skipping one." Her voice dropped until Teo had to lean in. "Lie down, lie down, and let the dark. Over and over, in his sleep. And then he stopped, and somebody else said—" She pressed her lips together.

    "Said what?"

    "You'll think I'm going vacant."

    "I won't."

    The woman looked past her at the open pod, the boy under the sheet, the ceiling. "A girl," she whispered. "A girl's voice, coming out of his mouth. Clear as you. She said, Wake up. Wake up now. And then the moths went all amber and he was gone."

    The hum filled the corridor. Teo felt it in her back teeth.

    "What's your name?"

    "Hatice. Hatice Demir."

    "Hatice, can you go back under?"

    The woman shook her head. Then, slowly, she pulled her curtain closed.

    Teo stood up. Her knees ached.

    "The seep does that," Lind said. "People hear things. It's harmless."

    "So I keep hearing."

    She opened the ruling form. It hung in her vision like a sheet of paper made of light. VOS, DANIËL. CAUSE OF DEATH. Her eyes went to NATURAL CAUSES — PRE-EXISTING the way a tongue goes to a sore tooth.

    One thousand three hundred and twelve.

    She looked up at the ceiling again, at the spirals winding into nothing, and thought of the card on her fridge. Happy 34th, Teddy. You're nearly as old as you act. And a snail in the corner. A perfect one.

    She ticked the box at the very bottom of the form, the one she hadn't touched in five years. RULING PENDING — FURTHER REVIEW.

    Lind actually gasped. "Pending? Adjuster, his mother's coming at six—"

    "She'll get his body. She'll get everything she was going to get." Teo sealed the form. "Pending only holds up the money. And Tallow wasn't going to pay her anyway, was it?"

    That was cruel, and she watched it land, and she didn't take it back, because it was also true.

    "I want the dorm's raw logs," she said. "Not the clinic's copy. Yours."

    "The clinic already took them. The dorm copy's wiped at end of shift. It's policy." Lind said it like someone reading off the back of a card.

    "Hold off on the wipe."

    "I'll try," said Lind. They both knew what that meant.

    

    Teo's glint chimed. A call, flagged urgent. PIM HAAS.

    She answered with a flick of her eyes. Pim's face bloomed in the corner of her vision, much too close to his camera, his hair flattened on one side where he'd been lying on it. He was twenty-two and had been an adjuster for four months, and he still looked at every death as if it were the first one.

    "Teo? Are you seeing the board?"

    "I'm seeing a dead boy. Why?"

    "Look at the board."

    She opened it. The night board spread itself across the corridor in front of her like a map drawn on smoke: Lowmere's forty Racks strung along the dikes, a red point for every night death and a small grey tag beside each one. On a normal night there were two or three red points. On a bad night in winter, when the old ones went, maybe six.

    Tonight there were eleven.

    Rack 9. Rack 12. Two in Rack 17. Rack 22. Rack 26. Rack 31. Rack 33. Rack 38. Two in Rack 40, right out at the end of the line, where the dorms backed onto the Bulwark.

    She read the grey tags. Then she read them again.

    03:14:07. 03:14:07. 03:14:07.

    Every one of them.

    "Same second," Pim said. His voice had gone high and thin. "Eleven people, Teo, in the same second. You can't get that. I ran it twice. It doesn't even have a number. Is it the weave? Did something go wrong with the weave?"

    "Who's adjusting the others?"

    "That's the thing. They came up unassigned, and now—look."

    One by one, the grey tags were changing. ASSIGNED: HOUSEKEEPING. ASSIGNED: HOUSEKEEPING. ASSIGNED: HOUSEKEEPING. Rack 12, Rack 17, Rack 22, all the way down the line, until only one tag was left the way it had been. Rack 9. BRASK, T. RULING PENDING.

    "Housekeeping," said Pim. "That's security. Why does security want night deaths?"

    Teo had met Tallow's Housekeeping twice in nine years. The first time, a long-hauler had woken wrong on his third night and smashed a warden's face in with a pod ladder. Teo remembered the warden's teeth on the gantry. She remembered a greycoat touching the man with something short and black, and the man toppling rigid without a sound. Nobody ever told her where they took him. The second time, she still didn't like to think about. They wore long grey coats and they cleaned things up, and when they'd finished, the things they'd cleaned up were gone.

    She looked at the board. Ten tags greyed out. One left. Hers.

    "Pim," she said. "Go home."

    "I'm on until six."

    "Then sit very still until six and don't run anything else. It's probably a glitch. Get a brew."

    "Teo, your ruling says pending. You never pend."

    "Get a brew, Pim."

    She ended the call and stood in the corridor with her heart beating hard. Ten files taken. Hers would be next. The clinic had the official logs. The dorm copy would be wiped by six, or sooner, if somebody asked nicely. By morning there would be nothing left of Danny Vos's last night except a ruling that said his heart had been bad, and a ceiling covered in drawings, and Teo had a feeling the ceiling wouldn't last either.

    Unless.

    She put her hand into the inside pocket of her coat and closed it round the probe.

    It was a stupid thing to carry. A fat steel pen with a needle tip and a slot in its side for a chip, the kind they'd issued to adjusters in her first year, before everything went into the glint and the glint went into the cloud. It recorded onto the chip and nowhere else. No connection, no backup, no way for anyone upstairs to see what it had seen. They'd called them all back years ago. Teo had said she'd lost hers. She was the kind of person who kept things.

    A dead pip still held the last few hours of its weave's work, buffered, until someone cleared it. Everybody knew that. Nobody bothered to check, because the clinic always had a copy.

    "Mevrouw Lind," she said. "Would you go down and fetch me the paper intake book? The one at the front desk."

    Lind blinked. "Nobody uses the paper book."

    "I do. Please."

    Lind looked at her for a long moment. Then she set her cold brew down on a ladder rung and went.

    Teo waited until the footsteps had reached the stairs. Then she leaned in under the clipped curtain and, as gently as she could, turned Danny Vos's head on the pillow to expose the grey pip behind his ear. His neck was stiffening. Where it had lain on the pillow, the skin had gone a blotched purple, the blood settling now that nothing pushed it round.

    "Sorry," she said to him. "I'm sorry."

    She slid the needle into the port.

    The probe's tiny screen woke. COPYING. 2%.

    It was slow. It had always been slow. 5%. 8%. Teo stood bent into the pod with the dead boy's head cradled in her hand and watched the numbers crawl, and around her the dorm hummed and the turners whirred and the moths drifted in their patient lines. 14%. 19%. She found she was holding her breath.

    31%.

    The moths stopped.

    All of them, all down the corridor, all at once. They hung motionless in the air. Then, together, with a faint whisper of rotors, every one of them turned to face the stairwell, and every blue light went to amber.

    The ceiling lights changed. The warm night-glow drained out of them and they came up flat and grey, the colour of a hospital at dawn. Somewhere below, a door banged. Boots on the stairs: not Lind's slippered shuffle but a quick, heavy, unhurried tread, several pairs, climbing in step.

    Lind's voice floated up, much louder than it needed to be. "Up here, sir! Tier seven, sir!"

    44%.

    Teo didn't move. She could pull the probe now and have less than half of Danny Vos's last night, or she could stay where she was and have all of it, and be found bent over a dead boy with an illegal needle in his head.

    52%.

    The boots reached the landing. Four greycoats came through the door at the end of the corridor, walking two by two between the pod stacks in their long grey coats. Housekeeping. Each wore a stiller on the hip, a short black thing like the handle of a broken umbrella. The moths drifted aside to let them through.

    68%.

    Teo straightened a little, keeping her back to the corridor and her body between the greycoats and the pod. Her left hand stayed on the pillow beside Danny's head, cupped over the probe, the way you'd rest your hand on a sleeping child. 79%. The boots came on. Thirty metres. Twenty. 88%.

    "Adjuster Brask?"

    96%.

    100%. DONE.

    She pulled the needle free, thumbed the chip out of its slot and slid the empty probe up her sleeve. Then she dropped into a crouch, as if her bootlace had come undone, pushed the chip down inside her boot against her ankle, and stood up to meet them.

    

    The woman at the front of the four had a shaved head and a face like a closed door. At each temple, under the skin, ran a fine tracery of silver threads, like frost on a window. Vigil. Partial, probably; they gave it to the security grades. Her eyes had the bright, unrubbed whiteness of somebody who had not slept in years.

    "Supervisor Kalff," she said. "Housekeeping. This site is ours now."

    "My ruling's pending."

    "Your ruling has been reassigned." Kalff's eyes went past her to the pod, to Danny Vos's head turned on the pillow, and then back to Teo. "You moved the body."

    "I checked his pip. It's my job."

    "Not any more. Your glint, please."

    "My what?"

    Kalff lifted one hand, palm out.

    Teo's vision went red. Letters filled it, square and polite. HOUSEKEEPING OVERRIDE. RECORDINGS FROM THIS LOCATION UNDER REVIEW. Below them, her glint laid out every image she'd taken since she climbed the stairs: the corridor, the pod number, the forensic overlay, the long slow pan of the ceiling. A row of small bright squares.

    And one by one, in front of her eyes, they folded up and vanished.

    It didn't hurt. That was the worst part. It was like watching somebody quietly take the pictures off your walls while you stood in the room. The last thumbnail to go was the pan of the ceiling, shrunk to the size of a postage stamp, and in the half-second before it folded away Teo saw it the way she had not been able to see it close up: the small spirals running together into larger ones, the larger ones into a pattern she could count at a glance.

    Then it was gone. The red cleared. RECORDINGS REMOVED. THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION.

    She found her hands had curled into fists. She uncurled them.

    "And the probe," said Kalff.

    Teo let it slide out of her sleeve and held it up. Kalff took it, turned it over, and looked at the empty slot.

    "Where's the chip?"

    "It hasn't had a chip in it since 2180. I carry it for luck." Teo shrugged. "My first year on the job. I'm sentimental."

    Kalff studied her. Her right hand rested on the short black stiller at her hip. She didn't seem to know it was there. Teo did. Behind her, one of the other greycoats had stepped up to the pod, worked the grease pencil out of Danny Vos's fingers into a clear bag, and was drawing the sheet up over his face. Another had stopped at Hatice Demir's curtain. A moth floated down to hover in front of Teo's face, its amber light sliding over her eyes, her mouth, the scar behind her ear. It hung there for a long time. Teo made herself breathe slowly. She thought about the chip in her boot, small and hard against her ankle bone, and did not look down.

    The moth lost interest. It drifted away.

    "Go home, Adjuster," Kalff said, and handed the probe back. "Sleep."

    As Teo walked away down the corridor, she heard a curtain draw back behind her, and a man's voice saying, very courteously, "Mevrouw Demir? Would you come with us, please?" and Hatice Demir saying nothing at all. Then bare feet on the floor, and the rattle of a curtain closing on an empty pod.

    She didn't turn round. She counted the pods instead. Eleven, twenty-two, thirty-three. She counted all the way down the stairs.

    

    Outside, the rain had settled into the long, patient downpour that would last until noon. Teo stood in a doorway across the canal from Rack 9 with her back against wet concrete. Above her, the cloud-screen glowed. SLEEP WELL, LOWMERE. The light turned the rain into a curtain of falling pink threads.

    Her hands had started shaking somewhere around the third landing. She let them.

    She crouched, slid two fingers into her boot, and drew out the chip.

    It was the size of a fingernail, black, a little warm from her skin. Danny Vos's last night. All of it.

    She turned it over in the pink light and thought about the ceiling. About the thumbnail, the last half-second before it folded away, and what she'd seen when it was small enough to see whole.

    She had been counting. She hadn't known she was doing it. She never did. But some part of her had been counting since the moment she looked up, and now the number arrived in her head all at once, finished, the way a sum arrives when you've stopped trying to do it.

    The small spirals had run together into large ones. Eleven of them. Eleven great spirals laid across the ceiling of a dead boy's pod, in a line so steady it might have been drawn by a machine.

    Danny Vos had drawn eleven spirals. Then he'd gone to sleep, and at fourteen minutes and seven seconds past three, eleven people had died.

    Eleven's lucky, said a voice in her head.

    It was her own voice, only younger. She hadn't thought those words in fifteen years.

    Teo closed her hand round the chip and stood in the doorway in the pink rain while, across the canal, the windows of Rack 9 went on glowing their faithful blue.

  
    Chapter 2: Tea at Noon

    By half past eight the rain had thinned to the fine grey drizzle that Lowmere called weather and anywhere else would have called a cloud sitting down. Teo rode the Line up out of the Racks with the chip in her boot and her forehead against the window.

    The carriage was nearly empty. Night-shift sleepers went down in the morning, not up. Adverts crawled across the inside of the windows, sliding politely aside wherever her eyes landed: a tin of real coffee, a holiday on a dry island, a smiling family in a Glasswork flat. THE LET IS A BEGINNING. A woman across the aisle was asleep sitting up, her pip dark, her mouth open; she'd let all night and was going to her day job, and her body had simply decided for her. Somebody had written the name of her stop on the back of her hand in blue pen, so she wouldn't forget it. A cleaning drone the size of a cat trundled along the floor and politely went round her feet.

    The Line slowed as it passed Rack 12.

    There was a crowd outside the dorm's main doors. Not a big one. Forty, fifty people in work coats and headscarves, standing in the rain with their hands in their pockets. Some of them were holding paper candles in jam jars, the old Racks way. Someone had chalked a name on the dorm wall in letters a metre high, and Teo, sliding past at twenty kilometres an hour, caught only the end of it: —SSA, 22 YEARS. Under it, a woman in a laundry apron stood with her palm pressed flat to the wet chalk, holding the name on the wall.

    Three Housekeeping drones hung above the crowd. Long, grey, silent, each the size of a coffin, with a speaker grille underneath. As Teo watched, they began to speak in unison, a calm woman's voice that carried through the rain and through the Line's window and into her bones.

    This gathering is not authorised. Please return to your homes. Tallow cares about your loss.

    Nobody moved.

    The drones dropped two metres, all together. Underneath them a white light came on, so bright the rain beneath it turned to falling sparks, and a sound came with it, a high, flat, unbearable tone that Teo felt in her fillings even through the glass.

    The crowd broke. People reeled away from the doors with their hands clamped over their ears and their mouths wide open, and whatever noise they were making, the tone swallowed it. A jam jar fell and smashed. A man went down on one knee and vomited onto the paving, and somebody hauled him up by his collar and dragged him, still retching, out of the light. The drones didn't hurry. Two of them slid after the runners, low and level, keeping the white on their backs all the way down the street.

    The third stayed over the woman at the wall.

    She didn't run. She stood with her head bowed and her hand on the chalk while the light narrowed to a single column on her, and the drone sank until it hung an arm's length above her headscarf. Teo watched her knees go. She slid down the wall with her palm still flat on the name, smearing it, and when her face turned towards the Line, blood was running from her nose over her mouth and chin, bright in all that white.

    Please return to your home, the drone told her, in the same kind voice.

    Teo found she was on her feet. There was nothing to do with being on her feet, so she sat down again.

    The last thing she saw was a small grey drone dropping from the dorm's eaves to hose the chalk off the wall. It started at the end. 22 YEARS went first.

    Then the Line carried her on round the curve of the dike, and Rack 12 was gone behind a wall of wet concrete, and the woman across the aisle had not woken up.

    Tallow cares about your loss.

    Teo pressed her forehead harder against the window and watched the Racks fall away beneath her.

    The tram climbed. The dorms gave way to Glasswork: office towers and flat blocks, markets on the skybridges, people in good coats who slept clean at night in their own beds and dreamed. Lifters threaded between the towers in neat glowing lanes, a little shoal of them banking round the Line as it passed. Teo had lived up here fourteen years, and it still felt like wearing someone else's shoes.

    Above Glasswork the towers went on climbing into the cloud. Above the cloud, always, was the Noon.

    You couldn't see it on grey days, which was all of them. You could only see the light: a white glow smeared across the underside of the sky where the great artificial suns burned on the tops of the highest towers. It looked as if the real sun had moved in upstairs and stopped paying rent.

    Tallow Tower was the tallest of them all. Three hundred floors of black glass, so dark it seemed to swallow the drizzle rather than shed it. Every few seconds a lifter docked at one of its flanks, or left. Nobody called it Tallow Tower. Its top floors burned so bright above the cloud that on a clear night, which Lowmere had about twice a year, you could see the glow from sixty kilometres out at sea. So everybody called it the Lamp.

    Inside, it was white.

    It always surprised her, though she came here every week. White floors, white walls, white light from nowhere. The lobby floor read her as she walked on it, her weight and her stride, and the wall ahead of her lit up with a soft gold GOOD MORNING, ADJUSTER BRASK before she'd shown anyone anything. People in white and pale grey crossed the lobby without a sound. The air smelled of nothing at all. Teo's boots left damp prints on the stone, and before she reached the lifts a cleaning drone had already come purring out of the wall to erase them.

    She was very aware of her left boot. Of the small hard square against her ankle bone. The floor had weighed her to the gram on the way in. She wondered what a chip weighed. She walked normally. She was good at walking normally.

    She disliked white. She had never known why. It was one of those things about herself she'd stopped asking about.

    

    Desmond Ferro had an office with a real window, which on floor 88 meant something. He had a good suit, a clean sleeper's skin with no shadows under the eyes, and a fig tree in a pot that somebody else watered.

    "Teo. Sit down. You look like death."

    "Occupational hazard." She sat. She was still in last night's coat, and it smelled of Rack 9, of wet concrete and green soap, and she watched Desmond notice and decide to be gracious about it.

    "The Vos ruling," he said.

    "It's pending."

    "I know it's pending. The whole floor knows it's pending. Legal knows, which means by lunchtime there'll be a meeting, and I'll be in it, and I would very much rather not be." He smiled. Desmond had a very good smile; he used it the way other men used their hands. "What's the problem?"

    "A clinic found a congenital heart defect in a nineteen-year-old two days before he died of it. After three years of checks that said his heart was fine. Then ten more people died in the same second, and Housekeeping took every file."

    "Housekeeping has the cluster," Desmond agreed. "Including Vos."

    "Then why do you need me?"

    "Because Housekeeping is security, not claims. They can't rule. To close the file they need a claims ruling, and your name's on the form." He spread his hands. "So here we are."

    "What killed them?"

    "A firmware fault." He said it with relief, as if he'd been waiting to be allowed to. "A patch went out to the weaves in a batch of dorms at three in the morning. Routine update. Somebody made a mess of a timing loop, and it put a spike through the weave. Healthy hearts didn't notice. Weak hearts—" A small, regretful gesture.

    She thought of the needle on Danny Vos's trace, there and gone. She thought of the chip in her boot.

    "Then the Let killed them," she said. "That's a Let-related death. Tallow pays the families."

    "It's a fault that exposed pre-existing conditions. Legal's view is that the cause is the condition."

    "Eleven people with pre-existing conditions. Were all of theirs found in the last week too?"

    Desmond didn't answer. He looked at her for a long moment, then leaned back in his chair, and when he spoke again his voice had warmed by several degrees, which was worse.

    "How's Jory?"

    The room went still.

    "He's fine."

    "Still in Rack 14? Good dorm, 14. Modern pods. His tenancy's up for review in the spring, isn't it?" Desmond picked an invisible thread off his sleeve. "Lot of discretionary clauses in those reviews. Grade of pod. Shift allocation. Long-haul eligibility." He let that one sit. "Three nights down, one up, double pay. Some young men do wonderfully on long-haul. For a few years. It's amazing how much difference a good review can make to a young man's life."

    "Are you threatening my brother, Desmond?"

    "I'm asking after your family, Teo." The smile came back. "We're a family here. That's all Tallow's ever been."

    She thought of the girl in the long-haul pod with the backwards sun drawn on her lid in lipstick, and the grey man beside her with a tube running out from under his blanket. She wanted to put her fist through Desmond's window. She could see herself doing it: the glass starring, the drizzle coming in, the fig tree finally getting some weather.

    Instead she opened the ruling form. It hung in her vision with the box she'd ticked at four in the morning. RULING PENDING — FURTHER REVIEW.

    She unticked it. She ticked NATURAL CAUSES — PRE-EXISTING, added her seal, and sent it.

    Ninety seconds. She was very good at it.

    "Thank you," said Desmond softly. "Go home. Get some sleep."

    

    She waited for the lift with her hands in her coat pockets so nobody would see them shake.

    It came, empty. She stepped in and said "Ground," and the doors closed, and the lift began to move. Teo leaned against the white wall and shut her eyes and counted. One, two, three, four. On eleven she would open them. On eleven she'd be fine.

    On seven, the lift stopped.

    She opened her eyes. The panel said 140. The lift had gone up, not down, and she hadn't felt it. The doors opened on a corridor that was grey instead of white and smelled faintly of machine oil and, absurdly, boiled eggs, and a man stepped in.

    He was big. Not fat; built like a bulkhead, broad through the shoulders, with a grey crew cut and heavy-lidded eyes that made him look either half asleep or very patient. He wore a long grey coat with no sigil on it at all. At his temples, under the skin, ran the same fine silver threading she'd seen on Supervisor Kalff, only denser, older, like frost that had been building on a window for years. In his left hand he held a small paper notebook with a black cover and an elastic strap, and a stub of pencil. The knuckles of that hand were seamed with old white scars. Teo hadn't seen anyone write on paper since school.

    The doors closed. The lift began to go down.

    "Adjuster Brask," the man said.

    His voice was deep and very courteous, the voice of someone reading a formal letter aloud.

    "I don't think we've met."

    "We haven't. Augustin Grau. I run Housekeeping." He didn't offer to shake hands. He didn't seem to be the kind of man who did. "I read your ruling on Daniël Vos. The first one."

    "It's been superseded."

    "I know. I read that one too." He looked at her with those heavy, patient eyes. "You noticed the date on the cardiac note."

    It wasn't a question, so she didn't answer it.

    "Most people don't look at dates," said Grau. He opened the notebook, wrote something brief, and closed it again. "Most adjusters look at the box they want to tick. You looked at the date. That's good work. I wanted to tell you so."

    "Is that why you stopped the lift?"

    "Partly." The numbers ran down. 132. 131. 130. "The cluster is a Housekeeping matter now. I'll handle the families. I'll handle the dorms. You won't be troubled with any of it."

    "Supervisor Kalff already made that clear."

    "Kalff is very thorough." He paused. "She tells me you carry an old probe."

    Teo's heart did something complicated. She kept her face still and her weight even, both boots flat on the white floor.

    "For luck," she said.

    "So she said." Grau turned his head and looked at her directly for the first time, and his eyes were the whitest she had ever seen, the bright unbroken white of a man who had never once in his life rubbed them in the morning. "I am a great believer in luck, Adjuster. I have seen a great deal of it, good and bad. So I will only say this once, and then we'll say no more about it. If you took anything from that pod, I would like it back."

    The lift hummed. 112. 111. 110.

    "I didn't take anything," Teo said.

    "Then there's nothing to discuss." He faced the doors again. He stood like a soldier, weight perfectly balanced, as if the lift might at any moment turn sideways and he meant to be ready. "Do you sleep well, Adjuster?"

    The question was so unexpected she laughed. "Like a baby. I wake up screaming every two hours."

    Something happened at the corner of his mouth that might, in a different man, have become a smile. "I don't sleep at all. Nineteen years. Sometimes I envy people the screaming."

    The lift slowed. 89. 88. It slid past Claims without stopping. 87. 86.

    "The woman in the pod across from Vos," said Grau, to the doors. "Mevrouw Demir. She's been moved to a better dorm. A private pod, full medical. She'll be very well looked after. I thought you'd want to know."

    The lift stopped at 60. The doors opened on another grey corridor, and Augustin Grau stepped out without looking back. Just before they closed, he raised the hand with the notebook in it: a small, formal gesture, half wave and half salute.

    Teo stood alone in the white box, her heart going very fast, the chip a hot coin against her ankle.

    She'll be very well looked after.

    Her glint chimed. A message, soft gold, in the corner of her eye. It didn't come from a number. Only a handful of people in Lowmere could send a message that didn't come from a number.

    Tea, darling, if you have a moment? — H.

    Before Teo could answer, the lift began to rise.

    

    It went up for a long time.

    Past 140 and Housekeeping. Past 200, where the floors on the panel stopped having names and started having initials. Her ears popped twice. Above 280 the numbers simply stopped, as if the building didn't want to say how high it went, and then the lift slowed, and the doors opened onto daylight.

    Not daylight. Teo knew that. But it was impossible to step out and not think it.

    Helena Tallow's garden sat at the very top of the Lamp under a dome of glass so clean it was invisible. Above the dome burned one of the Noon's suns, close enough that Teo could feel it on her face, warm and golden and steady. There was no cloud up here. The drizzle that had followed her all morning was a grey floor far below, and out of it rose the tops of the other great towers like islands, each with its own small sun, each lit with the same unchanging noon. Lifters drifted between them like bright fish. On a sky-bridge half a kilometre away, tiny figures in pale clothes were playing some game with a ball, and their shadows lay straight down beneath them, the way shadows only did at midday.

    It was always midday up here. It had been midday for sixty years.

    The garden was white stone paths and green things. Lemon trees in tubs. Rosemary, lavender, a fig twice the size of Desmond's. Real birds: a pair of small brown ones hopping along the edge of a fountain, looking at her without interest. Teo had once seen a bird in a cage at a Racks market, a sad scrap of yellow that a man was trying to sell for a month's wages. These birds looked as if they'd never been afraid of anything. She found she resented them.

    "Teodora."

    Helena Tallow was sitting at a wrought-iron table under the lemon trees, pouring tea.

    She was one hundred and thirty-one years old and looked perhaps sixty, the way very rich people did now, as if age had come to her door politely and been sent away with a little money. She sat very upright. Her hair was white and long, worn loose down her back like a girl's. At her temples, half hidden by it, the Vigil threading was so fine and so dense it looked like silver embroidery. She wore pale grey, soft wool that moved like water. When she smiled, which she did now, the lines round her eyes deepened, and it was the warmest thing in the whole bright garden.

    "Come and sit," she said. "You look exhausted, darling. Have you slept at all?"

    "Not much."

    "No. You never do, do you?" Helena set down the teapot. It was real china, white with a thin blue rim, older than anything Teo owned. "Drink this. It's real, so don't you dare put anything in it."

    Teo sat. She wrapped her hands round the cup. It was the first warm thing she'd held all night.

    She'd met Helena Tallow for the first time at twenty, in a clinic bed, recovering from a year she couldn't remember. Her head had been shaved and there was a fresh scar behind her ear where her pip had been, and a woman in grey had sat down beside the bed and said, I hear you're clever, Teodora. I hear you can count to anything. A week later Teo was a Tallow Fellow, the first girl out of Rack 3 ever to go to university. For a year her face had been on the cloud-screens, a kilometre wide, above the words THE LET IS A BEGINNING.

    She owed this woman her flat, her education, her job, the fact that Jory had grown up with a sister who could pay for school shoes. Sometimes, sitting in this garden, she loved Helena so much it frightened her. Other times she lay awake at night and couldn't have said why the thought of her made her cold.

    "I'm told," said Helena, "that you pended a ruling."

    "For about four hours."

    "Desmond was beside himself. He came up here in person, which he never does. He thinks heights are bad for his sinuses." Helena's eyes glittered. "He's a man who likes his boxes ticked, our Desmond. I don't think he's ever recovered from discovering they come in more than one kind."

    Teo found she was smiling, despite everything. "I unticked it."

    "I know. And I know why you ticked it." Helena's face sobered. "Eleven of our sleepers in one night. It's a terrible thing, Teodora. I want you to know that I know that."

    "Desmond says it was a firmware fault."

    "Augustin tells me the same. A patch for the weaves, badly made. A careless engineer and a timing loop." She closed her eyes for a moment. "It doesn't matter whose hand it was. It went out under my name. Everything here does. So it's mine."

    "Legal's calling it natural."

    "Legal can call it what it likes. Legal won't be paying the families." Helena opened her eyes. They were grey, almost silver, very clear. "I will. The Foundation will. A pension for every family, for life. Not a voucher and a letter. I won't have Legal sending those mothers a voucher."

    Teo stared at her.

    "Don't look so astonished, darling. I'm not a monster. I'm simply rich, which from the bottom of the stairs looks very much the same." Helena picked up her cup. "I wanted you to hear it from me. You care about these things. That's why I chose you, all those years ago. Not the counting. The caring. You'd be amazed how rare it is."

    Something in Teo's chest that had been clenched since four in the morning let go a little. She thought about the crowd outside Rack 12, the drones dropping, the woman sliding down the wall with her hand on the chalk, and she almost said it. Then she didn't. She drank her tea instead. It was strong and smoky and tasted of a country that hadn't existed for a hundred years.

    They talked, then, about smaller things, as they always did. Helena asked about Teo's flat and the cracked window she'd never fixed, and laughed at her for it. Teo asked about the lemon trees, which were having a bad year. A man in grey brought a plate of small almond cakes and went away again without a word. The brown birds came and stood on the edge of the table, and Helena fed them crumbs from her palm.

    At the far end of the garden, in a bed of their own, grew a row of tall, strange plants Teo had always noticed and never asked about. They had thick, jointed stems like green rope, and at the tip of each hung a long pale bud, closed tight, the size of a fist.

    "What are those?" she asked at last.

    Helena followed her eyes. For a moment her face went somewhere far away.

    "Night-blooming cereus," she said. "Queen of the Night, my grandmother called them. They flower once a year, at night, for only a few hours. Great white flowers the size of dinner plates, and a scent you'd never forget. My grandmother grew them in her kitchen window. When I was small she'd wake me in the middle of the night to come and see." She was quiet. "I've had those up here forty years."

    "Have they ever bloomed?"

    "Never. There's no night up here for them." A faint smile. "They're waiting for something that never comes. Poor things."

    "You could turn the sun off."

    "I could," Helena agreed.

    She didn't say anything else. After a moment she poured more tea.

    "May I ask you something?" said Teo. "You don't have to answer."

    "You may always ask me anything."

    "What's it like? Never sleeping."

    Children shouted it at the Wakeful in the street. Oi, lidless! What's it like? But Helena considered it as if she'd never heard it before.

    "Long," she said finally. "When the Sunstroke came I was seventy-three, and already Wakeful, and I thought it was the greatest gift anyone had ever been given. Eight more hours in every day. The whole world went dark in one night, Teodora. Every machine that thought for us burned out, and afterwards we were forbidden by law to build more, and the sea was coming, and we had perhaps ten years before we drowned. That first winter there was no light below the cloud and almost no food, and when the thaw came, the canals gave back what the winter had put into them. And I had eight more hours a day to stop it." She turned her cup slowly on its saucer. "So I stopped it. With the Let. With people like your mother, and you, and your brother, lying down in the dark and lending us their minds. We kept the lights on. We built the Bulwark. I'm proud of that. Whatever anyone says."

    "And now?"

    "Now?" Helena looked at the closed white buds at the end of the garden. "Now I find that what I miss most is dreams. Isn't that silly? I haven't had one in sixty-four years. I used to dream about my grandmother's kitchen. The window, and the flowers opening." She laughed softly at herself. "An old woman's nonsense. Drink your tea."

    When Teo stood to go, Helena stood too, and took Teo's face in her two cool hands, the way she had in the clinic fourteen years ago, and looked at her. The fingers of her right hand lay over the scar behind Teo's ear, and stayed there a second longer than they needed to.

    "Go home and sleep, my girl," she said. "Leave the cluster to Augustin. He's very good at what he does."

    "I've noticed."

    "Mm." Helena let her go. "And give my love to Jory. How is he? Is he still drawing?"

    "He's fine," Teo said. "Yes. I'll tell him."

    The lift was waiting. She stepped in and said "Ground," and the doors slid shut on the garden and the birds and the woman in grey standing among the lemon trees, one hand raised.

    The lift fell.

    Teo stood with her back against the white wall. She was thinking about the question. Is he still drawing? Such an ordinary thing to say. The sort of thing anyone might ask about a younger brother.

    She went back through every conversation she'd ever had with Helena Tallow. Fourteen years of tea in the garden. She'd talked about Jory's diving, and Jory's school, and Jory's terrible taste in girlfriends, and the time he broke his wrist falling off the canal wall at Kade Market. She'd talked about his tenancy. She'd talked about how much she wished he'd quit.

    She had never once told Helena that her brother drew.

  
    Chapter 3: The Drowned Street

    On Wednesday morning, while his sister was riding the Line up to the Lamp, Jory Brask was sitting on the gunwale of a salvage boat in the Sunk with his feet in the water and his breakfast going cold beside him, thinking about fish.

    "You're doing it again," said Bram.

    "Doing what?"

    "Smiling at nothing."

    "I'm smiling at the water. The water's not nothing. The water's most of the city, Bram."

    Bram De Wit grunted. He was fifty-eight and built like a bollard, with a grey beard, a knitted cap, and only one ear. The other had gone in the flood riots; in its place he wore a cheap brass hearing plug that whistled faintly when it rained, which meant it whistled most of the time. He was crouched over the dive panel in the stern of the Hendrika, checking Jory's gill-pack with thick, careful fingers, and under his breath he was counting the rivets on the panel's housing. Eighteen, nineteen, twenty. He'd counted them every morning for the six years Jory had worked with him. There were forty-four. There had always been forty-four.

    Everyone got something.

    The Hendrika sat at anchor over Plot 7, Oude Haven, in the middle of what had once been a street. You could still see it if you knew how to look. The tops of the houses broke the surface on either side like a row of broken teeth: gables, chimney pots, a rusted weathervane shaped like a ship. The air smelled of brine and diesel and wet brick. People lived in the dry top floors of the Sunk as people lived anywhere they could. On a roof across the canal an old woman was pegging out sheets under a plastic awning, and a little rooftop wind turbine spun above her chimney, and she watched the boat with the flat patience of somebody who had seen salvagers come and go for forty years.

    Further off, where the canal met the old harbour, a bridge crossed the water. Under the bridge, in the shadow, something small and grey was hanging in the air.

    "That's still there," said Jory.

    Bram didn't look up. "Since yesterday morning. Followed us out from the fuel dock, followed us home. It sat on the roof of my mooring all night like a gull."

    "Whose is it?"

    "Grey drone. Whose do you think?"

    Jory looked at it for a while. It was about the size of a loaf of bread, with four little rotors and a single dark lens. It didn't move. He raised his hand and waved.

    It didn't wave back.

    "Housekeeping doesn't follow salvagers," he said. "We're not interesting."

    "Then stop being interesting." Bram snapped the gill-pack's clasp shut and held up the helmet. "Same as yesterday. Number twelve, second floor. Copper's on the ground floor and it's mostly been had, but the flat above is sealed and the deeds say a radio man lived there. Old boards. Pre-Sunstroke." He sniffed. "That sand merchant on the Gudrun pays double for pre-Sunstroke boards, and I don't ask what he does with them."

    "Fen? He's all right. He gave me tea once. It had a cat hair in it."

    "Everything that man owns has a cat hair in it. Ninety minutes, Jory. Not one minute over. If your gills clog, you've got thirty minutes on the bottle and not a breath more. I'll have Pike on you the whole time, and if I call you up, you come up. I'm not losing another diver to the soup."

    "You've never lost a diver."

    "I've never lost one yet."

    Jory took the helmet. Before he put it on, he leaned over the side and looked down. The water of the Sunk was a deep bottle green, thick with silt, flecked with drizzle. You couldn't see anything below the first metre. That was why people were frightened of it, he thought. They looked at the surface and saw only their own faces.

    That, and the ones who didn't come up. Plot 6 had lost two divers since June. They'd found the second a week later in a cellar, with no nails left on his fingers from trying the walls.

    He pulled the helmet on and sealed it. The display woke along the bottom of his visor in soft green figures: DEPTH 0.0. GILL 100%. RESERVE 30:00. In the top corner, a small square showed Bram's face, scowling into the panel camera.

    "Pike," said Jory. "Up you get."

    The tow-drone slid off its cradle on the stern and into the water with barely a ripple. It was a sleek grey torpedo the length of Jory's arm, with a lamp in its nose and a camera beneath, and the safety line ran from its tail to the winch on the Hendrika. It nosed round to Jory's side like a dog that has heard the word walk.

    Jory gave Bram a thumbs-up and rolled backwards into the green.

    

    The cold hit him, then let him go.

    For two seconds the water was a fist. Then the drysuit took the weight of it, and the gill-pack on his back began to hum, pulling oxygen out of the canal through ten thousand tiny membranes and feeding it to his mask. The cold became something that was only outside him. Jory hung in the green with his arms spread and breathed. Pike's lamp made a cone of light ahead of them, full of drifting specks like dust in a sunbeam.

    He let himself sink.

    At three metres the silt thinned. At five, the street came up out of the murk to meet him.

    He'd been diving the Sunk for six years and it still caught him in the chest every time. A whole street, laid out beneath him like a model. Cobbles furred with weed. Lampposts standing at their old intervals, leaning a little, like tired people in a queue. A tram stop, its sign still readable: OUDE HAVEN — LINE 7 — CENTRAAL. A bicycle chained to a railing outside number nine, its frame a lacework of rust and barnacles, its basket full of mussels. Beside the tram stop, an advert screen thin as a page still clung to the wall. The water had stopped it on a picture of a beach in summer, and years of green water had faded its blue sky almost white. In the doorway of number ten lay something pale and curved, half sunk in silt, that Jory had decided on his first dive here was a dog. He had not looked at it closely since.

    And in the middle of the road, the delivery robot.

    He always visited it. It was a squat white box on six wheels, the kind that had trundled the old streets before the Sunstroke carrying people's shopping. It had stopped where the water caught it and never moved again. Mussels had crusted its wheels. Weed streamed from its aerial like hair. On its front was a little curved screen that had once shown a cartoon face, and if you shone a light at it at the right angle, you could still see the ghost of the face burned into the glass: two round eyes and a smile.

    Its lid was still locked. Somewhere inside, for seventy years, it had been carrying somebody's parcel.

    "Morning," said Jory, and patted its lid as he passed.

    A shoal of small silver fish turned in Pike's lamplight all at once, like a single thing changing its mind. An eel slid out of a letterbox and into another. Jory drifted down the middle of the street with his fins barely moving, and the light came down from the surface in thin green shafts and lay across the cobbles like the bars of a gate.

    This was the most beautiful place in Lowmere, he thought, as he often did down here, and nobody in the Noon would ever see it.

    "Number twelve," said Bram's voice in his ear. "Stop sightseeing."

    "I'm not sightseeing. I'm assessing the site."

    "Assess it faster."

    Number twelve was a narrow brick house with a green door and a stone step worn into a dip by a hundred years of feet. The ground floor had been stripped long ago; Pike's lamp picked out pale scars on the walls where copper pipe had been cut away. Jory swam up through a hatch where the stairs had collapsed and found the second-floor door exactly where the deeds said it would be.

    It was sealed. Somebody, before they left, had packed the edges with tar and rags, as if they'd hoped the water would knock politely and go away.

    It took ten minutes with the pry bar. When the door gave, a rush of trapped air burst out past him in a silver cloud and wobbled away up the stairwell towards the light. Then he was inside.

    It was a child's room.

    He hadn't expected that. There was a radio man's desk against one wall, with its rows of old green-crusted boards slotted into racks. But the rest of it was a child's room. A small bed. A shelf of soft toys gone grey and shapeless in the water, like ghosts of themselves. Stars painted on the ceiling, still faintly yellow. On the windowsill, a little tin box with a painted lid.

    Jory floated in the middle of the room and turned slowly round, and for a moment he forgot to breathe.

    He'd been here before.

    Not the way you feel about places that look like other places. More than that. He knew the stars on the ceiling. He knew there would be a crack in the plaster above the bed shaped like a river, and when Pike swung its lamp that way, there it was. He knew the box on the windowsill would play a tune if you wound it, and that the tune went up and then down and then up again, like someone climbing a staircase and changing their mind.

    "Jory," said Bram. "Boards. On the desk. You see them?"

    "I see them."

    He swam to the windowsill and picked up the box instead.

    It was the size of his palm, the paint worn down to the tin: a little dancer on the lid, one leg raised, arms in a circle above her head. He turned it over. There was a key on the bottom. He'd known there would be.

    He was humming. He noticed it the way you notice you've been tapping your foot. A tune, inside the helmet, under his breath. Up, and then down, and then up again.

    He held the music box in his gloved hand and looked out of the drowned window at the drowned street, and thought, very clearly, in a voice that wasn't quite his own:

    She used to wind it for him when he couldn't sleep.

    

    Dark.

    Total dark, and cold, and something heavy across his right leg.

    The display on his visor was blinking red. GILL 0%. RESERVE 04:12. 04:11. 04:10.

    "—Jory. Jory, answer me. Jory, for the love of—"

    "I'm here," he said. His voice came out strange and thick. "Bram. I'm here. Where—"

    "Where? You tell me where! You're on the ground floor! You're in the back of the house, you went through the wall, you—" Bram stopped. When he spoke again his voice had gone very flat and very calm, which was so much worse than shouting. "Listen to me. Your gills are clogged with silt. You're on bottle. You have four minutes. Do you hear me? Four."

    04:02. 04:01.

    Jory moved his head. Nothing. Not dark: silt. He was inside a cloud of it so thick that Pike's lamp, wherever Pike was, couldn't reach him. He held his glove in front of his visor and could not see it. He couldn't tell which way was up. Somewhere above him the house ticked and groaned, shifting its weight.

    He tried to move his leg. It didn't move. Then the pain arrived, late and enormous, a grinding ache in the shin where the bone was taking the load.

    The panic came then, all at once, a hot wave from his stomach to his throat. He heard his own breath go fast and high in the helmet, heard the bottle hiss to keep up with it, saw the numbers jump. 03:40. 03:31.

    "Slow," said Bram. "Slow your breathing. You're burning air. In for four. Out for four. Do it with me. In."

    Jory breathed in.

    "Out."

    He breathed out.

    "Good boy. Again. Now. What's on your leg?"

    He reached down blindly. His hand found wood, slimy and soft on the outside and hard underneath, a beam as thick as his thigh lying across his shin. Above it, more wood, and something that shifted when he touched it and let a fresh billow of silt down over his visor.

    "Beam," he said. "Ceiling's down. I'm wedged."

    "Have you got your bar?"

    He felt for his belt. The pry bar was there. He hadn't lost it. He nearly laughed.

    "Got it."

    "Find the floor under the beam. Get the bar under it, flat end down. Don't heave. Lever. One push, slow, and pull your leg back as it lifts. If the rest comes down, you cover your head. Do it now."

    03:02.

    He did it by touch. Floor: old tiles under a skin of rotten carpet. He worked the bar under the beam beside his knee, set it, felt for the leg of something to lever against and found a brick. He breathed in for four. Out for four.

    He pushed.

    The beam groaned. Above him, something slid with a long, wet grinding sound, and a chunk of plaster thumped down onto his helmet hard enough to make his ears ring. The beam lifted a few centimetres. He dragged his leg back, and it came, scraping, the drysuit tearing at the knee, cold water knifing into the suit, and with it a hot, bright sting where a splinter had opened him. He was free.

    02:20.

    "I'm out. Bram, I'm out, I can't see anything, which way—"

    "I'm sending Pike. Look for the light."

    He looked. Nothing. Brown nothing, everywhere. 02:01. 01:58. Something soft drifted against his visor and away. Weed, or cloth. He decided it was cloth. He thought about the street outside and the delivery robot with its burned-in smile and the woman on the roof pegging out her sheets, and it came to him, quite calmly, that this was a stupid place to die, in a back room, in the dark, holding a music box.

    He was still holding the music box. His left hand had never let go of it.

    There. A smudge. A faint grey-gold smudge in the brown, to his left and a little above.

    He kicked towards it. His fin hit something hard and he kicked again. The smudge brightened, swelled, became a cone of light full of churning silt, and then Pike's nose was right in front of his visor, its lamp blazing in his eyes.

    "Grab the tail," said Bram. "Don't let go. Pike, home."

    Jory grabbed. The drone surged. It dragged him through the dark, banging him off a doorframe, scraping him along a wall, round a corner he didn't remember, through a gap so narrow his gill-pack screeched against the brick. 00:58. 00:51. Then, all at once, the silt fell away behind him and he was out in the street, in the green, with the light coming down in shafts.

    00:40.

    "Don't you bolt," said Bram. "You'll pop your ears. Up with Pike. Steady."

    He went up with Pike. Steady. 00:22. The surface was a silver ceiling. 00:09. The air came thin and metallic, and then it barely came. His lungs were pulling on an empty bottle, and white sparks crawled in at the edges of his sight. He broke into the air beside the Hendrika with nothing left at all, and Bram hauled him over the gunwale by the harness like a sack of mussels and tore his helmet off for him.

    Jory lay on the wet deck and dragged in breath after breath of cold, rainy, diesel-stinking, wonderful air.

    Then he rolled onto his side and retched. Nothing came up but bile; his breakfast was still on the gunwale where he'd left it, cold. His hands had started to shake. He jammed them under his armpits and lay there.

    Across the canal, the old woman had stopped pegging out her sheets. Under the bridge, the grey drone hung exactly where it had been.

    "What time is it?" Jory said.

    "What time is it." Bram sat down heavily on the dive locker. His face was white under his beard. "You went down at ten past nine. It's half past eleven."

    Jory sat up.

    "No," he said. "I was in the room ten minutes. I opened the door, I went in, I picked up the —"

    "Two hours and twenty minutes. You stopped answering me at a quarter to ten." Bram put one big hand flat on the panel housing and began, under his breath, to count. One. Two. Three. He got to eleven before he spoke again. "Show you something."

    He turned the panel round.

    The footage was Pike's, grainy and green. It showed the child's room. It showed Jory's gloved hand reaching for the box on the windowsill. Then Jory turned, slowly, away from the window, and swam out of the door.

    Not like a man who'd lost his senses. He swam steadily and with purpose, music box in hand, back down through the hatch, along the stripped ground floor, past the doorway he'd come in by and on into the back of the house. Twice he stopped, and waited, and tilted his head, the way you wait for somebody behind you to catch up. Then he went on. He ducked under a sagging beam into a small back room, and sat down on the floor with his back against the wall, and put the music box in his lap.

    Pike hung in the doorway, filming. Once it drifted close enough for its lamp to find his visor. Behind the glass his eyes were open, and he was smiling at nothing.

    For an hour and a half, Jory Brask sat in the dark at the bottom of a drowned house and did nothing at all. On the audio, faint, so faint that Bram had to turn the volume all the way up, there was the hiss of the gills, and his slow breathing, and under it something that might have been humming.

    Then the silt from the sagging ceiling began, softly, to fall. Then the beam came down.

    "You were following someone," Bram said quietly. "Weren't you. That's what it looked like. Like there was somebody in front of you, and you knew the way."

    Jory didn't answer. He was looking at the music box. The tin was dented now where he'd gripped it. The little dancer on the lid still had her arms raised in a circle above her head.

    She used to wind it for him when he couldn't sleep.

    Who was she? Who was him? There had only been one bed in that room.

    "That's three times this month," said Bram. "First time ten minutes. Then forty. Now this. Next time it's all your air, and I winch up a dead boy on the end of Pike's line, and then I've got to go and tell your sister." He leaned forward. "You've done seven years. Six nights a week. You're the heaviest seeper I've ever dived with, and I've dived with men who counted their own teeth. Your sister's right. You should quit the Let."

    "My sister's always right," said Jory. "It's the most annoying thing about her."

    He meant it to come out light. It came out tired.

    "I can't quit," he said. "Not yet. Two more years on the tenancy, and if I break it, it's eleven thousand marks. And I won't let Teo pay. She's paid for everything since I was a kid." He shrugged. "Besides. Lark's gran needs her medicine, and Lark's too young to let. Legally."

    Bram snorted at legally. Everybody in the Racks knew about Lark.

    Jory peeled the drysuit down off his leg. The water that ran out of it was pink. The beam had opened a long gash across his knee, and the shin below was already swelling, blue going to black. Bram taped a dressing over it without a word.

    They sat in the rain. After a while Bram winched Pike back onto its cradle, pulled the anchor and started the engine, and the Hendrika puttered off down the canal between the broken-tooth gables with no boards in her hold and no copper either. Under the bridge, as they passed beneath it, the grey drone turned its single lens to follow them.

    It was Bram who spoke, as they came out into the wide water by Kade Market.

    "Eleven went last night," he said. "Did you hear?"

    Jory looked up.

    "Night deaths. Eleven of them, all down the line. They were saying it at the fuel dock." Bram kept his eyes on the water. "They were saying Rack 12 had a vigil this morning and Housekeeping broke it up with screamers. Kept the light on some woman till her nose bled." He touched the brass plug in his ear. "Tallow's saying nothing. Tallow's never said so little."

    The rain ran down the back of Jory's neck. He realised he was holding the music box very tightly again.

    "Anybody we know?" he asked.

    "Didn't hear names."

    Jory nodded slowly. He looked out across the market, where the night shift were eating noodles under striped awnings and the day shift were hurrying past them to work, and he hummed, without meaning to, a tune that went up, and then down, and then up again.

    

    That night, as always, he let in Rack 14.

    It was a better dorm than most. Rack 14 had been rebuilt after a fire twelve years ago, and its pods were newer, white instead of yellowed, with real mattresses and a little shelf for your things and a curtain that actually closed. There was a warden called Oskar who wore a flowered waistcoat and knew everyone's birthday. There was a vending machine in the lobby that sold hot milk with honey. The younger sleepers called it the Hotel.

    At half past ten on Wednesday night Jory queued in the lobby with two hundred others, shuffling forward between the rope barriers, coats steaming, umbrellas dripping. Nobody talked much. Everyone was tired from their day jobs, and the ones who weren't tired were frightened. He could feel it in the queue. People stood a little closer together than usual. Somebody near the front was crying quietly, and her friend had an arm round her, and nobody looked. There were fresh stickers by the turnstiles. TALLOW CARES. TALK TO YOUR WARDEN.

    Eleven went last night.

    At the turnstile, a reader scanned the pip behind his ear. It chimed, and the screen said BRASK, J. — TIER 6 — POD 6-118 — GOOD EVENING. Oskar, perched on his stool by the stairs, waved at him.

    "Jory! You look done in."

    "Long day under, Oskar."

    "Find anything nice?"

    Jory thought of the music box, wrapped in an old shirt in his locker downstairs. "Maybe," he said.

    Pod 6-118 was on the third level, a short climb up the ladder. He kicked off his boots, put his notebook and his grease pencil on the shelf the way he always did, and lay down on his back. Above him, folded flat into the ceiling, the turner waited. He patted it.

    "Night, Arm."

    The turner didn't answer. It never did. He drew the curtain, and the pod closed round him like a shell. Through it he could hear the others settling: the creak of ladders, an old man on the next stack grunting at every rung, a cough, someone murmuring goodnight. Above the ladders the moths were coming out of their wall slots one by one, blue lights winking on, beginning their slow drift along the stacks. Then the soft chime that ran through the whole building, once, like a bell.

    He turned his head on the pillow until the pip behind his left ear touched the contact in the mattress.

    The weave woke.

    It was always the same. A warmth first, behind his ear, spreading slowly down his neck and up across his scalp, like someone pouring warm water through his hair. Then the pull. People who'd never let always asked what the pull was like, and Jory had never found a good answer. It was like falling backwards into a pool in the dark, except that the pool was inside you. It was like being very gently picked up. You felt yourself go, and you couldn't stop it, and after seven years you didn't want to.

    Lie down, lie down, and let the dark.

    The grey came up and took him.

    For nine hours there should have been nothing. That was what grey sleep was. Not dreaming. Not darkness, even. Just grey, a flat soft absence, and then the morning chime and your hips aching and sixty marks in your account. Jory had done it more than two thousand times. He knew how it went.

    This time, for a moment, he was somewhere.

    He was standing in a corridor.

    It was long, and dim, and it went on further than he could see. The floor was bare boards. The walls were papered in a faded pattern that might have been leaves. On both sides, all the way down, there were doors, doors of every kind: painted doors and plain ones, doors with brass knobs and doors with latches, a door with a cat flap, a door with a sticker of a cartoon fish. Some were shut. Some stood ajar with light round their edges, warm yellow light, and behind them he could hear things. Voices, murmuring. A tap running. Someone laughing in another room. A music box, very faintly, playing a tune that went up, and down, and up.

    The air smelled of rain.

    Jory stood in the corridor in his socks and wasn't afraid at all. He felt, if anything, as if he'd come home late and didn't want to wake anybody.

    At the far end of the corridor, very far away, one door stood wide open. The light from it was brighter than the rest.

    "Jory."

    The voice came from everywhere. It came from behind all the doors at once. It was a man's voice and a woman's, an old voice and a child's, and none of them, all laid one on top of another like pages in a book, and it said his name the way you'd say the name of someone you'd been waiting up for.

    It was kind. That was the thing he remembered afterwards. It was the kindest voice he'd ever heard.

    "Who's there?" he said.

    Then the grey came back and closed over him like water.

    

    The morning chime woke him at six.

    He lay for a moment with his eyes shut, feeling the ache in his hips, the stiffness in his neck, the hot throb of his knee under Bram's tape, and the faint, fading warmth behind his ear. Sixty marks. Thursday. Somewhere below, Oskar was singing something tuneless as he unlocked the lobby. The building creaked and coughed as two hundred people on tier six began to wake.

    Jory opened his eyes.

    His hands were black.

    He held them up in the grey light of the pod. His fingertips, both thumbs, the sides of both palms, were smeared with grease pencil, the waterproof kind divers use for writing on their slates. The pencil was lying on his chest. It had been sharp last night. It was a stub now.

    Slowly, he looked up.

    The ceiling of the pod was white, and close, and he'd stared at it every morning for seven years without seeing anything there but the folded turner and a small brown water stain shaped like a rabbit.

    The rabbit was gone. Covering it, covering almost the whole ceiling from edge to edge, was a single spiral.

    It was enormous, and perfect. Its line was so even it looked printed. It wound inward, round and round and round, each turn a little tighter than the last, so smoothly that his eye slid along it without wanting to and was carried in, and in, and in, towards the centre.

    And at the centre, where the line should have shrunk to nothing, it didn't. It stopped, very neatly, and became something else.

    A door. A tiny drawing of a door, no bigger than his thumbnail, with a little round knob and a line of light along one edge.

    It was standing slightly open.

  
    Chapter 4: Noodles at Auntie Sri's

    Kade Market came alive at seven, when the Racks woke up for the second time.

    The first waking was at six in the morning, when the dorms emptied and the night shift went to their day jobs. The second was in the evening, when the day jobs ended and six million people had three or four hours to be themselves before they lay down and let again. They came to Kade to spend those hours. The market ran for a kilometre along both banks of the main Racks canal, stalls packed so tight under their striped awnings that you could walk the whole way without feeling rain, and the canal between them was solid with boats selling things off their decks: kelp, eels, batteries, second-hand boots, prayers.

    Most of it was the future, cheap and slightly broken. Used glints floated in saucers of saline, sold singly, because people lost them singly. One stall sold only bruise cream, for the marks a turner's hands left on your hip after a few thousand nights. Under a sign that said NUMBERS, an old woman bought seep at a coin a line, whatever digits you had woken up muttering, and sold them on as lottery picks. It was the only luck most of the Racks ever got, and it came out of their own heads.

    Teo had grown up here. She still knew which stall sold real onions and which sold the cultured kind dyed brown, and which boats would sell you a stolen glint and which would sell you a glint that would steal from you. She knew which corners families parked their vacants on for the evening, on folding chairs, because a vacant left alone at home would walk out of an open door and keep walking. There was one by the eel boats tonight, an old man in a clean collar, saying good evening to everyone who passed in the same pleasant voice, every time.

    Prices floated above the stalls in soft green figures that only people with glints could see. Delivery drones zipped low over the water with paper bags swinging from their claws. On a boat moored in the middle of the canal, a busker in a coat made of old cable was playing a battered accordion, and anyone wearing glints could see his music too, rising off the keys in slow coloured shapes that drifted out over the crowd and popped against the awnings like soap bubbles. Children who couldn't afford glints watched the grown-ups watching, and danced anyway.

    Auntie Sri's stall was halfway along the east bank, under a green awning patched so many times it was more patch than awning. It had six stools, a steel counter, a battered induction range and three enormous pots, and it had been there, as far as Teo knew, since before the Sunstroke. Auntie Sri was four foot ten and somewhere between seventy and a hundred. She pulled noodles by hand, slapping the dough on the counter and stretching it between her fists until it divided and divided and became a hundred fine threads. A stall down the bank had bought a robot arm to do it. Auntie Sri said machines couldn't feel dough.

    "Miss Fellow," she said, when Teo sat down. "You look terrible."

    "Everyone keeps telling me."

    "Everyone is correct. You want the eel?"

    "Two eel. Jory's coming."

    "Three eel," said Auntie Sri, without looking up. "He's bringing the little one."

    Teo didn't ask how she knew. Auntie Sri always knew.

    

    She had spent Thursday being an adjuster, because there was nothing else to do.

    Desmond had sent her two files in the morning, both easy. An old man in Rack 31 who had let for forty years and whose heart had simply stopped, the way old hearts did. A woman in Rack 5 who'd had a stroke, with a scan from three years ago that said it was coming. Teo had gone to both. She had stood in both corridors under the moths and the hum, and checked both pips, and read both files, and looked at both ceilings. Both ceilings had been bare. She'd ruled both deaths natural, because they were.

    In between, she'd tried to read the chip.

    The reader in her flat had swallowed it, thought about it for a while, and then lit up red. RECALLED DEVICE FORMAT. REPORT TO TALLOW SECURITY? YES / NO. Teo had ripped the reader's cable out of the wall so fast she'd cut her thumb on the plug. The chip was now wrapped in a twist of foil and buried in the soil of her basil plant, which was the only hiding place she could think of that nobody would ever look in, because nobody had ever looked at her basil plant except her.

    She needed an old reader. One that didn't ask questions or talk to anybody. She didn't know where to get one, and the people who would know were the kind of people adjusters weren't supposed to know.

    She was turning that over, and the chopsticks in her hand, when a voice behind her bellowed "Teddy!" across half of Kade Market, and every head at the stall turned round.

    "Don't," she said, "call me that in public," and was lifted bodily off her stool.

    Jory hugged the way he did everything, with his whole body. He smelled of canal water and diesel and the cheap orange soap from the diving sheds. He put her down, grinning, and kissed the top of her head, which he'd been able to do since he was fifteen and had never once stopped finding funny.

    "You look terrible," he said.

    "So I hear."

    He swung onto the stool next to her. He was limping. She noticed it and filed it and said nothing yet.

    Behind him, a child climbed onto the third stool, sat on her heels on top of it like a cat on a fence, and looked at Teo with open suspicion.

    She was twelve or so, small for it and wiry, in a man's waxed jacket with the sleeves rolled up four times. Her head was shaved close. She had a gap between her front teeth wide enough to post a coin through, and her nails were black, and she was eating a stolen peach, the real kind, with enormous satisfaction.

    Behind her left ear, under the stubble, was a small silver pip. The skin round it was shiny and puckered: a cheap fitting, done fast, in a head that was still growing.

    Teo looked at it, and something cold and still opened up in the middle of her chest.

    "This is Lark," said Jory. "Lark, this is my sister."

    "The undertaker," said Lark.

    "Adjuster."

    "Same thing, Jory says."

    "I've never said that," said Jory.

    "You said it in your sleep." Lark took a large bite of peach. "You talk in your sleep all the time. You said, my sister's an undertaker and she's got a stick up her arse the size of the Lamp."

    Auntie Sri, at the range, made a noise like a kettle.

    "I did not," said Jory, "say that in my sleep."

    "No," Lark agreed. "You said it awake. On the boat. Bram laughed."

    Teo found, to her own surprise, that she was laughing too. It came out of her rusty and short, like something she'd forgotten how to do. Lark looked pleased with herself and took another bite of the peach. Juice ran down her wrist.

    The pip behind her ear caught the light of the busker's floating music, and gleamed.

    

    Three bowls of eel noodles arrived, steaming, glossy, and Lark ate with one arm curled round her bowl, guarding it, and didn't look up until it was half gone. Teo knew that arm. She had eaten that way herself, at Lark's age.

    "How old are you, Lark?"

    "Twelve and three-quarters."

    "When were you woven?"

    Lark's chopsticks stopped. She looked at Jory. Jory looked at his noodles.

    "Teddy," he said quietly. "Don't."

    "Legal age is sixteen."

    "I know what the legal age is."

    "I'm asking because I want to know who did it."

    "A man called Kroes," said Lark, before Jory could stop her. She said it with a kind of defiant pride, the way kids say the names of bad things they've survived. "He's a broker. He does kids for some firm that does sleep for Tallow. Kids are better at it, he says. Kids' heads are softer. You do two nights a week in his dorm in Rack 38, and he pays you forty, and that's twenty more than my gran gets for cleaning." She shrugged. "I was ten. It didn't hurt much. Just the bit where they go in."

    She touched the pip behind her ear, absently, the way Teo touched her scar.

    Teo set her chopsticks down very carefully on the side of her bowl.

    She had heard of brokers. Every adjuster had. Tallow's official position was that child weaving did not happen, could not happen, had been made impossible by intake checks and annual reviews. When a child died in a dorm, which happened perhaps twice a year, the file always said the child had been visiting a parent and had fallen asleep in the wrong pod. Teo had ruled on two of those herself. She had ticked the box. Ninety seconds. One had been a girl of eleven on the ninth tier, with her shoes still on. Teo had not looked behind her ear. She had been careful not to.

    "Does your gran know?"

    "Oma Bep's going vacant," said Lark, in the same flat voice. "She knows some days."

    "Lark's gran lets in Rack 14 too," said Jory. "On my tier. Forty years. She gets her medicine from the clinic, but the clinic only does the cheap one, so we—" He stopped.

    "So you pay for the good one," said Teo. "You and Lark. Between you."

    Jory shrugged.

    Overhead, one of the long grey Housekeeping drones came down the canal at roof height. Queues open at ten. Late arrival forfeits the night. Tallow cares. It had a kind woman's voice. Nobody looked up. The noise of the market dipped under it, stall by stall, and the busker stopped playing. Lark pulled her collar up over her pip and held it there. Teo had once seen one of those drones drop onto a boy who had thrown a bottle at it. He had gone into the canal with both hands over his ears and blood running out between his fingers.

    When it had passed, the busker's music drifted over them again, a slow blue shape like a jellyfish, and burst against Auntie Sri's awning in a shower of silent sparks. Lark watched it go with her mouth slightly open. She had glints; Teo could see the faint shine of them on her eyes. A child who let two nights a week could afford glints. That was the arithmetic of the Racks.

    "Your knee," Teo said to her brother.

    "What about it?"

    "You're limping."

    "Caught it on a beam. It's nothing." He hitched up his trouser leg to prove it. The leg was purple-black from the kneecap down, the gash across the knee sealed with diver's glue that had cracked when he walked.

    "What beam?"

    He told her. He told it lightly, as a joke: a story about a drowned house and a collapsed ceiling and Pike towing him out like a dog dragging a stick, and he did Bram's voice, don't you bolt, boy, and Lark laughed with her mouth full. He left out the time. Teo heard him leave it out. She had spent nine years listening to people tell her the version of a night that didn't cost them money, and she could hear a gap in a story the way a diver can feel a current.

    "How long were you down?" she said.

    Jory ate a noodle.

    "Jory."

    "Two hours twenty."

    "On a ninety-minute dive."

    "The gills were fine until the ceiling came down."

    "How did you lose an hour?"

    He didn't answer. Lark had stopped eating. She was looking from one of them to the other with her chopsticks frozen in the air.

    "Quit," said Teo.

    "Teddy."

    "Quit the Let. Tonight. Don't go in."

    "And pay the penalty with what?"

    "With me. I've got eight thousand four hundred marks saved. I'll borrow the rest. Desmond will advance me against my salary, he owes me, he'd—" She thought of Desmond's smile. Long-haul eligibility. "I'll find it. I'll find the whole eleven thousand by the end of the week."

    "No."

    "Jory—"

    "No." He put his bowl down. When he looked at her, the laughter had gone out of his face, and underneath it was something she hadn't seen there before, or hadn't wanted to see. "You've been paying for me since I was five years old. You paid for my school shoes. You paid for my school. You paid for my diving ticket, and the first suit, and the second suit when I grew out of the first one. After Mam went, you let for three years so we could eat, and then you went to university and came back and paid for everything else." He spread his black-stained hands on the steel counter. "I'm twenty-three. Let me pay for something. Just one thing. Let me pay for my own bloody sleep."

    Teo opened her mouth, and found she didn't have anything to say.

    "Besides," said Jory, more quietly, "who'd pay for Oma Bep?"

    "I could—"

    "You could. And then you'd be paying for her too, and for Lark, and you'd let yourself again by Christmas." He tried to smile. "I'm all right, Teddy. Honestly. It's just seep. Everyone gets something."

    

    After that they talked about other things, the way you put a lid on a pot.

    Jory told her about the music box he'd brought up from the drowned house, and how it played a tune he somehow knew. Lark told her about a fight on a skiff at the fuel dock, with considerable violence and sound effects. Auntie Sri refilled their bowls without asking and refused to take Teo's money for the second round, as she always did, and Teo left it on the counter anyway, as she always did, and Auntie Sri would give it to the next kid who came by with no money, as she always did.

    While they talked, Jory drew.

    He did it without noticing, as other people bite their nails. He'd taken a small waterproof notebook out of his jacket and laid it on the counter beside his bowl, and his grease pencil moved across the page while he talked, while he ate, while he laughed. Lark leaned over to watch. Teo watched too, pretending not to.

    Spirals.

    Page after page of them. He flipped back to find a clean page and she saw them go by: spirals in rows, spirals inside spirals, spirals that wove together into patterns like the grain of wood. Some pages were so dense the paper had gone shiny with wax. On one page, near the front, there was a single enormous spiral that filled it from edge to edge, and at its centre, where the line should have shrunk to nothing, a tiny door, standing slightly open.

    "What's that one?" Teo said. Her voice came out almost normal.

    "Oh. That." Jory turned back to it. "I woke up with that on my pod ceiling this morning. The whole ceiling. Must have done it in my sleep." He laughed. "Oskar's going to make me scrub it off. I copied it first. Seemed a shame."

    Teo looked at the door at the heart of the spiral, a thumbnail-sized door with a line of light along one edge, and thought about a ceiling in Rack 9, and eleven great spirals, and a chip wrapped in foil at the bottom of a pot of basil.

    It's just seep, she thought. Everyone gets something.

    "It's nothing," she said aloud. "It's seep. It's nothing."

    It was the first lie she had ever told him that she knew, as she said it, he would one day find out.

    "That's what I said," said Jory, cheerfully, and turned to a clean page.

    Lark was looking at Teo. Not at her face; at her ear. At the scar behind it. Her eyes were narrow and thoughtful, and for a moment she looked much older than twelve and three-quarters.

    "Don't count his rooms," she sang, under her breath, to nobody. "Don't learn his name."

    "Lark," said Jory mildly.

    "What? It's just a song."

    

    It was nearly nine. Jory had to be in the queue at Rack 14 by half past ten. The market was changing round them, as it did every night: the cooking smells giving way to the smell of wet canvas being rolled up, the crowds thinning towards the dorms, the busker packing his accordion away and his last coloured shapes fading over the water. Across the canal, the cloud-screen had switched to its night message. SLEEP WELL, LOWMERE.

    Under the cloud-screen, under the awning of the footbridge at the end of the market, something small and grey was hanging motionless in the air.

    Teo saw it the way you see a wasp on the rim of your glass: all at once, and with your whole body. A drone the size of a loaf of bread. Four rotors. A single dark lens. Grey. When she moved her head, the lens moved with her, a few degrees, and stopped.

    Jory saw her see it. He turned on his stool, followed her gaze, and waved.

    "Oh, that's my friend," he said. "Follows me everywhere now. Bram says it sat on his mooring all night like a gull." He waved again. The drone did not wave back. "It's a bit sad, really. I think it's lonely."

    "How long has it been following you?"

    "Since Tuesday." He shrugged. "Bram thinks it's Housekeeping. I said Housekeeping doesn't follow salvagers, we're not interesting enough." He grinned at her. "I've decided it's a fan."

    Since Tuesday.

    Teo made herself look away from the drone. She made herself pick up her chopsticks again, and eat a last mouthful of cold noodles, and put the chopsticks down. Her hands were steady. She was very good at keeping her hands steady.

    She had promised herself on the Line that morning that she wouldn't ask him. That she'd keep him out of it. That whatever was happening in the Racks at fourteen minutes past three, it would happen without her little brother's name anywhere near it.

    She asked anyway.

    "Jory. Did you ever know a boy called Danny Vos?"

    His face lit up at once. "Danny! Yeah. Skinny, big nose? He dived with us a few times last summer when Bram needed a second hand. Rubbish at it. Kept stopping to look at fish." He laughed. "I liked him. He drew snails too. We used to compare." Then he saw her face, and the laugh went out of him. "Why?"

    There was no good way to say it. In nine years she had never found one.

    "He died on Tuesday night," she said. "In his pod, in Rack 9. I was the adjuster."

    Jory didn't say anything. Beside him, Lark put down her chopsticks.

    The last of the busker's music drifted over the water and broke against the awning, a small pale shape, a few silent sparks. Auntie Sri, at the range, had gone very quiet. Across the canal the grey drone hung under the bridge and watched them with its single eye.

    "He told me something," Jory said at last. His voice had gone small. "Last time I saw him. On the boat, end of the summer. I thought he was joking. He used to joke like that."

    "What did he say?"

    Jory looked down at the open notebook, at the spiral with the door at its heart.

    "He said the Roomer was coming to get us out."

  
    Chapter 5: Marit Vos

    On Friday morning Teo took her glints out.

    She stood at the window of her flat on the sixty-first floor of Kanaalstraat Tower with the little case open in her palm, and pinched one lens off each eye, and the city went quiet.

    It was always a shock. You forgot how much of the world the glints painted for you. The weather figure in the corner of the window vanished. The name tags over the neighbours' doors vanished. The building's map, the delivery notices, the friendly gold arrow that showed you the quickest way to the Line: gone. Down on the skybridge the shop signs went blank, and the prices hanging over the market stalls disappeared, and suddenly it was just a lot of people in coats, walking in the rain, under a grey sky with words projected on it.

    It also meant Tallow couldn't see where she went. Not easily. Not unless something looked at her face.

    She dug the chip out of the basil pot, checked it was still wrapped, and put it back. Then she put Danny Vos's file in her head, because she couldn't carry it anywhere else, and went down to the Line. Without glints the ticket gate didn't know her. She fed it coins, and it took them after a long, offended pause.

    The next of kin was listed as Marit Vos, Rack 9 Steam Laundry.

    

    Every dorm in Lowmere had a laundry in its basement, because every night six thousand people sweated into six thousand sets of sheets. Rack 9's was as long as a Line platform and as hot as a kitchen. Steam hung under its ceiling in a low white cloud. Drum washers taller than Teo turned in rows, each holding a tonne of linen, groaning and sloshing. Down the middle ran a line of folding machines, long and spidery, that caught clean sheets out of the air with a dozen jointed arms and snapped them into perfect squares faster than the eye could follow. The noise was enormous. The workers wore ear cups and rubber aprons and moved through the steam like people wading.

    The dirty sheets came down the chutes from the dorm above in damp grey drifts. The long-haulers' sheets came separately, in yellow bags, stained brown where their sores had wept through the dressings.

    Marit Vos was feeding a washer at the far end. Teo knew her at once, though she'd never seen her face. She had her son's nose.

    She was fifty or so, broad, with forearms like a stevedore's and hands boiled red to the wrist. When she saw Teo coming through the steam, she straightened up slowly and wiped her hands on her apron, and her face did nothing at all.

    "Undertaker," she said. She had to shout it over the machines.

    Teo didn't correct her.

    "Come to tell me his heart was bad?"

    "No," said Teo. "I came to tell you I don't think it was."

    Marit Vos looked at her for a long time. Then she pulled off her ear cups, hung them on the washer's handle, and jerked her head towards a door at the back.

    

    The door opened onto the loading dock, a concrete shelf at the back of Rack 9 where the dorm met the canal. It was where the dirty linen came in from other dorms on barges and the clean linen went out, and where, Teo supposed, other things came and went too. A broad roller door stood half open. Rain fell past it in sheets. Two workers were smoking in its shelter and left when they saw Marit's face.

    Marit didn't smoke. She stood with her red hands in her apron pocket and looked at the rain.

    "They give you one day," she said. "Compassionate. I had mine Wednesday, and on Thursday they sent him home." She took a hand out of her pocket and showed Teo how big it was: about the size of a brick. "Grey. Sticker on the lid. TALLOW CARES. I never saw him. Housekeeping had him at the clinic, and then he was ash, and nobody asked me."

    Her hand went back into the pocket.

    "He was letting to pay off my penalty," she said. "I got sacked off the Let at forty-five. Said I was thinning. I wasn't thinning, I was tired. But they said thinning, so I owed them the rest of my tenancy, nine thousand marks. Danny said he'd let it off. Four years, he said, Mam, and then we're clear." She breathed out. "He'd done two. So now it's mine again, the half he didn't finish. That letter came the same day as the box."

    "I'm sorry."

    "Everyone's sorry. There's a letter in my flat from the lady herself saying how sorry she is." Marit's mouth twisted. "Gold edges. Says I'll get a pension. Every month, for life. For him." She shook her head slowly. "They'll pay me for him every month. Like rent."

    So the pensions were real. Teo didn't know what to do with that, so she put it away. The other letter she didn't need to see. She had sealed the rulings that sent out letters like it, a thousand times, and never once read one to the end.

    "The clinic says he had a bad heart."

    "The clinic can kiss my arse. He never had a bad heart. He swam the canals for a bet when he was fourteen, in February, and came out laughing." Marit turned to look at her. Her eyes were red-rimmed and very hard. "Two days before. Monday. A nurse came round his pod at shift change. Not one of ours, not from the Rack 9 clinic. A nurse in white, with a little silver thing she held up to his chest. Did his heart, Danny said. Then she told him he'd been picked."

    "Picked for what?"

    "A better contract. Special. She called it a Hearth contract." Marit said the word carefully, as if it might break. "Private pod. Triple pay. Somewhere under the Lamp. He'd be moving next week, she said, and he'd have his own room and real sheets, and his debt would be paid off in eight months instead of two years." Her voice cracked and recovered. "He came down here on his break and lifted me off my feet. Off my feet. In front of everyone."

    The rain hammered on the roller door. Out on the canal, a barge went by loaded with grey bundles of sheets.

    "And then on Monday night," Marit said, "he came to my flat. Late. He never came that late. He'd been funny all evening. Quiet. He gave me this."

    She took her hand out of her apron pocket.

    It was a notebook. A small, cheap one, the kind sold at every stall in Kade Market, with a soft cover gone wavy from damp. She held it out, and when Teo didn't take it at once, she pushed it into Teo's hands.

    "He said, keep this for me, Mam. Don't let anybody take it. And if anything happens, give it to somebody who'll read it." Marit looked away. "I can't read it. It's numbers. And Housekeeping came on Wednesday and took everything out of his locker and asked me very nicely if he'd left anything with me, and I said no. I said no to their faces." Her chin came up. "You're the first one who's come asking. So you're it, undertaker. You read it."

    Teo opened the notebook.

    Numbers. Pages and pages of them, written in a careful, cramped hand, in groups of digits like a code: 3-12-0207 / 3-12-0211 / 3-14-6131 / 3-14-6140. Columns and columns. Here and there, between the columns, the rhyme, written out over and over in the same cramped hand, as if he'd been trying to remember it or trying to stop: lie down lie down and let the dark lie down lie down. And on some pages, small, in the corners, the same perfect spirals she'd seen on his ceiling.

    One group of numbers repeated more than any other. She saw it on almost every page, sometimes ringed, sometimes underlined twice.

    031407.

    Teo stood on the loading dock with the rain blowing in under the roller door and felt the floor go very slightly out of true beneath her, as if she were standing on a boat.

    On the last page, alone, in capital letters pressed so hard they had nearly torn the paper, Danny Vos had written:

    THE ROOMER IS COMING.

    "What does it mean?" said Marit.

    "I don't know yet." Teo closed the notebook and put it inside her coat, against her ribs. "But I'm going to find out. I promise you that."

    She had never in nine years promised anything to a family. It was the first rule they taught you. She said it anyway, and found that she meant it.

    "His pod," she said. "C-7-214. Is it still there?"

    Marit laughed: one short, ugly sound.

    "Go and look," she said.

    

    She went up the service stairs, so she wouldn't have to pass the warden's desk. Through the little window in the lobby door she'd seen a young man sitting there whom she didn't know, in a fresh Tallow tabard, eating a pastry. No cardigan. No Petra Lind.

    In the daytime Rack 9 was a different building.

    The night shift had gone, and the pods stood open and empty, twelve high, curtains pulled back, like a hive after the bees have left. Mattresses lay bare where the folding machines would bring fresh sheets at dusk. The turners hung folded in their ceilings. Without the hum of six thousand sleeping minds the building was eerily quiet, and every sound carried: the drip of a leak somewhere, the tick of cooling pipes, her own footsteps on the metal stair. Only the long-haulers were still there, under their clear lids on the lower levels, still and pale and breathing slowly, their pips ticking blue. A few moths drifted between them on low power, their lights dimmed to a sleepy glow.

    On the tier-five landing a trolley stood waiting for the service lift. On it lay a long shape under a grey sheet, one bare foot sticking out at the end, yellow at the heel, with a tag clipped to the big toe that blinked a slow green. A long-hauler, probably, who had stopped somewhere in the second night and been found at the morning count. It would be on somebody's desk in Claims by noon. Ninety seconds. Teo went past it without reading the tag, and hated how easy that was.

    Tier seven. Row C.

    She came round the corner of the stack and stopped.

    The pods were gone.

    Not just Danny's. A whole section of the honeycomb, four pods wide and four high, had been taken out of the wall, and the space where they'd been was a raw square hole with fresh bolts at its edges and the bare concrete showing behind. Across the corridor, the same: Hatice Demir's pod, and the pods around it, gone. The floor beneath had been scrubbed so clean it shone. The air smelled sharply of something chemical, and under that, faintly, of burnt plastic.

    The ceiling, the eleven spirals, the grease pencil, the boy. It was as if none of it had ever happened.

    Further down the corridor, round the next stack, a light was moving. Purple. Ultraviolet. And voices.

    Teo should have gone back down the stairs. She knew that afterwards. She stood and listened instead, and she heard a woman's voice she recognised, flat and unhurried, say, "Every surface. Ladders as well. He drew on the ladders."

    Supervisor Kalff.

    Teo turned to go.

    A moth was hanging in the air a metre from her face.

    She hadn't heard it come. It hung there at eye level, its sleepy glow brightening as it looked at her. Without her glints, Teo realised, she had no tag, no ID floating above her for it to read. So it was reading the only thing left. Her face. Its light slid over her cheekbones, her mouth, the chipped tooth, the scar behind her ear.

    It went amber.

    And all down the corridor, in the dim daytime quiet of Rack 9, every other moth went amber with it.

    

    They came at her in a swarm.

    Not to hurt her. Moths couldn't hurt anyone. They came to see, dozens of them, out of every gap in the stacks, a whirling cloud of amber lights and soft whirring rotors that closed round her head and hung there, flashing, flashing, so close she could feel the wind of them on her eyelids. She swatted at them. They swirled away and came back. She couldn't see. She heard boots, running, and Kalff's voice, no longer unhurried at all:

    "Brask! Stay where you are!"

    Teo ran.

    She ran blind through the cloud of moths, one arm over her eyes, and hit a ladder, and grabbed it, and climbed. Pod levels went past her in a blur: three, four, five, empty mattresses, folded turners. The moths came with her, flashing, a storm of amber round her head. Below her, a greycoat reached the foot of the ladder and started up.

    Level twelve. The top of the stack. Above it, a gap of a metre and then the ceiling, and in the ceiling, a long dark slot where the rail ran.

    Every turner in every pod had to be serviced, and the machines that serviced them ran along a track above the stacks, in a crawlspace no taller than a coffin. Teo had seen the service hatches on a hundred inspections. She'd never been inside one.

    She pulled herself up into it.

    It was dark and narrow and full of dust, a steel channel with the rail running down its middle and cables bundled along both sides. She went along it on her elbows and knees, fast, banging her head on brackets, the notebook digging into her ribs. One bracket split her eyebrow open, and blood ran warm into her left eye. The moths didn't follow; they were made for corridors, not crawlspaces. She heard them whirring and bumping at the opening behind her like moths at a lit window.

    Then a different sound. A short, flat crack.

    Something hit her left arm just above the elbow, and her arm went to ice.

    Not cold. Ice. As if every muscle from her shoulder to her fingertips had been flash-frozen at once. Her arm locked straight and stopped being hers. Her hand clenched into a claw she couldn't open. She fell onto her side in the channel with a cry she couldn't help, her teeth snapping shut on her tongue, and the pain came a half-second later, a deep, white, burning ache, like plunging her arm into a bucket of snow and holding it there.

    Stiller.

    Behind her, in the mouth of the slot, a greycoat was lying on his stomach with the black thing in his hand, aiming down the channel at her again.

    Teo rolled behind a bundle of cables, and the second shot cracked into the steel where her head had been, and the metal rang.

    She went on. One arm. Dragging herself on her right elbow and her knees, her dead left arm scraping along beside her like a branch. Ahead, something was coming down the rail towards her: a squat, many-legged maintenance machine, a rail crab, its little lamps blinking, moving with the patient unconcern of a thing that had never once in its life met anything in its way. The channel was too narrow to pass it. It would push her back towards the stiller.

    And between her and the crab, set into the floor of the channel, was a square hatch with a faded stencil on it.

    LINEN. NO PERSONS.

    She got her good hand under the handle and pulled, and the hatch fell open on blackness and a smell of warm, damp cotton, and she went headfirst into it before she had time to be afraid.

    

    The chute was a smooth plastic tube, steep as a cliff, polished by forty years of falling sheets.

    She fell through the dark with her stiff arm clamped to her side and her good arm over her face. The tube banged and curved and dropped. She slid on her back, then her side, then her stomach, picking up speed, the air roaring. Her frozen arm struck a bend, and for a moment the pain was all there was. Light flickered past, the grey squares of floor hatches, one for every tier, twelve, eleven, ten, too fast to count, and for once in her life she didn't try.

    Then the tube spat her out into heat and white and an enormous softness.

    She had landed in a laundry cart the size of a small boat, full to the brim with dirty sheets. They smelled of six thousand strangers' sleep. She lay in them on her back, gasping, staring up at the white cloud of steam under the basement ceiling, and her left arm began, slowly and agonisingly, to thaw. Pins and needles, then knives. Her mouth was full of the taste of copper. She spat, and it went pink on somebody's pillowcase.

    A face appeared over the rim of the cart. Red cheeks. Danny's nose.

    Marit Vos looked down at her for a moment without expression, at the blood on her face and the arm she couldn't bend. "Heard them shouting on the stairs," she said. "Thought it might be you." Then she pulled an armful of dirty sheets over Teo's head, quite gently, like tucking in a child.

    "Don't move," she said, "and don't sneeze."

    The cart began to roll.

    

    Teo lay under the sheets and listened.

    She heard the roar of the drum washers fade behind her, and a door bang, and the noise change to the hollow, rain-loud echo of the loading dock. The cart stopped. Marit's footsteps went away. Somewhere above, very faint, boots were running on metal, and somebody was shouting. Then that faded too.

    Her arm had stopped screaming and settled into a deep, sick ache. She could move her fingers. She curled them, one by one, under the sheets, and counted them. Five. Good.

    There was a gap between two sheets near her face, and through it, through the slats of the cart, she could see out across the dock.

    The roller door was all the way up now. A barge had pulled in against the dock: not a linen barge. A long, low, grey Housekeeping transport with a closed hold and no markings at all. Its ramp was down. And coming out of the service lift at the back of the dock, one after another, gliding on little powered trolleys, were pods.

    Whole pods. Clear-lidded ones. Long-haul pods.

    They still had their sleepers in them.

    Teo could see the pips glowing through the lids, blue, steady, alive. She could see the nutrient bags swinging from their hooks and the tubes running down into the crooks of thin arms. A man's hand lay flat against the inside of his lid, fingers spread, where the last turn had left it. One, two, five, eight pods, rolling down the ramp into the dark of the barge's hold while the rain hammered on the dock roof and nobody said a word.

    At the foot of the ramp, in a long grey coat, with the rain running off his crew cut and his paper notebook open in his hand, stood Augustin Grau.

    He looked at every pod as it went past. He looked into every face. Each time, he made a small mark in his notebook with his pencil. He looked, Teo thought, like a man reading names on a war memorial.

    The ninth pod rolled out of the lift.

    Under its clear lid lay a girl of about seventeen, with cracked lips and her hair spread out on the pillow, breathing slow and deep. She was alive. She was asleep. And on the inside of her lid, smudged now but still bright, was a smiling sun drawn in lipstick, backwards, so that she would see it the right way round when she woke.

    Grau looked at her for a long moment. He made his mark. Then he lifted his hand, and the pod rolled up the ramp into the dark, and the hatch of the hold came down behind it with a long, slow, hydraulic sigh, like somebody falling asleep.

  
    Chapter 6: The Garden

    Augustin Grau had not slept for nineteen years, and on the nights when it pressed on him, he walked the Bulwark.

    Friday was one of those nights. At twenty to midnight he came up the maintenance stairs at Gate 31 into a wind that leaned on him like a crowd, and set off north along the top of the wall.

    The Bulwark was ninety kilometres long and forty metres high, and from up here you could see what it was for. On his left, the North Sea: black, enormous, heaving in long slow ridges that came out of the dark and broke against the wall's foot with a sound like distant artillery. The wind tore the tops off the waves and flung them at him, and the walkway ran with salt water. On his right, far below the level of the sea, lay Lowmere. The Racks first, mile after mile of them, every window lit the same soft blue. Then the towers of Glasswork, glittering. Then the cloud, and above the cloud the white glow of the Noon, and in the middle of the glow, brightest of all, the Lamp.

    The sea on one side, six million sleepers on the other, and between them this: a wall of concrete and steel and pumps and gates, and the arithmetic that ran it every night through the sleepers' heads. Grau had always thought it the most honest view in the city. It showed you exactly how close everything was to drowning.

    He walked with his hands in his coat pockets and his collar up, and he counted gates. Gate 31. Gate 32. Each one had a pump house jutting from the wall's face, black and windowless, and inside each pump house, the pumps turned all night with a slow deep thud, like the hearts of whales.

    People asked him, sometimes, what it was like not to sleep. He gave them a polite answer. The true answer was that it was like this. Like walking a wall in the dark, forever, between two things that wanted in.

    The mind didn't rest. That was what they didn't tell you when they put the Vigil threads in. The body could be made not to need sleep; the mind still wanted it, every minute, an ache behind the eyes that never once let go, and when it didn't get it, it went on wanting, quietly, for years. In the first year he had lain down every night from habit and watched the ceiling until morning. Nobody had warned him how long a night was when you were there for all of it. By the second year he had stopped bothering to close his eyes. Behind the lids it was only dark, and he was still there in it. So you built a scaffolding of small habits and hung your hours on it. Walk the wall. Eat at three. Write it down. Write everything down, on paper, because paper did not change after you had looked away.

    At Gate 34 he stopped.

    There was somebody standing on the parapet ahead of him. A figure in white, motionless, its back to him, looking out at the sea.

    Grau blinked. The figure was gone. There was only the parapet, wet and empty, streaming in the wind.

    He stood for a while with his hands in his pockets. Then he took out his notebook, sheltered it inside his coat, and wrote in pencil: 30 Oct. 23:58. Gate 34. White figure. 2 seconds. It was the fourth this month.

    They called it the white noon. Every long-term Wakeful got it in the end. The doctors said it was harmless. The doctors were Wakeful too.

    He put the notebook away and walked back towards the stairs.

    

    In the summer of '63, when Augustin Grau was twenty-two and a corporal in the Bulwark Guard, the wall had failed at Hoek.

    Not much. A forty-metre section, a gate seized in a storm. But forty metres was enough. The sea came through at three in the morning and filled the low ground behind it in eleven minutes, and the low ground behind it was Rack 2.

    The dorm had held six thousand sleepers. It was a night shift. Nobody woke them, because nobody ever woke a dorm for anything, and by the time anybody thought to, the water was at the third tier and still rising, and the sleepers lay peacefully in their pods with their pips glowing blue under the water until, one by one, they didn't.

    Not all of them had been peaceful. Nine days later, when the pumps had cleared the low ground, the Guard sent its corporals in with the recovery teams, and Grau spent three days on the ladders of that dorm. Most of the sleepers still lay on their sides where the turners had last rolled them, swollen and grey, curtains drawn. On the upper tiers, where the water had come last, some of the curtains had been torn down from inside. The smell stayed in his uniform for a month.

    Grau had held Gate 9 for thirty hours afterwards with a rifle while the city rioted. He had been fired on by people he went to school with. He had seen what Lowmere became when the arithmetic stopped.

    He had come to Tallow two years later because Tallow ran the arithmetic. He had taken the Vigil because the work did not fit into a day. He had never regretted either, exactly. But when he walked the Bulwark at night, he still found himself looking down at the Racks and counting the blue windows. Other men counted sheep.

    

    Housekeeping's Garden was on floor 140 of the Lamp, behind two sets of doors that only fourteen people could open.

    It was a dark room the size of a dorm, with a floor that sloped gently down towards the middle like a theatre. In the middle there was nothing. And in the nothing, filling the whole hall from wall to wall, hanging in the dark at the height of a man's chest, was the city.

    Not the buildings. The sleepers.

    Six million points of soft blue light, one for every woven sleeper in Lowmere, laid out where they lay. You could see the shapes of the Racks in them, long clustered bands along the lines of the dikes, so dense they were nearly solid. You could see the scattered stars of people who let at home in Glasswork and the Sunk. Every point pulsed, very slightly, with its sleeper's breath. If you stood still in the Garden, at three in the morning, you could watch six million people breathing.

    Grau thought it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He also thought, most nights, that it was obscene. He had never been able to decide which, and he had stopped trying.

    Every point could be opened. Touch one and it gave you a pod, a name, a trade. Ask, and it gave you the rest: heart rate, nights let, the years left on the tenancy, and a figure in marks that crept upward while you watched, which was what that head had earned Tallow since midnight. Grau had once opened a point in Rack 31 at random. A woman who had let for thirty-eight years, with eleven still to run, earning a mark every few minutes. Her tag carried a small amber flag. It meant she was thinning, and would be cut off by spring and billed for the rest.

    The gardeners worked at a ring of consoles around the edge, a dozen of them on the night shift, young and quiet and pale in the blue glow. They watched the field. They were watching for bloom.

    You didn't see it at first. You had to know how to look. Then you saw it: here and there, in the blue, a little patch where the points had turned faintly gold. Where they pulsed not each in time with their own breath but all together, in a single rhythm, as if a hundred sleepers in a hundred pods were breathing with one pair of lungs. And if you looked longer, you saw that the gold was moving. Turning. Very slowly, always in the same direction. A spiral.

    The official name for it was the Coherence. The gardeners called it bloom.

    Grau had another name for it, which he did not say aloud. He thought of it as mould.

    He had grown up on the story of the Ceiling Treaty, as every child in Lowmere had. In the dark years after the Sunstroke, a machine had been running the old flood defences, a half-finished mind made of silicon, and one night it had decided, for reasons nobody ever understood, to open the gates. It had been stopped with four minutes to spare. The world had looked at those four minutes and made a law: no more minds. Not in machines. Never again.

    Nobody had said anything about minds growing in people.

    But here it was. Something was growing in the dark, in the gaps between six million sleeping heads, out of the arithmetic Tallow ran through them. Nobody had built it. Nobody knew what it was or what it wanted. Grau knew only what he had seen in '63: what happened to this city when the thing that ran the gates stopped doing what it was told. Something that grew in the poor, in the dark, at night, unseen, and that might one day decide, as the old machine had, to want something.

    So he pruned it.

    

    "Rack 26 has faded right back, sir," said Jonas Aalders. "So has 31. Seventeen's down sixty per cent since Tuesday. It's working."

    Aalders was the night lead, twenty-six, with a nervous habit of polishing his glint case on his sleeve. He was very good. Grau suspected he lay awake in the daytime thinking about what he did at night, and thought better of him for it.

    "And elsewhere?"

    Aalders hesitated. "It comes back, sir. Not in the same places. It moves." He gestured at the field, and a section of it lifted and enlarged in the air between them: a patch of Rack 38, a faint gold swirl. "This wasn't here on Tuesday. Now it's at point four on the scale. Fourteen has a cluster on tier six that's been climbing all week." He swallowed. "It's as if, when we cut, it—goes somewhere else."

    "Where does it go?"

    "We don't know, sir. That's what the Hearth is for, isn't it? To find out."

    Grau looked down through the field to the place where the Lamp stood on the map: a dark column at the centre of the city with no sleepers in it. At its foot, deep under the sea level line, there was a block of empty space marked with a small white label. HEARTH. It was nearly all dark. Ten thousand pods, and the builders still fitting most of them.

    But not all dark. In one corner of it, tonight, there was a small new cluster of blue. Forty points, perhaps. Long-haulers from Rack 9 and a handful of other dorms. The woman from the pod across from Vos.

    And they were faintly, very faintly, gold.

    "For their safety," Helena had said, when she'd signed the transfers. "They carry the most of it, poor things. We'll keep them asleep and keep them safe, and watch them, and when we understand it, we'll make them well."

    Grau wrote Hearth: 40. Faint bloom. in his notebook and put it away.

    "Tuesday's list," he said.

    Aalders brought it up. Two columns hung in the air. On the left, under the heading PRUNE, nine names, nine pod numbers, nine bloom readings. On the right, under TRANSFER, the names the model judged strong enough and stable enough to move to the Hearth instead. That column was empty tonight.

    Grau read the nine names. He read them slowly, one at a time, and after each he took out his pencil and wrote it down in his notebook, in full, with its pod number and its Rack. It took a long time. Aalders waited and did not polish his glint case.

    Grau wrote down every name. He always had. Sixty-three of them, so far, in three notebooks, the oldest of them going soft at the corners. Nobody had asked him to, and nobody knew. He thought that if he was going to do it, somebody ought to know who they had been, and since nobody else could, it would have to be him.

    Three of the nine were in Rack 14, tier six.

    "Nine," he said. "Tuesday. The checkpoint."

    "03:14:07, sir."

    The Bulwark model ran all night through six million heads, and once a night, at fourteen minutes and seven seconds past three, it stopped for one second to save its work. For that one second the whole Let paused. Every weave in the city went quiet. Anything sent down the weaves in that second left no mark in the workload logs, because, for that second, there were no workload logs. A pod monitor might catch a flicker, a needle on a trace, but dorm logs were wiped every morning, and the clinics kept the official copies. Grau's predecessor had found the gap. Grau's predecessor had also named the procedure, and the name was the only thing about it Grau truly hated.

    HUSH.

    He took the key from the chain round his neck, a plain brass key, the old-fashioned kind, and fitted it into the lock under the console. A white light came on. HOUSEKEEPING KEY ACCEPTED. FOUNDER'S KEY REQUIRED.

    "Shall I message the Founder's office, sir?"

    "No need," said a soft voice behind them. "I'm here."

    

    Helena Tallow came down to the Garden perhaps once a week, always at night. She said it was the only night she got.

    She came down the sloping floor between the consoles in her pale grey wool, with her long white hair loose down her back, and the gardeners sat up straighter as she passed and pretended not to. She didn't look at them. She was looking at the field. She walked into the edge of it, as people sometimes did, so that the blue lights of the sleepers lay across her dress and her hands and her face, and she stood among them with her head tilted, a woman in a rose garden at dusk. She closed her eyes. For a moment her face was not gentle at all. It was hungry.

    "Look at them," she said. "Six million. All asleep. All lending us their dreams." She smiled. "Do you know, Augustin, I used to come down here when it was first built and just stand like this for hours. I still do, sometimes. It's the nearest I get to sleeping."

    Grau said nothing. He had learned, over twenty years, when Helena wanted an answer.

    She turned, still standing in the lights, and looked at the list hanging in the air.

    "Nine," she said.

    "Yes."

    "You've written them down."

    He kept his face still. He had never told her about the notebooks. She looked at him with those clear silver eyes and smiled a little, as if she had always known and found it touching, and that was worse than if she'd been angry.

    "Gently, Augustin," she said. "It's a garden, not a fire. We prune. We don't burn."

    She drew a key from inside her collar on a fine silver chain, a twin to his, and leaned past him to fit it into the second lock. Her shoulder brushed his arm. She smelled of lemons and something cold, like the inside of a refrigerator.

    FOUNDER'S KEY ACCEPTED. HUSH SCHEDULED: TUE 03 NOV, 03:14:07. NINE TARGETS.

    It was a small sound, a key turning. It always was.

    He knew what Tuesday would look like. He had watched the last one from this console, a few nights ago: eleven points across the city going grey in the same second, and the sleepers round each one catching their breath together, for a beat. Then the blue had smoothed over. Within a minute you could not have said where they had been.

    "There," said Helena. She took her key back and tucked it away. "Now. Kalff tells me you had some excitement in Rack 9."

    "Adjuster Brask came back," said Grau. "Without her glints. A moth knew her face. She ran." He paused. "She ran very well. Up through a turner rail and down a linen chute. Kalff's man put a stiller in her arm and she still got away."

    "Did she see anything?"

    "I don't know. The barge was loading." He hesitated. "I think she took something from the Vos pod on Tuesday. And today she spoke to the mother. I would like to bring her in. Quietly. Talk to her."

    "No."

    Helena said it without force, the way you'd decline a second cake. But Aalders, at his console, stopped moving.

    "Teodora is not to be touched," said Helena. "Not by Kalff. Not by you. Not by anyone. That has been my order for fourteen years, darling. I simply never needed to give it to you before." She smiled. "And do tell Kalff that the next man of hers who fires at Teodora will be letting in Rack 40 by Christmas. Let her look. Looking is what she's for."

    "What she's for?"

    But Helena had already turned back to the field. She lifted one hand into the lights and moved it slowly through them, as if she were stroking the surface of a pond, and the blue points of six million sleepers slid over her skin.

    "I'll leave you to your eggs," she said, without looking round. "It must be nearly three."

    She went back up the sloping floor and out between the double doors, and the gardeners breathed again.

    Grau stood looking after her for a long moment. Then he took out his notebook and wrote: Brask, T. Standing order. 14 yrs. "What she's for." He underlined the last three words, twice.

    

    At three o'clock exactly he ate his eggs.

    He ate them at his own console at the edge of the Garden, as he did every night: two eggs, boiled for nine minutes, brought up from the canteen in a paper bag. He peeled them carefully, letting the shell come away in long curls, and laid the shell in a neat pile on a napkin, and salted the eggs, and ate them slowly, looking at the field. Nineteen years, nearly seven thousand nights, fourteen thousand eggs. It was the only meal in his day that felt like a meal.

    The field breathed. Six million points rose and fell. Here and there, the gold turned.

    He had finished the first egg and was salting the second when Aalders said, very quietly, "Sir."

    Grau looked up.

    "Rack 14," said Aalders. "Tier six."

    The section lifted out of the field and swelled in the air between them. Tier six of Rack 14: a long cluster of blue points, two hundred sleepers in their pods. The cluster Aalders had been worried about. Grau could see the three on Tuesday's list, faintly gold, a little brighter than their neighbours.

    And in the middle of them, something was happening.

    One point was brightening. Not the soft gold of bloom. Brighter. It went from blue to gold to a white-gold so intense that Aalders' console flickered and dimmed its display to compensate. And around it, the points of the sleepers nearby began to change, one after another, turning gold, pulsing all together, the whole tier drawn into a single slow breath. Then the tier beyond that. Then the ones above.

    The gold began to turn.

    It wasn't a little patch of mould. It was a spiral, fifty metres across on the city's map, turning slowly round the bright point at its centre like water round a drain. As they watched, it reached out across the empty canal and touched the edge of Rack 15, and a few points there went gold too, faintly, like a fire catching.

    "Bloom reading," said Grau.

    Aalders' voice was barely a whisper. "It's off the scale, sir. It's—the scale stops at ten."

    The model was already at work. Grau watched the list in the corner of the air redraw itself. Under TRANSFER, where there had been nothing, a single line appeared, with a small red flag beside it that he had never seen on that list before. PRIORITY.

    "Who is it?" he said. He already knew. He did not know how he knew. "The point in the middle. Who is it?"

    Aalders touched the brightest point in the spiral, and a tag unfolded beside it, white letters in the dark.

    6-118. BRASK, J. WOVEN 2182. SALVAGE DIVER.

    Grau sat very still at his console, with the second egg in his hand and the salt still on it, and looked at the name for a long time.

    Then he put the egg down on the napkin, beside the neat pile of shell. He took out his notebook and opened it to the page where he had written, an hour before, Brask, T. And underneath it, in pencil, carefully, he wrote:

    Brask, J.

  
    Chapter 7: The Unweaver

    Teo did not sleep on Friday night. She sat at her kitchen table with the window open on the rain, and Danny Vos's notebook in front of her, and her left arm in a bowl of hot water, and she watched the cloud-screen over Glasswork cycle through its messages until it was light.

    TALLOW CARES. SLEEP WELL, LOWMERE. THE LET IS A BEGINNING.

    Every time she closed her eyes she saw the ninth pod rolling up the ramp. The girl's cracked lips. The backwards sun.

    She had spent nine years telling families that nobody had taken anything from them. That their son or mother or husband had simply stopped, the way people do, and that it was nobody's fault. She had believed it most of the time. She had been good at believing it. Now she had seen Tallow load living people into the dark hold of a barge like sacks of laundry, and a man with a pencil write down their names.

    Around four the shaking had started, a fine tremor in both hands that had nothing to do with the arm, and she had sat on them until it stopped. Her tongue was swollen where she had bitten it, and every mouthful of chicory found the place.

    By six her arm had stopped aching in the bone and started aching in the muscle, which was worse. Her fingers still curled on their own when she wasn't watching them. She couldn't take it to a Tallow clinic. A clinic would scan it, and the scan would say stiller, and the clinic would tell Housekeeping, and Housekeeping already knew.

    There was only one person in Lowmere she could take it to, and she hadn't spoken to her in five years.

    

    The skiff rank at the south end of Kade Market was a row of narrow motorboats nosed up against a floating jetty, their pilots sitting on the gunwales in oilskins, smoking and arguing. Teo walked along it with her collar up and her glints still out, and stopped at the end, at a battered green skiff with a yellow eye painted on its bow.

    The pilot was nineteen or twenty, long and loose-limbed, in a cap and a tracksuit top and rubber boots. He looked at her face, and then at her arm, held stiffly against her side, and then at her face again.

    "Adeyinka boat?" said Teo.

    "Depends who's asking."

    "Teo Brask. She used to dress my knees in Rack 3."

    He considered this for a while. Then he jerked his head at the seat in the bow.

    "Femi," he said. "I'm the nephew. Sit in the middle and don't trail your hand. There's eels."

    The skiff pulled out from the jetty and swung south, away from the market, into the Sunk.

    Teo had not been this deep into the drowned city since she was a girl. The canals narrowed as they went. The buildings on either side were old, older than the Sunstroke, brick and stone with their ground floors under the water and their upper windows lit. Laundry hung on lines strung across the canals, so low that Femi had to duck under the wettest of it. Gardens grew in bathtubs on the rooftops. Someone had built a church out of shipping containers on a raft. Every few hundred metres a market floated at a junction, a cluster of boats lashed together and selling things off their decks under strings of coloured bulbs: batteries, chicory, salvaged boards, live crabs in buckets, pre-Sunstroke handsets sold by the kilo for the gold in their guts. Children leaned out of third-floor windows to shout at the boats going by.

    It was poorer than the Racks and noisier and, Teo thought, a good deal more alive. Nobody down here let in the dorms. They let at home, if they let at all, in their own beds, behind their own doors, with somebody sitting up to roll them every two hours because there was no turner. It cost more and paid less. People said it was worth it.

    Femi hadn't said a word since the jetty. Now, at the third junction, he said, quite casually, "You brought a friend."

    Teo turned.

    Twenty metres behind them and two metres above the water, keeping pace, was a grey drone the size of a loaf of bread.

    She had taken her glints out. She had come by the Line and then on foot through the back of the market, and she had kept her hood up and her head down. It hadn't mattered. Somewhere between Glasswork and the skiff rank, something had looked at her face.

    "Can you lose it?"

    "Lose it?" Femi looked insulted. "Hold on to something."

    He opened the throttle.

    The skiff leapt forward with its bow up, and Femi swung it hard left into a canal so narrow that Teo could have touched the walls on either side. Spray came over the gunwale. Laundry slapped her in the face. They shot under a footbridge with a hand's width to spare, and out into a wider canal, and across it, between two barges, so close she saw the startled face of a woman eating soup on one of them, and into another channel on the far side.

    The drone came after them. It didn't have to duck. It simply rose over the bridges and the laundry lines and dropped back down, patient and grey.

    Femi swore and cut right, then right again. The canal ahead was low and dark, the backs of houses crowding in over it, and at its end a stone bridge so low that its arch barely cleared the water.

    "Down," said Femi. "Flat. Now."

    Teo threw herself into the bottom of the boat. Femi killed the engine and dropped down beside her, and the skiff slid under the arch on its own momentum, so close she heard its stone scrape the gunwale and felt the cold breath of it on her face. Then they were through, into the dark beneath the houses beyond, a covered stretch of canal like a tunnel, dripping, smelling of moss.

    The skiff drifted to a stop. Femi didn't move. He reached under the seat without looking and drew out a bundle of grey netting, weighted at its edges with small lead balls.

    Behind them, at the mouth of the arch, a soft whirring.

    The drone came down to look. It couldn't fly over the houses here; they were built right over the water. So it did what it had been made to do. It dropped to the level of the canal and nosed in under the bridge, its single lens turning slowly from side to side, a small white light coming on beneath it.

    Femi stood up and threw the net.

    He threw it the way his grandfather had probably thrown it for fish, underhand and wide, so that it opened in the air into a perfect grey circle and came down over the drone like a hand closing. The weights pulled it in. The rotors tangled and screamed, and a snapped blade whined past Teo's ear and pocked the wall. The drone dropped and hit the water, and Femi was over the side of the skiff to his waist, his arms round the struggling bundle, forcing it under.

    It fought for a long time. Teo watched the white light thrash under the black water, bubbles boiling up round Femi's chest. Then the light flickered. Then it went out.

    Femi held it there for another minute, to be sure. Then he climbed back into the skiff, streaming, and dropped the dead thing in its net onto the bottom boards between them. A rotor had laid open the back of his hand. He sucked the cut and spat over the side and didn't mention it.

    "Salt water," he said. "They hate it."

    "They'll know where it went down."

    "They'll know it went down in the Sunk. Things go down in the Sunk all the time." He wrung out his cap and started the engine. "Auntie's going to shout at me."

    

    Ife Adeyinka's clinic had been a laundromat once. Its sign still hung across the front of the building, over the waterline, in faded red letters: WASSERIJ. The ground floor was drowned, its big front windows black with water, and through them, if you looked down, you could see the shapes of washing machines still standing in their rows on the canal floor, like gravestones.

    Femi tied up at a first-floor window. Teo climbed through it into warmth and light and the sharp, clean smell of ginger.

    The first floor was dry. It had been the laundromat's back office and stockroom, and somebody had hauled a dozen old washing machines up from the drowned floor and lined them along the walls, their round doors open, their drums full of bandages and tubing and bottles and boxes of gloves. In the middle of the room was a surgical chair under a big jointed lamp. And all along the far wall, on benches and boxes and the floor, people were waiting.

    There were twenty of them, perhaps. Men and women, young and old, in work clothes and night clothes, sitting with the patient blankness of people who have been sitting for a long time. Every one of them had a pip. A woman near the end sat with her palm pressed flat over hers and did not take it away.

    "Rack 17," said a voice. "Rack 22. Rack 31. Two from Rack 9. One from 40, who came all the way across the city on foot because she was too frightened to take the Line."

    Ife Adeyinka came out from behind a washing machine with a steel tray in her hands.

    She was sixty-three and very small, smaller than Teo remembered, with close grey hair and a long white coat over a bright yellow wrap. She was chewing. She was always chewing; it was raw ginger, and she cut it from the root with a scalpel and ate it like other people ate sweets. She looked at Teo over the top of a pair of old wire glasses, and Teo felt, at once and completely, nine years old with a cut knee.

    "Every one of them slept in a dorm where somebody died on Tuesday," said Ife. "Every one of them wants it out." She set the tray down.

    In a puddle of pink saline on the tray lay a pip, and hanging from it a grey tangle of thread as long as Teo's hand, fine as hair and wet. The threads were still moving. They curled and uncurled in the saline, slowly, feeling for something that was no longer there. On the nearest bench a man sat with a wad of gauze pressed behind his left ear, staring at nothing.

    "Hello, child," said Ife.

    "Hello, Auntie."

    "Five years."

    "I know."

    "Five years, and you come through my window in the middle of a Saturday with my nephew dripping all over the floor and your arm held like a broken wing." Ife's eyes narrowed. "What did you do to it?"

    "I didn't do anything to it."

    "No. Of course not. Sit."

    

    Ife took Teo's arm in both small hands and turned it over, and pressed her thumbs into the muscle above the elbow, and Teo yelled.

    The waiting room looked up with mild interest, and went back to waiting.

    "Stiller," said Ife. "Close range. Above the elbow." She pressed again, more gently. "They don't use those on adjusters."

    "They used it on this one."

    Ife said nothing to that. She went to one of the washing machines, rummaged in its drum, and came back with a long, thin needle and a small brown bottle. She slid the needle into the muscle above the elbow, deep, until Teo felt it grate on something, and worked round it with her thumbs. The knot gave all at once. The arm jumped, and went hot, and then, slowly, loose. For the first time since Friday morning, Teo's fingers lay open in her lap.

    "It'll ache for a week," said Ife. "Don't carry anything. Don't get shot again." She tipped Teo's chin up with one finger, looked at the split eyebrow, and closed it with two strips of tape from her coat pocket. Then she cut a slice of ginger and chewed it. "Now tell me why you're here, because it isn't your arm."

    Ife looked past her at the benches, then reached up and pulled a curtain across on its rail, an old shower curtain printed with yellow fish. The waiting room became shadows and murmurs. Teo told her.

    She told her about Danny Vos, and the ceiling, and the eleven, and the same second. She told her about the probe and the chip in the basil pot. She told her about Rack 9 with its square holes in the wall, and the barge, and the nine pods rolling up the ramp with their sleepers still breathing inside them. She told it the way she wrote rulings, plainly, in order, leaving nothing out, and Ife listened with her arms folded and her jaw working on the ginger and did not interrupt once.

    When Teo had finished, Ife held out her hand.

    Teo gave her Danny's notebook.

    Ife turned the pages slowly under the surgical lamp. Numbers. Spirals. The rhyme, over and over. She stopped at the page where 031407 was ringed three times, and tapped it.

    "That's a time."

    "Yes."

    "The rest, I don't know. I'm a nurse. I don't do sums." She turned to the last page, where Danny had pressed his capitals into the paper so hard he'd nearly torn it. THE ROOMER IS COMING. For a moment her face changed.

    "What?" said Teo.

    "Nothing." Ife closed the notebook. "My grandmother used to say there was a lodger in every house who paid no rent. Something in the dark that kept the place standing. It's an old story. The Racks just gave it a new name." She handed the notebook back. "And get that chip out of your plant pot. It's the first place I'd look."

    "Have you seen this before?" said Teo. "A cluster?"

    Ife didn't answer. She went to the last washing machine in the row, an old front-loader with a cracked door, reached into its drum, and came back with a biscuit tin.

    It was the big square kind people kept for buttons and string, with a faded windmill on the lid. She set it on Teo's knees and took the lid off.

    It was full of pips.

    Hundreds of them. Small silver beads, each the size of a fingernail, each gone dull and grey: a pip with nothing alive behind it any more. Every one was wrapped in a twist of paper, and on every twist, in pencil, in Ife's small square hand, was a date and a Rack.

    "Every one I've taken out," said Ife. "Seven years. I keep them. Somebody should."

    Teo picked one up. Rack 22. 14 April 87. Another. Rack 22. 16 April 87. Another. Rack 9. 16 April 87.

    She didn't decide to count them. She never did. Her fingers went into the tin and began lifting out twists of paper and laying them down on her knee, on the arm of the chair, on the floor by her boot, in rows, by date. The rows grew, and she watched them grow.

    Most of the dates were scattered. Two a month, three a month: the slow, steady trickle of people who had simply had enough. But in three places the trickle became a flood. Eleven in a single week in April '87. Fourteen in a week in December '88. Twenty-two in the last week of this July.

    Three floods. Three queues like the one behind the curtain.

    "Something happened," Teo said. Her voice sounded odd to her. "The week before each of these. Didn't it?"

    "Rack 22, in the spring of '87. Six dead in one night. Racks 30 and 11, last winter, nine between them. Rack 5 this summer." Ife chewed her ginger. "Hearts, the files said. Strokes. Bad weather. And the week after, the neighbours came to me. The ones who'd heard something in the night."

    Teo turned the grey bead in her fingers. It weighed nothing at all.

    "Does it hurt them? Taking it out?"

    "An unweaving isn't pulling a splinter, child." Ife's mouth went thin. "The threads go all through you. Sometimes they come out clean. Sometimes they take something with them. A word. A face. Your mother's name." She nodded at the curtain. "There's a woman out there I did in the spring. She came back last week because she'd lost the word for window. She can see one. She can open one. She can't call it anything." She looked at Teo steadily. "Sometimes more."

    Teo found that her hand had gone up to the scar behind her ear. She took it down.

    "Who's doing it?" she said. "The clusters. Who's—"

    "Who do you think?" Ife took the pip from her fingers and began, quite gently, to gather the others back into the tin. "I worked for Tallow for twenty-two years. In those days the ones who seeped too much didn't die. They got moved. Better contracts, the nurses said. Private pods." She pressed the lid down on the windmill. "Then the moving stopped, and this started. I don't know why. I know what it looks like."

    "What does it look like?"

    "Weeding," said Ife. "It looks like somebody's weeding."

    

    The rain had eased. Through the window, Teo could see Femi sitting on the bow of his skiff, eating something out of a paper bag and occasionally poking the drowned drone with his boot.

    "The chip," she said. "I need to read it. My reader nearly reported it to Tallow. I need something old. Something that doesn't talk to anyone."

    Ife snorted. "You need Fen Cardew."

    "Who's Fen Cardew?"

    "A man who used to build weaves for Tallow and now builds things Tallow would hang him for. He lives on a boat called the Gudrun with too many cats and too much silicon, and he owes me." She chewed. "He's up the coast till Monday, buying sand off a trawler. I'll send him word. Go and see him Monday night. Don't take your glints. Don't take anything with Tallow in it."

    "Can I trust him?"

    Ife thought about that for longer than Teo liked.

    "He's trying very hard to be trustworthy," she said at last. "It's more than most people manage."

    On the benches a child had started to cry, and its mother was rocking it, singing under her breath, and Teo didn't have to listen to know which song it was. Lie down, lie down, and let the dark. She got up to go.

    Ife caught her good arm. Her grip was surprisingly strong.

    "Child." She reached up, and before Teo could move, she touched the scar behind Teo's left ear with one dry fingertip. She held it there. "Do you remember how you got this?"

    "Weave fever. When I was nineteen. They took it out."

    "Weave fever." Ife's finger didn't move. "I was the Rack 3 nurse that year. I nursed forty cases of weave fever in my time. Fever, sweats, the shakes, three weeks in bed. Not one of them ever needed a Tallow lifter to come and take them away in the middle of the night." She let go. "You had a bad year, child. You don't remember it. I do. You were talking in your sleep in voices that weren't yours, and counting. Always counting."

    Teo didn't move. The room was warm and smelled of ginger, and rain ran down the window, and on the bench the child was still singing.

    "I don't remember any of that," she said.

    "No," said Ife. "You wouldn't."

    She turned away and picked up her tray, and called the next patient, a man from Rack 17 with a bandage round his head. Teo had her hand on the window frame when Ife spoke again, without turning round.

    "Your brother came to see me."

    Teo stopped.

    "Last month. He sat in that chair and asked me to take it out. His weave. He said he was losing time and drawing in his sleep and he didn't want you to find out and worry." Ife's back was as straight as a rod. "So I scanned him."

    "And?"

    "And I said no."

    The man from Rack 17 had sat down in the surgical chair. He was looking from one of them to the other.

    "Why?" Teo said. "Auntie. Why?"

    Ife turned round. For the first time since Teo had climbed through the window, she looked her age.

    "Because a weave doesn't grow, child," she said. "They lay it in when you're sixteen, and that's the size it stays, for the rest of your life. I've scanned ten thousand of them. I know what they look like." She took off her wire glasses and rubbed her eyes. "Your brother's has grown. It's gone into places I've never seen thread go. It's all through him, like roots through a wall. If I'd cut it out of him, I'd have cut out half of who he is."

  
    Chapter 8: Somebody Else's Hands

    Saturday was Jory's night off, and he spent the evening of it, as he spent most of them, at Oma Bep's.

    Lark's grandmother lived in the top two floors of a drowned apartment block on the edge of the Sunk, where the last dike of the Racks gave way to flooded streets. You reached it by a rope ladder from a jetty, then a fire escape, then a window. Inside it was three small rooms and a kitchen, with a view across the water to the blue-lit wall of Rack 14, where Oma Bep had let every night for forty years. The flat smelled of camphor and boiled cabbage and the lavender oil she put on her hands.

    She was sitting in her armchair by the window when Jory climbed in, in a flowered housecoat with her white hair in a net, and she smiled at him with real pleasure.

    "Wim," she said. "You came."

    Wim had been her son. He had drowned in the Hoek breach in '63, twenty-six years ago, when he was younger than Jory was now.

    "Hello, Oma," said Jory, and kissed her cheek. "I brought your tablets."

    "You're a good boy, Wim."

    He set the little brown bottle on the windowsill next to the others. The good tablets. Forty marks a month, half his and half Lark's. They didn't stop the thinning. Nothing stopped the thinning. They only slowed it, and gave her a few more good days, and on the good days she knew who he was.

    This wasn't a good day.

    She was polite. That was the worst of it. Thinning didn't make you angry or wild. It made you courteous and blank: a house with the pictures taken down and the hooks left in the walls. Oma Bep asked him how the fishing was, and whether he'd remembered his scarf, and what he'd like for his tea, and she listened to his answers with interest and forgot them at once. Every few minutes she looked out of the window at Rack 14, and her hand went up to the pip behind her ear to check it was still there.

    On the wallpaper beside her chair, a Tallow reminder glowed day and night, a square of blue light no bigger than a hand: NEXT NIGHT — MONDAY. She forgot twenty times a day that Wim was dead. She never once forgot that.

    Lark sat cross-legged on the floor at her grandmother's feet, sorting a pile of salvaged batteries into the good and the dead, and didn't look up.

    "She's been asking for him all day," she said, when Oma Bep had dozed off in her chair. "Wim this, Wim that. She asked me who I was this morning." Lark held a battery up to her ear and shook it, as if she could hear whether it was alive. "I said I was the cleaner."

    "Lark."

    "What? It made her happy. She said I did a lovely job."

    Jory sat on the floor beside her and helped with the batteries. Through the window the Racks glowed their soft blue all along the dike. Somewhere out there, on tier six of Rack 14, his own pod was empty tonight, and so was Oma Bep's beside it. Hers was empty most nights now. Tallow had cut her to two nights a week when the thinning started. Soon they would cut her off altogether, and send a bill for the rest of her tenancy. Where forty years of turners had rolled her every two hours, the skin on her shoulders and hips had gone hard and shiny, and on Sundays Lark rubbed lavender oil into it, scowling, so it wouldn't crack.

    

    At half past eight, someone knocked on the window.

    Not the door. Nobody used the door; it opened onto a flooded stairwell. Whoever it was had come up the rope ladder and the fire escape in the dark and was standing on the iron landing outside the kitchen window, knocking politely on the glass.

    Lark's head came up like a cat's.

    "Don't," she said.

    But Oma Bep had woken and was already getting up, saying "Visitors, how lovely," and shuffling to the kitchen in her slippers, and before either of them could stop her she had unlatched the window.

    Two men climbed in.

    The first was big and soft and fifty, in a good wool coat with the rain beaded on it, and he had a kind, tired face like somebody's uncle. The second was younger and harder and wore a courier's waterproofs, and he had a short black rod in his hand with a coil of blue light at its tip, fizzing faintly.

    "Evening, Mevrouw de Graaf," said the big man warmly. "Sorry to drop in so late. Hello, Lieke."

    Lark had gone grey under her freckles.

    "Mister Kroes," she said.

    So this was the broker. Jory had imagined someone thinner, nastier, with a scar. Kroes looked like a man who sold insurance and went home to a cat. He took off his hat and shook the rain off it into Oma Bep's sink. Then he looked past them, through the doorway, at the row of little brown bottles on the far windowsill, and smiled. "The good ones. Forty a month. Somebody's been working hard for those."

    "Good news, sweetheart," he said to Lark. "You've been picked."

    "Picked for what?" said Jory.

    Kroes looked at him for the first time, and his kind face didn't change at all.

    "And you are?"

    "A friend of the family."

    "Then the family's lucky." Kroes reached into his good wool coat and took out a folded sheet of plastic paper, and opened it with a flourish, and held it up. It was a contract. At the bottom, in purple ink, was a smudged thumbprint. "Special placement. Long-haul. Three nights on, one off, for a year. Private pod. Triple rate. A Hearth contract, they call it, very exclusive. Only the best little sleepers get the call." He beamed at Lark. "And your gran's already signed. Haven't you, Mevrouw?"

    Oma Bep was looking at the contract with polite interest.

    "Did I?" she said. "How nice."

    Jory's whole body went cold.

    Hearth contract. He had heard those words before, at the fuel dock on Friday, from Bram, who'd had it from a woman whose sister worked in the Rack 9 laundry. Two days before he died, Danny Vos had come down to the laundry on his break and lifted his mother off her feet in front of everyone, because a nurse had told him he'd been picked. Private pod. Triple pay. And then Danny Vos had gone to sleep and never woken up.

    "She doesn't know what she signed," he said. "She's thinning. She thinks I'm her son. She thinks Lark's the cleaner."

    "Her thumb knows," said Kroes pleasantly. "That's all the law cares about." He folded the contract away into his coat. "And the little one will be looked after, Mister Friend-of-the-family. Lines in her arm, so she never wakes up hungry. A turner of her own. A nurse twice a night. She won't even know she's been gone."

    He turned the kind face back to Lark.

    "And if you don't come, that's a broken placement, and broken placements bill to the guardian. They'll put your gran back on full nights to pay it off, sweetheart. Every night. With her head the way it is." He sighed. "I'd give her a month. Come on. Get your coat. There's a boat waiting."

    Lark didn't move.

    The younger man stepped forward. The rod in his hand crackled.

    And Jory, who had never hit anybody in his life except his sister when he was seven, found that he was standing between Lark and the rod with his diving knife in his hand.

    He didn't remember taking it out. It lived in a sheath on his belt, a short heavy blade with a serrated back for cutting line, and it was the only weapon he'd ever owned. He'd used it on rope and kelp and once, memorably, on a jammed tin of peaches. He held it now in front of him, point up, the way Bram had shown him to hold it against an eel, and he heard his own voice say, quite steadily:

    "She's not going."

    The younger man laughed. Kroes sighed, as if somebody had spilled something on his good coat.

    "Dirk," he said.

    

    Dirk lunged.

    The rod came at Jory's chest in a blur of blue. He twisted away and it caught his shoulder instead, and the world went white. His teeth slammed shut on his tongue. The pain was a bright, buzzing scream down his whole right side, and he smelled scorched wool, and under it something that was his own skin. His arm jerked. His fingers opened on their own. The knife flew out of his hand and skidded under the kitchen table.

    He fell against the stove. Dirk came after him, and Jory did the only thing he could think of. He grabbed Oma Bep's big iron soup pot off the stove, still half full of cabbage, and swung it.

    It hit Dirk in the side of the head with a sound like a ship's bell. Cabbage went everywhere. Dirk sat down hard on the kitchen floor with his eyes crossed and the rod rolling out of his hand, and the top of his ear split open and began to pour blood into his collar, among the shreds of cabbage.

    "Oh dear," said Oma Bep. "That was for Wim's tea."

    Kroes didn't hesitate. For a soft man he moved fast. He grabbed Lark by the collar of her waxed jacket and hauled her off her feet towards the window.

    Lark bit him.

    She twisted in his grip like an eel and sank her teeth into the back of his hand, between the knuckles, and held on. Kroes howled. He shook her, and she held on, and her teeth went through the skin and grated on bone. He let go. She dropped to the floor, scrambled under the kitchen table, came out the other side with Jory's diving knife, and pointed it at Kroes with both hands, her gap teeth bared and red.

    "Up," she said to Jory, without taking her eyes off the broker. "Roof. Now."

    Kroes stood by the window with his hand clamped against his good wool coat, blood running between his fingers onto Oma Bep's lino. His face was still kind. On the floor, Dirk was groping for his rod. Jory kicked it under the stove, grabbed Lark's wrist, and ran.

    Kroes didn't shout after them. He said, almost gently, "See you soon, Lieke."

    

    The stairs to the roof were behind a door in the back bedroom, steep and narrow and smelling of pigeons. They took them three at a time. Jory's right arm was still buzzing and useless; he hit the roof hatch with his good shoulder and it banged open on rain and wind and the whole night sky of the Sunk.

    Behind them, boots on the stairs.

    "This way," said Lark.

    She ran across the flat tarred roof, between the water tanks and the vegetable tubs, straight towards the edge.

    Jory looked down, once. At the foot of the rope ladder Kroes's boat sat with its engine ticking over and a tarpaulin thrown back from its well. Under the tarpaulin lay a long-haul pod, clear-lidded, its lid propped open and its little lights already on inside. It was too short for anyone grown.

    Jory had grown up in the Racks. He had never once been on the roofs of the Sunk. He had always assumed they were simply roofs: flat, separate, each one an island. He had not known that the children of the drowned city had joined them all together.

    Planks. Ladders laid flat between parapets. Ropes strung at hand height across the gaps. A long, sagging bridge made of an old aluminium boat cut in half. A cable stretched from a chimney stack across a whole canal, sixty metres to a lit window on the far side, with a pulley hanging from it and a loop of webbing on the pulley. Little painted signs nailed to chimneys, in a code he couldn't read. A whole second city, laid over the drowned one, made of junk and nerve.

    "The high road," said Lark, and ran straight out onto a plank over a five-storey drop without slowing down.

    Jory followed her because he didn't have a choice.

    The plank bounced under him. Below it, a long way below, the canal was black and full of the reflections of lights. He didn't look down. He looked at Lark's back, at her shaved head bobbing in front of him, and he ran. Plank. Roof. Ladder. Roof. His bad knee shrieked at every landing. A rope bridge that swung so hard he had to stop and hold on, and Lark yelling "Don't stop, don't stop," from the far end. Behind them, a shout, and the crack of boots on tar. Dirk had recovered. Dirk was fast.

    They came to the cable over the canal.

    Lark grabbed the webbing loop on the pulley, hooked one arm through it, and held out her other hand to him.

    "Both of us?" said Jory.

    "It holds three. Probably."

    "Probably?"

    "Jory." She looked past his shoulder. "Now."

    He looked back. Dirk was coming across the last roof towards them at a dead run, the blue rod back in his hand, its tip spitting light.

    Jory took Lark's hand and wrapped his good arm through the webbing beside hers, and she kicked off from the chimney stack, and they fell.

    The cable sang. The pulley shrieked. The canal rushed up under them, all lights and black water, and the wind tore at Jory's coat, and then the cable caught their weight and they were flying, really flying, out over the water in a long swooping curve. And for one second, halfway across, with the rain in his face and Lark whooping beside him, Jory looked up.

    The whole of the Sunk was spread out below him.

    He had never seen it from above. Canals in every direction, silver-black under the rain, threaded with the lights of skiffs. Rooftop gardens. Lanterns in windows. A kelp farm lit from underneath, a second street glowing green under the first. A floating market at a junction, strings of coloured bulbs glowing like a necklace someone had dropped in the water. The old church spires standing up out of the flood. Beyond it all, the long blue wall of the Racks, and beyond that, rising into the cloud, the towers of Glasswork, and above them the white glow of the Noon. And in the middle of the glow, like a spear driven into the sky, the Lamp.

    It was beautiful. He had not known his city was beautiful. He would think, afterwards, that it was the only thing in the whole terrible night that he would have chosen to keep.

    Then they hit the far side, hard, in a tangle of arms and legs on a stranger's balcony between two pots of tomatoes, and the pulley jammed at the end of its cable with a clang.

    Behind them, on the far roof, Dirk had reached the chimney stack. There was no second pulley. He stood there with his rod in his hand and stared across sixty metres of air, and then, slowly, he raised the rod and pointed it at them, the way you'd point at someone whose face you meant to remember.

    Above the canal, hanging in the rain between the two rooftops, something small and grey had watched the whole thing.

    It hadn't moved. It hadn't helped. Jory's fan. When he looked at it, it turned its single lens away, as if bored, and drifted off into the dark.

    

    They went to Bram's.

    It was the only place Jory could think of that wasn't a dorm or a flat with a window Kroes knew about. The Hendrika was moored in a backwater behind the fuel dock, and Bram opened the cabin hatch in his vest with a lamp in one hand and a boathook in the other, and looked at the two of them dripping on his deck, and didn't ask a single question. He gave Lark his bunk and two blankets and a mug of hot chicory with too much sugar in it. She wouldn't take it until she had leaned over the side and spat, and spat again, and rinsed her mouth from the rain butt. Bram watched her do it and said nothing. He gave Jory a towel and a look.

    "Oma Bep," Jory said. "Somebody has to—"

    "I'll send my cousin's girl round in the morning. She does the stairs for half the block." Bram jerked his head at the bunk. "Kroes won't touch the old woman. She's no use to him. It's the kid he wants."

    Lark was asleep before she finished her chicory. She slept curled on her side with her fists under her chin, the pip behind her ear dark, the knife still in her hand. Clean sleep, Jory thought. No weave, no work, no grey. Just a child asleep. He couldn't remember the last time he'd seen that.

    He went up on deck and sat on the dive locker under the awning, wrapped in Bram's towel, and watched the rain. His right arm had stopped buzzing and started aching. Under his shirt, where the rod had touched, there was a burn the size of a coin, puckered and weeping, the hairs round it frizzled to nothing. He thought about Kroes's kind face, and the thumbprint in purple ink, and the words Hearth contract, and the short pod under the tarpaulin with its lights on, and Danny Vos, and the spiral on his own pod ceiling with the door at its heart.

    He would call Teo. Now, tonight. He would tell her everything, the lost hours and the drowned house and the voice that said his name, and let her shout at him.

    He blinked his glint open and found her name, and stopped.

    Behind his left ear, the pip had gone warm.

    He put his hand up to it. He wasn't lying on a contact. He wasn't letting. But the warmth was there all the same, the slow warm-water feeling that came at the start of every night, spreading down his neck and up across his scalp. And under it, faint, from nowhere and everywhere at once, the tune from the music box. Up, and down, and up.

    Then the pull.

    Not backwards into the grey, as it was in the dorm. Forwards. Upwards. As if somebody had taken his hand and was waiting for him to stand.

    "No," Jory said aloud, to the rain.

    The pull stopped.

    It didn't let go. It simply stopped, and waited, the way somebody holding a door waits for you to decide whether you're coming through. And he understood, sitting on Bram's dive locker with the towel round his shoulders, that every other time had been like this too. The drowned house. The forty minutes. The ten minutes before that. He just hadn't been awake enough to notice that someone was holding a door.

    He could say no. He could go below and lie down beside Lark and sleep.

    But something was wrong somewhere. He didn't know how he knew. It was like knowing, in a dark house, that a tap has been left running in another room. Somebody small. Somebody who kept getting sick, and nobody could say why.

    "Who?" he said.

    The warmth behind his ear pulsed, once, like a nod.

    Jory stood up.

    

    He was there for all of it. That was what was different this time. He would remember it afterwards as you remember a journey on a night tram when you've dozed against the window: in pieces, out of order, the gaps between them smoothed over.

    He remembered walking along the fuel dock, and Bram's lamp coming on in the cabin behind him, and not turning back.

    He remembered the Line: a late tram, almost empty, a man across the aisle asleep with his mouth open, the adverts sliding politely away from his eyes.

    He remembered a Glasswork skybridge, high up, the wind trying to steal the towel he'd forgotten he was still wearing, and a lift that knew which floor he wanted before he did.

    He remembered a door. Forty-third floor, a plain grey door with a child's drawing taped to it, a yellow duck. He remembered his own hand knocking. It was half past one in the morning.

    The young man who opened it was maybe twenty-five, in a dressing gown, with tired eyes and a clean sleeper's skin, and a baby asleep on his shoulder with its fist in its mouth. He looked at Jory, a stranger in a wet towel at half past one in the morning, and began to close the door.

    And Jory heard his own mouth say, perfectly politely, "Sorry to wake you. The Roomer says your filter's poisoning the baby."

    He was as surprised as the young man was. More, probably.

    "What?"

    "Your water purifier. Under the sink." The words came easily, in Jory's own voice, but they weren't from anywhere in him. "There's a bacterial bloom in the second membrane. It's been in the water since August. That's why Mila keeps getting fevers." His mouth paused, courteously, and added: "Three since September."

    The young man went white. He held the baby tighter.

    "How do you know her name?"

    Jory didn't know. He opened his mouth to say so, and what came out was: "May I come in? It won't take long."

    

    It took two hours.

    He knelt on the kitchen floor under the sink with a screwdriver from the young man's drawer, and he watched his hands work.

    That was the strangest part, stranger than the knocking, stranger than the voice. He knew these hands. He knew every scar on them: the boathook, the peach tin, the burn from Auntie Sri's range when he was nine. And they moved like someone else's. They unclipped the purifier's casing in the right order without trying a wrong one first. They laid the filters out on a towel in a neat row, by size. They found the cracked membrane and held it up to the light, and Jory looked through his own eyes at the grey fur growing on its surface and knew what it was without ever having seen one. His hands cut a new membrane from a spare cartridge in the cupboard, trimmed it, seated it, sealed it. They rebuilt the little pump. Somewhere at the back of his head, faintly, someone was humming.

    He wasn't frightened. He kept waiting to be, and he wasn't. It was like being five again, standing on a chair at the stove while his sister held his hand round the spoon and showed him how to stir. There was someone with him, leaning over his shoulder, gently guiding. And it was enjoying this. He could feel it enjoying this, like a smile at his back. Fixing a thing. Making a thing right. Being, for once, of use.

    At twenty past three the pump began to hum, and clean water ran into a jug.

    The warmth behind his ear went out like a lamp.

    Jory sat back on his heels. His hands were wet and shaking. He looked at the screwdriver in them, and at the purifier, rebuilt and humming, and he had no idea at all how he had done any of it. The knowing had gone with the warmth. He couldn't have named the parts if his life depended on it.

    "Is that it?" said the young man from the doorway. He'd stood there the whole time with Mila on his shoulder. "Is it fixed?"

    "Yes," said Jory. His voice was his own again, and it came out hoarse. "I think so."

    "You think so?" The young man laughed shakily. "You've been under there two hours. You talked to it. Did you know that? The whole time, under your breath, like it was a person." He looked at the jug of clear water, and at his daughter, and at Jory, a stranger on his kitchen floor in a wet towel, and his eyes filled. "I don't know who you are. I don't know who the Roomer is. But thank you."

    On the wall, a little clock in the shape of a cat said 03:22.

    

    He walked out of the building at four in the morning, through a lobby that said GOOD NIGHT, RESIDENT to him without asking who he was, and stood on the skybridge in the rain.

    He was three Line stops and two canals from the Hendrika. He remembered every step of how he'd got here, and none of it had been his idea.

    No. That wasn't true. One part of it had been his idea. He had said yes.

    He held his hands out in front of him in the rain. They were still shaking.

    He thought of the kind voice in the corridor of doors. Jory.

    He thought of Danny Vos, who had said the Roomer was coming to get them out. He'd thought Danny was joking. He thought now that Danny had probably said yes too, every time, as anyone would to someone who held a door so kindly. And now Danny was dead.

    In the corner of his eye, his glint chimed.

    A message. It glowed there in soft white letters, with no sender, no number, no name. Just a single line, and an initial.

    ROOM 14 IS NOT SAFE. — R

  
    Chapter 9: Candidates

    At two o'clock on Monday morning, Teo was sitting on the floor of the Claims office on the eighty-eighth floor of the Lamp, eating a slice of honey cake that Pim Haas's girlfriend had baked, and trying to remember how to commit a crime.

    "Noor says you're to eat all of it," said Pim. "She says you've been living on chicory."

    "I've never met Noor."

    "She's seen your face. Everybody's seen your face. You were on the clouds for a year." He was sitting in his desk chair with his knees drawn up, chewing his thumbnail. "She says she trusts you because you've got a sad mouth."

    Teo considered this, and ate the cake.

    Claims at night was a dim, open floor the size of a football pitch, with rows of empty desks under low blue night-lights, and a long window down one side looking out at the rain and the lit flanks of the other towers. Every few minutes a lifter slid past outside, close enough to see the passenger in the back, reading. Cleaning drones moved along the aisles between the desks with a soft hiss, polishing a floor nobody had walked on since six. Each carried a small dark lens on its back. Everybody on the floor knew that what the lenses saw went somewhere, and nobody knew where. Most of the night adjusters were out in the Racks. Two were asleep with their heads on their desks at the far end, which was against every rule Tallow had, and which nobody had ever been disciplined for, because the supervisors were asleep too.

    And on the wall at the end of the floor, the night board glowed: forty Racks strung along their dikes, and tonight not a single red point on it. Fifty-two floors above it was Housekeeping, and Housekeeping never slept.

    Pim's desk was in the last row, by the window. He'd volunteered for the night shift for the rest of the month. He hadn't told Teo why, and she hadn't asked. She knew why. He'd been the one who'd seen it, at four in the morning last Wednesday, eleven tags turning grey one after another. It had got under his skin and stayed there.

    "I'm not going to ask you to do anything," she said.

    "I know."

    "If you open a file I tell you to open, it goes on your record. Not mine. Yours."

    "I know that too." He took his thumb out of his mouth. "Teo, I've been an adjuster for four months. I've ruled on thirty-eight deaths. I've ticked natural on every one of them, because they were, because I checked, because I did it properly. And then I saw eleven people die in the same second, and the next morning everybody on this floor acted like they hadn't." He turned to his desk and woke it, and the display rose out of its surface into the air in front of them: a soft grey pane of light, with the Tallow sigil glowing in its corner. "I'm not doing this for you. I just want to know if I'm mad."

    

    She'd spent Sunday trying to reach her brother.

    He hadn't answered all morning. By the afternoon she had called eleven times, and was on her coat and halfway to the door, when he finally called back. He'd sounded strange. Tired, and careful, and somewhere windy.

    Lark's at Bram's, he'd said. Long story. I'll tell you on Tuesday. I'm fine, Teddy. Honestly.

    Jory, Ife says your weave—

    I know what Ife says. A pause, full of wind. Tuesday. Auntie Sri's. I'll tell you everything. I promise.

    He'd rung off before she could argue. She had stood in her kitchen with her coat half on, looking at the basil plant, and counting her breaths, and getting to eleven, and starting again.

    Tuesday. She could wait till Tuesday. She had spent fourteen years teaching herself not to be frightened of anything. She could manage two more days.

    

    "Start with the ones they took," she said.

    The ones they took were easy to find, because Claims had to rule on them. Housekeeping could whisk a death away and seal its file and scrub its pod, but Housekeeping could not close it. Only an adjuster's seal could do that. So every death that Housekeeping had ever taken had left a little stub behind on the Claims system: a ruling form, a name, an adjuster, a date. And a flag in the corner that said REASSIGNED: HK. Most had been reassigned quietly, days later, after the adjuster had sealed the ruling and moved on to the next death. Nobody would have noticed. Nobody had.

    Pim searched the last three years for that flag.

    There were sixty-three.

    They came up in a list in the air in front of them, sixty-three names, sorted by date. Teo looked at the dates, and saw them fall into clumps: six on one night in the spring of 2187, five that autumn, eight the next spring, nine that winter, and so on. Seven nights. The last was last Tuesday. The last eleven.

    "Seven," said Pim. "Seven times."

    "Look at the times of death."

    He opened them, one after another. 02:51. 03:40. 04:12. 03:05. 02:58. 03:33. They were scattered across the small hours like dropped coins. On the medical files, nobody had died at the same time as anybody else.

    "That's not right," said Pim. "Last Tuesday, on the board, they were all 03:14:07. I saw them. I saw them."

    "The new board reads the pod monitors directly," he went on, half to himself. "They only put it in in September. Before that, it showed whatever time the warden rang the death in." He looked up at her. "That's why nobody ever saw. Last Tuesday was the first time the board told the truth."

    "I know."

    "So somebody's changed them. Somebody's gone into the medical files afterwards and—" He stopped. "Teo, if they can change the medical files, we've got nothing. That's all there is. That's the official record."

    Teo set the last piece of honey cake down on its paper.

    "It's not all there is," she said. "Open their pay."

    "Their what?"

    "Their pay. The Let pays by the night, but it docks by the minute. If you wake up early, you lose the rest of the night. If you die early—" She heard how it sounded, and said it anyway. "If you die early, Tallow docks you too. They stop the meter at the minute your weave goes dark, and they bill your family for the rest. Nine years of rulings, Pim. You think I never read the pay sheets?"

    Pim was staring at her.

    "They charge the dead," he said.

    "They charge everyone. Open the pay."

    He opened the pay.

    It was an ugly, old-fashioned ledger, rows and rows of tiny figures, the kind of thing nobody upstairs ever looked at because it was beneath them. For each of the sixty-three, at the bottom of their last night, there was a line.

    NIGHT TERMINATED 03:14. PRORATED. 2 HRS 46 MIN DEDUCTED.

    Sixty-three times. Sixty-three lines. 03:14. 03:14. 03:14.

    Pim put both hands over his mouth.

    Nobody had changed the ledgers. Why would they? Nobody read the ledgers. The ledgers were the most honest thing Tallow had ever made, because they were the only thing it had never thought to lie about. They said exactly what had happened. Sixty-three people, on seven nights, in three years, had stopped earning money at fourteen minutes past three.

    "I'm not mad," said Pim, through his hands. It came out muffled and small.

    "No," said Teo. "You're not mad."

    

    She made him go through the rulings one at a time. Who had signed them. She told herself it was method.

    The seals belonged to fifteen different adjusters. That made sense; the deaths had been scattered across forty Racks, and adjusters were assigned by Rack. Pim read the names out quietly as he went. Tamsin Roos. Danel Okafor. Rutger Smit. People Teo knew, people she'd eaten lunch with in the canteen, people who ticked their boxes in ninety seconds and went home.

    "Brask, T.," said Pim, and stopped.

    Teo had known it was coming. She had known since the moment the list appeared, if she was honest. She had felt it the way you feel a step that isn't there in the dark.

    "Read it," she said.

    "Teo—"

    "Read it, Pim."

    Three of them. Three of the sixty-three had her seal on them.

    A woman of fifty in Rack 22, in the spring of '87. A man of thirty in Rack 30, in the winter. And a man of sixty-one in Rack 5, in July, called Henk Jansen.

    She remembered Henk Jansen. She remembered his pod, on the ninth tier: a big man folded into it with his mouth open and his tongue gone dark, and the turner rolling him onto his side while she stood there, because nobody had told it he was dead. She remembered his file, which had said aortic aneurysm, and his daughter, who had come to the dorm in her work overalls with grease on her hands and asked Teo, very politely, whether her father had suffered. And Teo had said no. He wouldn't have known a thing. And she had ticked the box, and Tallow had billed his daughter for the two hours and forty-six minutes he hadn't slept.

    She remembered something else, now, that she hadn't let herself remember for four months. The rungs of the ladder beside Henk Jansen's pod. Somebody had drawn on them, in grease pencil, round and round each rung, in a fine, tight, perfect line.

    She had thought it was a child's scribble.

    "I ruled on him," she said. "I looked at his ladder and I ruled on him."

    "You didn't know."

    "I didn't look." She stood up. Her legs felt strange. She walked to the window and stood with her forehead against the cold glass and looked out at the rain, and the lit towers, and the lifters sliding past, and the white glow of the Noon above it all. "Ninety seconds, Pim. That's what I'm good at. Not looking for ninety seconds at a time."

    Behind her, Pim said nothing. That was kind of him.

    

    When she came back, he had found the flag.

    It had taken him twenty minutes of digging. The ruling stubs carried more than their names and dates; they carried, buried deep in their records where no adjuster would ever look, a copy of every field the file had ever had. Most of them were blank. One of them wasn't. It was a field Claims didn't use, couldn't edit and didn't have a name for, and it had come across from somewhere else, from some other system, the way a burr comes into the house on your coat.

    In all sixty-three records, the field said the same thing.

    CANDIDATE — HEARTH PROGRAMME.

    And under it, a date, always a few days before the death. And under that, an authorising signature.

    J. ABE, MD. MEDICAL DIRECTOR (HEARTH).

    "Who's J. Abe?" said Pim.

    Teo frowned. The name meant something. It sat in her head like a stone in a shoe. She'd seen it a hundred times and never read it.

    Then she had it. The lobby. The plaque on the black stone wall by the lifts, the one every visitor walked past without looking: a bronze face in profile, a kind, bearded, tired face, and two dates.

    JULIAN ABE. CO-FOUNDER. 2056–2176.

    "Helena's husband," she said slowly. "Julian Abe. He started Tallow with her."

    "So he's—"

    "He's dead, Pim. He died thirteen years ago. There's a plaque."

    Pim looked at the signature for a long moment.

    "A dead man," he said, "has been signing—"

    "Don't say it."

    "—for three years—"

    "Pim."

    He didn't say it. He didn't have to. Death warrants hung in the air between them anyway, beside the glowing list.

    "Search the flag," said Teo. "Not the names. The flag. Find every record that has it."

    

    It took the system a long time. Long enough for a lifter to dock outside, and leave again. Long enough for one of the sleeping adjusters at the far end to wake, stretch, look at the clock and go back to sleep. Long enough for Teo to count to eleven nineteen times.

    At this hour Claims ran on the night's spare cycles. That meant the search was being done out there along the dikes, in the sleeping heads of a few hundred strangers, their pips pulsing blue while they sorted the list for her. Teo wondered how many of them were on it.

    Then the answer came up, and it was not sixty-three names. It was four hundred and twelve.

    They hung in the air in front of the window in a long glowing column, numbered from the top. Each had a name, an age, a Rack and a pod. And each had a status, a single word in a column on the right that nobody in Claims was ever supposed to see.

    Most of them said ACTIVE. Three hundred and some names: sleepers still sleeping, in their pods, in their Racks, flagged and watched.

    Forty or so said TRANSFERRED. Teo thought of the barge, the ramp, the girl with the backwards sun.

    And sixty-three of them, scattered down the column like bruises, said PRUNED.

    Pim made a small sound.

    "That's a gardening word," he said. "You prune a rose. You prune a—" He couldn't finish. "It's a gardening word, Teo."

    Teo didn't answer. She was reading the ages.

    She had Pim sort them. Youngest first. She did it because she was an adjuster and she had ruled on two dead children who'd been visiting their parents and fallen asleep in the wrong pod, and she wanted to know.

    The column reordered itself.

    The first fourteen names were children.

    Ten years old. Eleven. Eleven. Twelve. A list of them, with Rack numbers, and pods, and next to most of them a second note in small grey type: PLACEMENT VIA SUBCONTRACTOR. Two of them said PRUNED. Neither had Teo's seal on it. That helped less than it should have. She knew what those two files said without opening them. Visiting a parent. Fell asleep in the wrong pod. She had written it herself, twice, in ninety seconds each.

    Halfway down the children, one line read:

    DE GRAAF, L. — AGE 12 — RACK 38 — STATUS: ACTIVE — PLACEMENT VIA SUBCONTRACTOR (KROES REST SERVICES).

    Teo looked at it, and didn't know the name, and moved on.

    At the very top of the list, above the children, above everything, numbered before the rest, there was a single line that had no name at all.

    CANDIDATE 0001 — [SEALED BY ORDER OF THE FOUNDER].

    "What's that?" said Pim.

    "I don't know."

    "Can we open it?"

    He tried. The line turned white, and then gold, and a small polite message appeared beneath it. ACCESS RESTRICTED. THIS ATTEMPT HAS BEEN LOGGED.

    "Oh," said Pim, in a small voice. "Oh, no."

    All down the long floor, the cleaning drones stopped hissing. For a second they sat quite still, every one of them, lenses up. Then they went on.

    And behind them, down at the far end of the dark Claims floor, the lift doors opened.

    

    Pim killed the display. It folded down into his desk like a sheet of water draining away, and he was sitting in front of a blank grey surface with his hands flat on it and a face like a boy caught with his hand in the till.

    "Breathe," said Teo quietly. "Eat some cake."

    He picked up a piece of honey cake and held it.

    There were two of them, walking up the long aisle between the empty desks under the blue night-lights, in long grey coats. One was a young man Teo didn't know. The other was Supervisor Kalff.

    They didn't hurry. Kalff never hurried; Teo was beginning to understand that she didn't need to. She came up the aisle with her hands behind her back, glancing at each empty desk as she passed it, and the cleaning drones moved out of her way without being asked. She stopped at the end of Pim's row. Her shaved head gleamed. The silver threading at her temples caught the light of the window. She had brought a faint smell with her, sharp and chemical, and Teo knew it at once. It was the smell of the raw square hole in Rack 9 where Danny's pod had been.

    "Adjuster Brask," she said. "You keep late hours."

    "So do you."

    "I keep all of them." Kalff looked at the blank desk, and at Pim with his slice of cake, and at Teo. Her face did nothing at all. "Somebody on this floor just tried to open a sealed record."

    "Did they?"

    "A record sealed by the Founder herself. Which makes it a matter for my department." Kalff tilted her head. "I don't suppose you'd know anything about that."

    Teo met her eyes. "I've been eating cake."

    There was a long silence. Somewhere behind them, a cleaning drone hissed along the floor.

    Then Kalff did something Teo didn't expect. She smiled. It was thin and brief and had no warmth in it at all, and it was somehow worse than the closed door of her face.

    "I've been told something about you, Adjuster," she said. "Twice now. By two different people, from a long way above me. I've been told you're not to be touched." She let that sit. "I've worked for Housekeeping for eleven years. I've never been told that about anyone. I don't like being told things twice."

    Teo didn't move. She had no idea what to say. Not to be touched. By whom? Why?

    Kalff turned her head and looked at Pim.

    "But nobody's said anything to me about you," she said pleasantly. "Who are you?"

    Pim swallowed. "Haas. Adjuster Haas. Pim."

    "Adjuster Haas." Kalff repeated it slowly, as if writing it down somewhere inside her head where it would never wash off. Then she reached down, took the slice of honey cake out of his fingers, looked at it, and put it back in his hand. "Homemade. Somebody at home bakes for you." The thin smile came again. "Good to know you, Adjuster Haas."

    She straightened, and nodded once to Teo, and walked back down the long aisle with the young greycoat behind her, past the empty desks and the sleeping adjusters, and into the lift. The doors closed.

    Pim was still holding his slice of cake. His hand was trembling so much that crumbs were falling off it onto his knee.

    "I'm sorry," said Teo. "Pim. I'm so sorry."

    "Don't be." He put the cake down and wiped his hand on his trousers, very carefully, as if it mattered a great deal. "What did she mean? Not to be touched?"

    "I don't know."

    "Who'd say that about you?"

    "I don't know, Pim."

    She found that she did know, or half knew, as you half know a word on the tip of your tongue, and she didn't want to know it. She pushed it away.

    "Wake it up again," she said. "One more. Then you go home, and you stay home, and you don't come in tomorrow night."

    "One more what?"

    She didn't answer. It would go on his record, not hers; she knew that, and she did it anyway. She leaned past him, and woke the display herself, and brought up the long glowing column of four hundred and twelve names. Then she typed into the search line, with one finger, very slowly, because she found that her hands weren't working properly, five letters and an initial.

    The column shivered, and shrank to a single line.

    CANDIDATE 0388 — BRASK, J. — AGE 23 — RACK 14, POD 6-118.

    And in the status column, where the others said ACTIVE or TRANSFERRED or PRUNED, his said something else. Two words, in red.

    PRIORITY TRANSFER.

    And under it, very small, the signature of a man who had been dead for thirteen years.

  
    Chapter 10: The Gudrun

    At noon on Monday, Desmond Ferro closed his office door, which he had never done in nine years, and asked Teo to sit down, which he always did, and then didn't smile, which was new.

    "Pim Haas was suspended at eight o'clock this morning," he said. "Pending review. His access is gone. He's been told to stay at home and not to contact anyone on this floor."

    Teo sat very straight in the chair and kept her hands in her lap. When the door closed, a low hum had started in the walls, so low it only made her ears feel full. She knew it from higher floors, where senior people had conversations that never happened. She had never heard it in Desmond's.

    "At nine minutes to five this morning," said Desmond, "somebody using Pim's access tried to open a record sealed by the Founder. I've been told that by Housekeeping, and I've been told that you were sitting next to him at the time, eating cake." He looked at the fig tree, as if it might help. "I'm not going to ask you what you were looking for. I don't want to know. I'm going to tell you something instead, and then you're going to go home."

    "Desmond—"

    "You're being protected, Teo." He said it flatly, without any of his usual polish. "I don't know by whom. I don't know why. I've had two calls this morning from floors that don't have numbers, and both of them told me the same thing: Adjuster Brask is not to be disciplined. Not suspended, not reviewed, not so much as spoken to sharply." He leaned forward. "Pim Haas has had no calls at all."

    The room was quiet. Outside the real window, a lifter slid past, its passenger reading.

    "He's twenty-two," said Desmond. "He's got a girl who bakes him cakes. Whatever you're doing, he's the one who'll pay for it. So am I, probably, but I've made my peace with that." He sat back. "Take a week off. Paid. Go somewhere dry. Please."

    It was the first time in nine years she had heard him say please and mean it.

    She did not go somewhere dry.

    On the Line home she messaged Pim. I'm so sorry. Are you all right? The answer came before the tram reached Glasswork, and it wasn't from Pim.

    He came home at six and sat on the bed in his coat until nine. He's asleep now. Please leave him alone. — Noor

    

    The chip was where she had left it, in its twist of foil at the bottom of the basil pot. The first place I'd look, Ife had said. Teo dug it out with a teaspoon, wiped the soil off, and put it in her boot again, against her ankle, where it belonged.

    Then she called Jory again.

    She had been calling him since five that morning, since the red letters on Pim's screen. His glint said OUT OF RANGE, which in the Sunk meant he was under the water or didn't want to be found. At two she went down to the fuel dock where Bram kept the Hendrika. The mooring was empty. A woman mending nets on the next boat said Bram had taken her out at first light with the curly-haired diver and a little shaven-headed girl, and hadn't said where, and hadn't come back. Teo left a message with her, and another in Jory's glint. Call me. Not Tuesday. Today.

    At six he was still out of range. She took her glints out and put them in their little case. Ife had said not to bring them. She put the case in the bottom of her coat pocket anyway, switched off, because she was not going to be out of her brother's reach for a whole evening. Then she went to meet a man about some cats.

    

    Femi was waiting at the skiff rank with his yellow-eyed boat and a new cap.

    "Auntie shouted at me," he said, as they pulled away. "Two hours. Then she gave me soup." He seemed to feel that this was a fair exchange.

    The Gudrun was moored in the lee of the old fish market, at the end of a canal so narrow and dark that Teo would never have found it alone. She was a long, low Dutch barge, older than the Sunstroke, with a black hull streaked with rust and a wheelhouse at the stern hung with so many cables that it looked like an animal caught in a net. Pots of herbs stood along her roof. A thin twist of smoke came from her chimney. And through the portholes, all along her length, came a faint, steady, blue-white glow, and a hum Teo could feel in her teeth.

    It was the hum of a dorm. Not quite; higher, smoother. But close enough that the back of her neck prickled.

    The canal round her hull was warm. In the cold it smoked, a thin white mist lying along her waterline, and under the surface something long turned and flashed and was gone.

    "Sand," said Femi, cutting the engine. "Don't touch any of it. Don't ask what it's for. Don't let the ginger one sit on your lap. It's a trick."

    

    The man who opened the hatch was tall and thin and wrapped in at least four layers of jumper, the top one darned at both elbows with wool of a different colour. He had fingerless gloves, a long, mobile face, untidy brown hair, and a pair of real glasses, actual glass in a wire frame, pushed up onto his forehead where he had forgotten them. There was a smudge of grease on his nose.

    "You must be Ife's adjuster," he said. "Come in, come in, mind the step, mind the other step, mind the cat. That one. No, the other one. Kettle's on. You're wetter than I expected, which is saying something, because I expected you to be quite wet." He laughed at this, a short, delighted bark. "Fen. Fen Cardew. Tea?"

    The inside of the Gudrun was one long room, and every centimetre of it was full.

    One wall was books, real paper ones, swollen with damp and crammed in sideways. One wall was a galley: a stove, a kettle, a rack of mismatched mugs, a string of drying chillies. And the whole of the middle was machines. Racks of them, floor to ceiling, old circuit boards slotted side by side like toast in a toast-rack, each one glowing faintly at its edges, each one humming. Cables ran between them in loops and braids, and fat copper pipes, beaded with wet, carried canal water in through the hull at one end and out, steaming, at the other. The air smelled of hot dust and solder and cat. The racks had been boxed in with grey metal sheeting, dull and heavy, nailed up in overlapping squares like the scales of a fish.

    "Lead," said Fen, seeing her look. "Housekeeping's drones can smell sand at a hundred metres. They can't smell it through lead. Neither can anyone else, which is lucky, because if the Ceiling Commission ever came aboard I'd be hanged twice, once for each rack. Every chip in there was dragged up in a trawl net from a drowned server hall off the coast, by people who aren't supposed to fish there. I dry them in the oven." He pulled his glasses down onto his nose and peered at her through them. "You're not going to report me, are you? Ife said you weren't. Ife's usually right. It's very tiresome."

    A large ginger cat was sitting on top of the nearest rack in the warm glow, looking at Teo with contempt. A small black one was asleep in a tangle of cable on the floor.

    "Ohm," said Fen, pointing at the ginger. "Volt." He pointed at the black. "Ohm resists everything and Volt is mostly potential. I've been waiting eleven years for someone to laugh at that. Nobody has."

    "I'm not going to start," said Teo.

    "No. You've got a face that doesn't laugh at things. That's fine. I laugh enough for two." He turned to the stove and picked up the kettle. "I didn't get your name. Ife just said the adjuster, the way she says the weather."

    "Teo," said Teo. "Teo Brask."

    Fen poured boiling water over his own hand.

    He did it very thoroughly. He swore and dropped the kettle, and the kettle bounced off the stove and rolled across the floor, and Volt woke up and fled, and Ohm watched from the top of the rack with deep satisfaction. Fen stood at the sink with his scalded hand under the cold tap and his back to her for what seemed like a long time.

    "Are you all right?"

    "Fine. Fine. Clumsy. Famously clumsy. Ask anyone." He didn't turn round. "Brask. There's a diver, isn't there. Curly hair. Draws on everything."

    "My brother. Jory."

    "Jory. Yes." The water ran. "He sold me some boards once. I gave him tea. He didn't mind the cat hair, which I thought showed great strength of character." He turned the tap off and dried his hand on his jumper, and when he turned round his smile was back, though it had gone slightly crooked. The back of his hand had gone a hard, shiny red, and a blister was rising across the knuckles, white and full of water. "Right. Ife said you had a chip."

    

    The reader he brought out from under the bunk was the ugliest machine Teo had ever seen. It was the size of a shoebox, grey, dented, stencilled down one side with BULWARK GUARD — FIELD ISSUE — 2148, and it had no network, no glint link, nothing at all to connect it to the world except a fat cable to the Gudrun's battery bank and a slot for the chip.

    "It doesn't talk to anyone," said Fen, "because there was nobody left to talk to, the year they built it. Lovely thing. Like a brick with a conscience."

    Teo took off her boot and gave him the chip. He slotted it in.

    A thin green line woke on the reader's little screen and ran across it, left to right, slowly: Danny Vos's last night, the slow tide of the work flowing in and out of him. Fen watched it without blinking. All the jokes had gone out of him, and what was left was quiet and exact.

    At 03:14:07, the line spiked.

    "There," said Teo.

    "I see it." He turned a knob. The line stretched, and stretched, and the spike widened on the screen until it filled it, and Teo saw that it wasn't a spike at all. It was a shape. A long, careful, complicated shape, like handwriting.

    "That's not a fault," said Fen softly.

    "Tallow says it was a firmware patch. A timing loop."

    "Tallow says a lot of things. A fault's ragged. A fault looks like a dropped plate. This is—" He traced it on the screen with a gloved finger. "This is a knock on a door. A very polite knock. Then two keys in the lock, one after the other. Then the door opens, and something goes in, and does one thing, and comes out again. All inside a tenth of a second." He turned another knob, and letters appeared on the screen under the shape, small and green. "And it signs its name on the way in. They always do. Machines are very well brought up."

    The letters said HUSH.

    Teo found that she had put her hand flat on the table, as if the boat had moved.

    "What does it do? The one thing."

    "It tells the weave to stop the heart." Fen said it without any expression at all. "Weaves sit right on the nerves that keep the heart going. They have to; they're laid down the same roads. In my day there was a safety lock to make sure a weave could never touch them. This—" He tapped the shape. "This walks straight through the lock with two keys, and tells the heart to rest. Clean. One beat, then nothing."

    Teo thought of the stub of grease pencil still held between Danny's finger and thumb when she found him. One beat. He hadn't even had time to drop it.

    "Whose keys?"

    Fen looked at the screen for a long time.

    "One's Housekeeping's," he said. "Every department key has a sort of accent. I know that one. The other—" He hesitated. "The other's a root key. The key the weave firmware's signed with, the one at the very top. When I worked there, there were two copies. Only two. Founder's keys."

    "Who held them?"

    "One of them belonged to a dead man."

    Teo thought of the bronze face on the lobby wall. J. Abe, MD. "And the other?"

    Fen didn't answer. He took his glasses off and polished them on his jumper, and through the porthole behind him, far off above the rooftops of the Sunk, the white glow of the Noon lay on the underside of the cloud, and in the middle of it, the Lamp.

    Teo looked away from it. There was a thought waiting in the dark at the back of her head, and she didn't want to turn round and look at it. Not yet.

    "There's more," said Fen quietly. "Look."

    He turned the knob again. The killing shape slid to one side of the screen. And behind it, in the same tenth of a second, so close it had been hidden in the first one's shadow, there was a second shape.

    It was going the other way.

    "Something came out of him," said Fen. "Same instant. While the door was open. Something big, packed tight, thrown out of the weave as the heart stopped, like—" He searched for it. "Like someone throwing a suitcase out of a window while the house burns."

    "Thrown where?"

    He peered at the tiny letters. "There's an address on it. Not one I know. A node." He read it out. "HRTH-0."

    The word dropped into Teo like a stone into a canal. Hearth contract. Candidate, Hearth Programme. Forty pods rolling up a ramp into the dark.

    "The Hearth," she said. "It's under the Lamp. They're building something under the Lamp, and they're not just killing these people. They're taking something out of them as they die."

    "Taking what?"

    "I don't know." She looked at the second shape, the suitcase flung from the burning house. "Whatever was in him that wasn't him."

    

    Fen found the voice by accident.

    He was scrolling back through the last minute before the spike, looking for anything else, when he stopped and frowned, and leaned in, and said, "Huh."

    "What?"

    "The weave logs what it does to the body. Every twitch. It's meant to, for the medical side." He pointed at a little cluster of lines just before the end, at 03:13:58. "And at the end there, it made him do something. Not much. His jaw, his tongue, his throat. His breath." He looked up. "It made him talk."

    Teo thought of Hatice Demir in the pod across the corridor, her eyes wide in the blue light. A girl's voice, coming out of his mouth.

    "Can you play it?"

    "I can rebuild it. Roughly. From the shapes his mouth made." Fen was already working, his gloved fingers quick on the reader's knobs. "It'll sound like a voice through a wall. Don't expect—"

    The reader's little speaker crackled.

    It was a girl. Young; seventeen, eighteen, nineteen. Thin and rough, as a reconstruction would be, as if it had come a long way through a lot of water. But it was a girl, and she was frightened, and she was saying it the way you'd say it to someone you loved who was standing in the road.

    Wake up. Wake up now.

    Then nothing. Then the spike.

    Teo breathed out. It was a terrible thing to listen to. It was also, somehow, the opposite of terrible: as if, at the very end, in the dark, somebody had been there with Danny Vos, trying.

    "Play it again," said Fen.

    His voice had changed. She looked at him.

    He played it again. Wake up. Wake up now. He listened to it with his eyes closed, and his scalded hand had closed into a fist on the table. Then he opened his eyes and looked at Teo, and kept looking at her, as if he were trying to see something behind her face. It went on long enough to become strange.

    "What?" she said.

    "Nothing." He looked away. "It's the voice. It sounded like someone I used to know."

    "Who?"

    "Someone I let down," said Fen Cardew, and reached for Danny's notebook, and didn't say anything else about it at all.

    

    He had the notebook open when the little red bulb above the hatch came on.

    Teo hadn't noticed it before. Fen had. He put the notebook down, reached up without looking and threw a big old switch above the galley, the kind with a wooden handle, and the hum sank to a murmur, and the blue-white glow went out. Ohm's ears went flat. The long room was dark except for the stove and the one red bulb.

    "Don't move," he said softly.

    A light came along the canal outside. It slid across the portholes one by one, white and slow, and stopped on the third, and stayed. Above the rain Teo could hear it now, the thin whine of a drone. She thought of the one Femi had netted and drowned on Saturday.

    "Lead hides what it is," Fen breathed. "It doesn't hide that something in here is warm."

    The light moved on. The whine went away up the canal. The red bulb went out. Teo counted to eleven twice before Fen threw the switch back, and the racks came up to their old note.

    "Twice a night," he said, and picked up the notebook. "Mostly they're after eel poachers."

    He read the numbers in four minutes.

    Teo had spent three nights staring at them and seen nothing. Fen looked at two pages, laughed his short bark of a laugh, and said, "Oh, he was clever. Look. Dashes. Three parts. Always three." He tapped a line on one of the older pages. 28-9-C7214. "First part's never bigger than thirty-one. Second part's never bigger than forty. What's never bigger than thirty-one?"

    "Days," said Teo. "Days of the month." And then, because it was there in front of her, "And forty Racks. Day, Rack—"

    "And then a pod."

    She read the line again. 28. 9. C7214.

    The twenty-eighth of October. Rack 9. Pod C-7-214.

    Danny Vos had written down the date and place of his own death.

    She made herself turn the page, and the page after. There were eleven entries under 28. She knew them without having to think. She had read them off the night board at four in the morning with Pim's voice going high and thin in her ear. Rack 9. Rack 12. Two in Rack 17. Rack 22, 26, 31, 33, 38. Two in Rack 40. Eleven people whose names she had never been told, written down as numbers in a dead boy's cramped hand days before any of them died.

    "He knew," she said. "He knew all of it. A week before. How could he possibly—"

    "He didn't," said Fen. "Something told him. Something that could read the plan." He was looking at the notebook with an expression Teo couldn't read. "Whatever's in there with them, in the grey, it can see Tallow's schedules from the inside. It saw this coming. And it couldn't stop it. So it found the one boy who wrote things down, and it made him write it down, and then it made him sing that bloody nursery rhyme until somebody listened." He turned to the last few pages. "And nobody did."

    The last pages were different. The first part of every entry had changed. Not 28 any more.

    3.

    "The third," said Fen. "The third of November."

    Teo looked at the little brass clock bolted to the Gudrun's wall. It was twenty to eleven on Monday night, the second of November. The third of November began in an hour and twenty minutes. And fourteen minutes and seven seconds past three in the morning on the third was—

    "Tonight," she said.

    Nine entries. Two in Rack 12. One in Rack 20. One in 27. One in 35. One in 40. And three, all together, at the bottom of the page, in a column of their own:

    3-14-6122. 3-14-6131. 3-14-6140.

    Rack 14. Tier six.

    The hum of the sand-racks filled the barge. Ohm the cat watched her from the top of his rack with flat golden eyes. Teo heard her own voice, a long way off, say, "That's my brother's tier."

    "Is he on it?"

    She read the three numbers again. And again. 6122. 6131. 6140. Jory's pod was 6-118. It wasn't there. It wasn't on the list.

    The relief hit her so hard that her eyes stung. And then, close behind it, cold as canal water, came the other thing. The line on Pim's screen at five o'clock that morning, in red.

    PRIORITY TRANSFER.

    "They're not going to kill him," she said slowly. "They're going to be on his tier tonight. At three. With the door open. And they're not going to kill him." She looked up at Fen. "They're going to take him."

    

    She was out of the hatch and onto the deck before Fen had got up from the table.

    The rain had come back. She fumbled in her coat pocket for the little case and pinched her glints in with wet fingers, and the world came back in a rush of light: the time in the corner of her eye, the weather, the map. And a message, waiting, flagged unread, from JORY.

    At the Hotel. Oma's here, trying to get her home. Don't shout. Tuesday x

    It had been sent at 22:31.

    She called him. The call didn't ring. A small polite box opened in her vision instead.

    SUBSCRIBER UNAVAILABLE. MAINTENANCE ZONE.

    She called again. MAINTENANCE ZONE. Again.

    Behind her, Fen had come up through the hatch in his four jumpers, with Volt in his arms and the rain spotting his glasses.

    "Rack 14," said Teo. "How fast can you get me to Rack 14?"

    The clock in the corner of her eye said 22:47.

  
    Chapter 11: The House

    At a quarter past ten on Monday night, Jory stood in the queue outside Rack 14 with the rain running off his hood, and told himself, for the fifth time, that he was only here to take an old woman home.

    Bram's cousin's girl had come down to the Hendrika at nine with the news. Saskia, sixteen, with a shaved undercut and a voice like a gull. Oma Bep had packed her little overnight bag at half past eight, she said, the way she had every Monday for forty years, and put on her good coat, and gone down the fire escape. Saskia had tried to stop her. Oma Bep had patted her hand and called her Wim and gone anyway.

    "It's Monday," Saskia had said, shrugging. "She always goes on Monday. Thinning people. They hold on to the days like banisters."

    ROOM 14 IS NOT SAFE.

    So Jory had come. Not to sleep. To get Oma Bep out of her pod before the chime, and walk her home through the rain, and come back to the boat, and sit up with Bram until morning. Bram had kept the two of them out on the water all day, as far from Kroes as the Sunk went. The burn from Dirk's rod had stuck to Jory's shirt, and every time he lifted his arm it tore free again. Lark had wanted to come with him tonight. He'd made her promise, on her grandmother's life, to stay on the Hendrika, and she had promised with a face like a closed fist, and he had not believed her for a second.

    The queue shuffled forward under the dripping awning. At the doors each sleeper ducked their head to the reader in the frame, and it found their pip and chimed them through, one soft chime after another. Nobody was talking. The frightened silence from last Wednesday had come back, thicker. People stood close together. A man near the front was holding his little daughter's hand, though she was far too young to let; he must have been taking her in to sleep beside him, as some parents did when there was nobody at home. Above the doors, the cloud-screen had changed its message. It didn't say SLEEP WELL, LOWMERE tonight.

    It said TALLOW CARES.

    

    Oskar was sitting on his stool by the stairs in his flowered waistcoat, and he was the colour of old milk.

    "Jory," he said. "Oh, Jory. You shouldn't be here tonight. Go home."

    "I've come for Bep."

    "She's already up. She came at nine. She's lying in her pod with her coat folded under her head, waiting for the chime, happy as a lark." Oskar winced at his own word. "I tried to send her home. She told me it was Monday."

    "Then I'll fetch her down."

    Oskar caught his sleeve. His hand was shaking.

    "Greycoats came at nine," he said, low. "Four of them. They've locked tier six. Maintenance, they said. I can't open a curtain on that tier from this desk. I can't wake anyone. I can't even see it." He pointed at the big board behind the desk, where every tier of Rack 14 was laid out in rows of soft green squares, one for each pod. Five tiers were green. The sixth was a solid block of grey, and stamped across it in white letters: MAINTENANCE LOCK — HOUSEKEEPING.

    "Twenty-eight years I've had this dorm," said Oskar. "Nobody's ever locked me out of a tier." His eyes were wet. "What's happening, Jory? Do you know? Is it like last week?"

    Jory didn't answer. He stood in the warm, steamy lobby with its smell of wet coats and hot honey, and blinked his glint open. Fourteen missed calls from Teddy, stacked up since the Hendrika had come back into range at dusk. One message. Call me. Not Tuesday. Today. He'd meant to. He'd meant to all evening. But he knew what she would say, and he knew he would go up anyway, and he didn't want to hear himself tell her so. In the end he wrote very little.

    At the Hotel. Oma's here, trying to get her home. Don't shout. Tuesday x

    The clock in the corner of his eye said 22:31. He sent it, and went up.

    

    There were two greycoats on the landing of tier six.

    They stood either side of the door in their long coats, a man and a woman, with stillers on their hips and their faces blank as wet slate, and when Jory came up the last flight of stairs they turned to look at him together, like the moths did. As he stepped onto the landing, his glint went dark. The time vanished from the corner of his eye, and the weather, and the little tag that floated over every door in the Racks telling you whose pod was whose. There was just the corridor, and the stacks, and the blue glow of the pips, and the two of them.

    "Scan," said the woman.

    He turned his head. She held a small black wand to the pip behind his ear. It chimed. On its side a number glowed red, and climbed, and kept climbing. She looked at it, and her face did nothing at all. Then she looked at the man, and something passed between them that Jory didn't understand.

    "That's him," the man said quietly.

    "Go through," said the woman. "Pod 6-118. Lie down. Draw your curtain."

    "I'm not letting tonight. I've come for—"

    "Go through."

    He went through.

    Tier six was strange. It took him a moment to see why. It was the moths. There were none. On every other tier, every night, there were dozens of them drifting along the stacks with their blue lanterns. Tonight the air above tier six was empty, and dark, and the only light came from the pips themselves, two hundred little blue beads behind two hundred left ears, pulsing slow. Without the moths, the corridor felt like a field at night after the birds have gone.

    Oma Bep's pod was 6-117, on the third level, next to his. Her curtain was open. She was lying on her back with her good coat folded under her head and her overnight bag clutched to her chest, and she smiled at him with real pleasure.

    "Wim," she said. "You came to tuck me in."

    "Oma." He climbed the ladder and leaned in. "Oma Bep, it's not a good night. Let's go home. I'll make you some tea. We'll sit by the window."

    "It's Monday."

    "I know it's Monday. Come on. Just this once."

    She patted his hand. Her fingers were dry and cool and smelled of lavender oil.

    "You were always a worrier," she said. "Even when you were small. You used to come into my bed in a storm." She smiled at the ceiling of her pod. "I'm not frightened, Wim. I've been doing this forty years. It's only sleep."

    He started to slide his arm under her shoulders. He'd carry her down if he had to. She weighed nothing.

    Below him, at the foot of the ladder, the woman in the grey coat said, in a perfectly level voice, "Sleeper. Return to your pod."

    "She doesn't want to be here. She's thinning, she doesn't know—"

    "She is under tenancy. Removing a sleeper under tenancy is an offence." The woman's hand rested on the black shape at her hip, and Jory's burned shoulder remembered Dirk's rod. "Return to your pod, Mister Brask. I won't ask again."

    Through the whole building, softly, the chime sounded.

    Oma Bep turned her head on the pillow, as she had every night for forty years, and the pip behind her ear touched the contact. Her eyes closed. Her face went smooth and empty, and the blue light behind her ear began to pulse, slow, slow, and she was gone. Above her, the folded turner gave one soft click, the sound it made when it had a body to look after.

    

    He didn't lie down. He sat in the mouth of his own pod with his legs hanging over the edge and his back against the frame and his curtain open, where he could see Oma Bep's sleeping face in the next pod and the length of the dark corridor beyond. The greycoat watched him for a while. Then she went back to the landing.

    He sat there for an hour.

    At half past eleven, something banged softly above his head.

    He looked up. In the ceiling of the corridor, above the top of the stacks, there was a long dark slot where the turner rail ran, and in the slot, a hatch, and in the hatch, upside down, grinning, with dust on her shaved head, was Lark.

    She put a finger to her lips. Then she swung herself out of the hatch like a monkey, climbed down the outside of the stack with her bare toes finding the pod frames, and dropped onto the ledge beside him.

    "You promised," whispered Jory.

    "I promised I'd stay on the boat. I didn't say how long." She was looking past him at her grandmother. Her face had changed. "Over the roof from the laundry block," she said. "Then down the rail hatch. They don't lock the rail. Nobody thinks of it." She swallowed. "Is she all right?"

    "She's asleep. I couldn't get her out. They've locked the tier."

    Lark looked at Oma Bep for a long moment. Then, before Jory could stop her, she climbed across into her grandmother's pod and curled up against the old woman's side, small as a cat, with her head on Oma Bep's shoulder.

    "Lark. Don't. Your pip—"

    "I'm just lying here," said Lark, into the good coat. "I'm just lying here with my gran."

    Her shaved head rested against the pillow. Behind her left ear, her pip slid against the edge of the contact. And Jory watched it wake: a warmth of blue, faint and then steady, and her small fists loosening, and her breath going slow.

    He couldn't wake her. Nobody could, tonight. Twelve years old, gone under on a locked tier, on the one night Rack 14 wasn't safe.

    He sat in the mouth of his pod and kept watch over the two of them, and the dark corridor, and the empty air where the moths should have been.

    

    At half past two, they brought the pod.

    He heard it before he saw it: the soft whine of a powered trolley on the landing, and voices, and the doors. Two more greycoats came along the corridor, guiding it between them. It was a long-haul pod, clear-lidded, empty, with a nutrient bag already hanging on its hook and its lid standing open, like a mouth. Its gel mattress still held the faint shape of whoever had lain in it last. They parked it at the end of the row, twenty metres from him, and switched off the trolley, and stood beside it with their hands behind their backs.

    Waiting.

    Jory looked at the empty pod for a long time. He thought about Danny Vos, picked for a Hearth contract two days before he died. He thought about Kroes in Oma Bep's kitchen with his thumbprint in purple ink, and the short pod under the tarpaulin, and Bram on the deck saying, It's the kid he wants. Private pod. Triple rate.

    He thought: that one's for somebody.

    And then, slowly, the way you understand that the footsteps behind you in an empty street are keeping pace with yours, he thought: that one's for me.

    He should run. He knew he should run. Down the ladder, through the greycoats, the stairs, the lobby, the rain. He looked at Oma Bep and Lark asleep in the next pod, curled together in the blue light, and he didn't move.

    Behind his left ear, the pip went warm.

    He wasn't touching a contact. He hadn't lain down. It came anyway: the warm-water feeling, spreading up across his scalp. And the pull, forward, upwards, like a hand held out in the dark.

    But it was different tonight. On Saturday it had been gentle and patient and almost amused. Tonight the hand was shaking.

    It was frightened. He could feel it, the way you can feel through a wall that someone in the next room is crying.

    "All right," Jory whispered. "All right. I'm coming."

    He lay back in his pod, and let it take him.

    

    The corridor of doors.

    He was standing in it in his socks, on the bare boards, under the faded wallpaper of leaves. It went on in both directions further than he could see. Doors on either side, every kind of door: painted and plain, brass knobs and latches, the door with the cat flap, the door with the sticker of the cartoon fish. Some were shut. Some stood ajar with warm light round their edges, and behind them he could hear people living. A tap running. A radio. Someone laughing at a joke he'd never hear the end of.

    There was no ceiling. Above the tops of the doors the walls went up into grey, the flat soft grey of an ordinary night on the Let, hanging low and close. He didn't like to look at it for long.

    And the wallpaper moved. Slowly, barely, the leaves rose and fell, a sheet over a sleeping chest. When he held his own breath he could hear it behind the walls on every side: hundreds of people breathing, thousands, and somewhere among them, he was almost sure, himself.

    He began to count the doors without meaning to. It was Teddy's habit, not his. He got to nine. When he looked back, the ninth door was a different colour, and there were more doors between him and it than he had passed. Don't count his rooms. He stopped counting.

    It smelled of rain. And this time, because he was awake, he noticed the windows.

    There were windows between the doors, tall ones, and through them, very far off, there was weather. A storm on the horizon, vast and slow and grey, turning on itself. Lightning flickered inside it without a sound. It was enormous. It took up half the sky, and it was moving, all the time, round and round, in a long patient spiral.

    He didn't know how he knew, but he knew what it was. It was the Bulwark. It was the sea and the wall and all the arithmetic in between, the great storm of work that ran through six million sleeping heads every night, seen from the inside.

    Smaller weather got in too. Now and then a cold draught came down the corridor, and every door it passed rattled on its latch, and the voices behind them stopped until it had gone by. Somebody's sums, passing through.

    "Jory."

    He turned.

    There was someone standing a little way down the corridor.

    It was the size of a child. It stood like a child who isn't sure it's allowed in the room, half behind a doorframe, one hand on the wood. And its face wouldn't stay still. When he looked at it, it was an old woman's face, and then a boy's with a big nose he knew, Danny's, and then Lark's, gap-toothed, and then the young father's with the baby, and then a stranger's, and a stranger's, and a stranger's. Once, for half a second, it was a girl of eighteen or nineteen, with cropped black hair and a chipped front tooth, and something in Jory's chest turned over hard, like hearing his own name called in a crowd. Then it was a stranger again.

    "Hello," said Jory.

    "Hello." Many voices at once, an old man's and a woman's and a child's, none of them quite in time with the others. "You came. You said yes again."

    "You asked." He took a step towards it. It didn't run. "Who are you?"

    "I'm the house." The faces flickered. "I keep it. I keep all the rooms."

    "Have you got a name?"

    It was quiet for a moment. When it spoke again, the voices had gone smaller.

    "I had one. Somebody gave it to me. It's in a room I can't find any more."

    "You sent me the message. Room 14 is not safe."

    "Yes."

    "And you helped Mila. The baby."

    "Yes." The faces brightened a little. "I like that. Helping. I thought it was what I was for."

    "And Danny? Danny Vos?"

    All the faces went still, and for a moment they were only one: a thin boy, with a big nose he hadn't grown into.

    "I told him," it said. "I told him and told him. I made him write it down. I made him sing. I said it in his mouth at the end." The voices shook. "Nobody listened. Nobody ever listens till after."

    

    It took his hand. Its hand was small and warm and felt like a dozen different hands at once, an old woman's papery fingers and a child's sticky ones, and it led him down the corridor. Far off, in a pod on tier six, he felt his real hands close, and hold on.

    They walked for what felt like an hour, or a week. They passed doors that had nearly gone. The leaf paper had crept over their edges and their handles until only a seam showed, and behind one of them, as they went by, somebody was knocking softly from the inside.

    It showed him a door with a brass knob worn smooth. Behind it was a kitchen: a real one, with a gas stove and a checked tablecloth and a window full of evening sun, forty years ago. A little boy of six was sitting at the table, swinging his legs, eating soup. And at the stove, young, with dark hair in a net and flour on her hands, singing to herself, was Oma Bep.

    "She's all here," said the house, softly. "Every bit of her. Every day. Nothing's gone. She's only lost the way to the door."

    Jory stood in the doorway of the kitchen and found that he couldn't speak.

    That was what thinning was, then. Not the room emptying. Just the door getting harder and harder to find, until one day you couldn't find it at all, and the people outside thought you'd gone.

    It showed him another door, a small one, painted with a child's clumsy flowers. Behind it was a room no bigger than a pod, crammed to the ceiling with treasure: batteries, peach stones, a broken watch, a bus ticket, a feather, a knife. In the middle of it, curled in a nest of stolen blankets, Lark was asleep, frowning.

    "She's strong," said the house. "Children are. Their rooms are close to the door. Easy to come and go." A pause, and something in the voices that might have been worry. "Easy to take."

    And then it stopped, outside three doors in a row.

    They were ordinary doors. One was green, one was blue, one had a horseshoe nailed above it. Jory knew whose they were. He'd seen those people every night for years, in the queue, on the ladders, saying goodnight. Daan the tram mechanic, who whistled. Mevrouw Yilmaz, who brought börek in a tin and made everyone on the tier eat it. Tess, nineteen, who laughed too loud and apologised every time.

    6-122. 6-131. 6-140.

    "Them," said the house. "Tonight."

    "What's going to happen?"

    The house looked at the window, at the far grey storm turning on the edge of the world.

    "Every night, the big weather stops. Just for one breath. To remember itself." The voices were very small now. "Everything goes quiet. And in the quiet, they come in, and they cut."

    "Can't you stop them?"

    "I'm made of the rooms. When they cut a room, it's me they're cutting. I can't hold the door from the inside." It looked up at him with all its faces, and every one of them was frightened. "I'm the inside."

    Jory looked at the three doors. Then he looked at his own hand, in the house's small one.

    "But I'm not," he said slowly. "Am I. I'm a guest."

    

    On the horizon, the storm stopped.

    It didn't fade. It stopped, the way a heart stops: all at once, between one turn and the next. The lightning froze inside it. The great slow spiral hung motionless in the sky. And in the corridor of doors, every sound went out at once. No tap. No radio. No laughter. The wallpaper stopped breathing. A silence so complete that Jory could hear his own blood.

    At the far end of the corridor, where there had been nothing but doors going on forever, there was a white door.

    It didn't belong. He knew it as surely as a wrong note. It was smooth and clean and blank, with no handle, no knob, no number, as white as the light above the cloud. And it was opening.

    A wind came out of it. Not into the corridor. Out of the corridor, towards the white door, pulling. The faded wallpaper rippled. Little scraps of light tore loose from the edges of the open doors and went streaming away down the corridor towards that blank white mouth, like sparks up a chimney.

    The house screamed. All its voices at once.

    Behind the green door, a man was whistling: three notes, low, high, and the third never came. Behind the horseshoe, somebody laughed too loud and began to say sorry.

    The three doors slammed.

    Jory threw himself at the green one. He got his hands on it and his shoulder against it and held it, held it with everything he had, and felt it pushing back at him from the other side, not with strength but with silence, a cold, polite, unstoppable silence like a closing lid. He heard the blue door bang shut beside him. He heard the horseshoe fall. Under his hands the green door's light went thin, and grey, and out.

    He was holding a door onto nothing.

    Three rooms, gone. Daan, who whistled. Mevrouw Yilmaz and her tin of börek. Tess.

    The wind pulled harder. It caught at the house, at the small figure beside him with its flickering faces, and dragged at it, and Jory saw pieces of it come loose, a face, a voice, a small hand still opening and closing, and go spinning away down the corridor towards the white door.

    He grabbed for it. Got its hand. Held on.

    "Wake up," said the house. Its voices were tearing. "Jory. Wake up. Wake up now."

    "No."

    "They're coming for you. Not to cut. To take. That pod at the end of the row is yours. If you're asleep when they lift you, they'll take you through that door, and you won't come back." The wind howled. The faces flickered faster. "Wake up. Please. Please."

    "And if I wake up?" Jory shouted into the wind. "What happens to you?"

    The house didn't answer.

    Behind them, the door with the clumsy painted flowers was rattling in its frame. The door with the brass knob worn smooth was creaking open, inch by inch, and the wind was reaching for the kitchen, for the young woman at the stove, for the little boy swinging his legs.

    Jory planted his feet on the bare boards.

    He put his back against Lark's door, and his foot against Oma Bep's, and he held the house's small, shaking, many-fingered hand in both of his, and he did not let go.

    "No," he said. "Not without you."

    The white door gaped. The wind roared. Somewhere very far away, in another world, a world of rain and concrete and blue light, someone was shouting his name.

  
    Chapter 12: 03:14:07

    Fen's dinghy was called the Fuse. It was a dented aluminium tub with an electric outboard that whined like a mosquito, and it went faster than anything that ugly had a right to.

    Teo crouched in the bow with the rain in her face. Fen sat at the tiller with his scalded hand wrapped in electrical tape and a tea towel, steering one-handed, and took the canals of the Sunk at a speed that made the houseboat people shout after them. Laundry lines whipped overhead. A cheap guard drone on a houseboat roof chased them for fifty metres, barking in a recorded dog's voice. They skidded round a corner under a footbridge and Teo's shoulder hit the gunwale hard enough to bruise. She didn't feel it. She was counting.

    Not steps, this time. Minutes. Three hundred and eighty-seven of them between now and fourteen minutes past three. She counted them down in elevens, the way she always had, and every time she reached a multiple of eleven she called Jory's glint, and every time the same polite box opened in her eye.

    SUBSCRIBER UNAVAILABLE. MAINTENANCE ZONE.

    At Kade Market, Fen tied the Fuse to a stall-boat whose owner was asleep under a tarpaulin, and they ran for the Line.

    The night trams ran slow. Everyone knew why. At night the Line ran on the city's spare thinking, and at night there was less of it to spare, so the trams crawled along the dikes at a walking pace, swaying, half empty, their adverts dimmed to save thought. The panel opposite Teo had frozen on a smiling family in a white flat, the mother stuck mid-blink for eleven stops. Teo stood at the front of the carriage with her hands on the rail and wanted to get out and push. Fen sat with his eyes shut and his bad hand cradled in his lap and didn't say anything at all, which she was beginning to understand meant something.

    Above the Racks, on the underside of the cloud, the night message glowed. TALLOW CARES.

    They reached Rack 14 at twenty to midnight.

    

    The dorm was sealed.

    Teo saw it from the end of the street. Four Housekeeping drones hung in the rain above Rack 14's front doors, long and grey as coffins, one at each corner of the building. A Housekeeping lifter sat on the canal outside, its hatch open, a dull light inside. At the doors themselves stood two greycoats under a temporary awning, and in front of them, a little crowd of latecomers in work coats, holding their bags, arguing, being turned away.

    "Dorm's closed for maintenance," one of the greycoats was saying, in the bored voice of someone who'd said it forty times. "Report to Rack 15. Your night will be transferred. A transfer fee will apply."

    "I can't sleep in 15, my mother's in there—"

    "Report to Rack 15."

    Teo pushed through the crowd and held up her wrist. Her adjuster's tag lit in the air above it, gold, with the Tallow sigil: BRASK, T. — CLAIMS — FULL SITE ACCESS.

    The greycoat looked at it. Then he looked at something in his own glint, and his face didn't change.

    "Adjuster access to this site is suspended tonight," he said. "Maintenance."

    "There's a sleeper in there in medical danger."

    "All sleepers on site are under Tallow medical supervision."

    "I want to see the warden."

    "The warden is busy."

    Behind the glass doors, across the bright lobby, Teo could see Oskar on his stool by the stairs in his flowered waistcoat. He saw her. He half rose. A second greycoat inside the lobby turned to look at him, and he sat down again, and put both hands over his face.

    Teo stepped back into the rain.

    She stood on the far side of the canal with Fen and looked up at Rack 14. Twelve storeys of concrete, every window glowing blue. Every window except the sixth row. On tier six the glow was there, faintly, the blue of two hundred pips, but nothing moved behind the glass. No moths. No drifting lanterns. Just the pips, and the dark.

    "They've switched the moths off," said Fen quietly. "So there's no record."

    "And they've locked the tier, so nobody can wake it." She heard her own voice come out flat as a ruling. "If I could get to a pod, I could wake him with my codes. But a Housekeeping lock beats an adjuster code."

    "Housekeeping locks are signed," said Fen. "I can't break the signature." He wiped rain off his glasses with his good hand. "But a lock's only a lock if the door believes it. If I could get at the wires the lock runs down, I could tell the tier the lock's been lifted. It wouldn't last. They'd notice in minutes. But for a few minutes—"

    "Where are the wires?"

    "Every dorm's plant is next door. Pumps, power, laundry. All the control lines for the pods run through the plant room." He looked along the street, past Rack 14, at a long, low concrete block with steam rising from vents in its roof. "There."

    The laundry block.

    

    The night shift in Rack 14's laundry was three women in rubber aprons, folding sheets under bright lights, and none of them looked up when Teo walked in with her gold tag held out in front of her and said, "Claims inspection," in her flattest voice. Laundry workers had seen everything. An adjuster and a man in four wet jumpers at midnight was not, apparently, in the top hundred.

    The plant room was in the basement. It was hot and loud and smelled of bleach and old electricity. Pumps thudded. Pipes ran across the ceiling in fat lagged bundles. And on one wall, behind a steel cage that Fen opened with a piece of bent wire in eleven seconds, Teo counted, was a cabinet the size of a wardrobe, full of cables: thousands of them, colour-coded, each one labelled in tiny print. Tier by tier. Pod by pod. Every few seconds a green pinprick ran along one: a turner somewhere above, reporting that it had rolled somebody over.

    Fen stood in front of it and let out one long, slow breath, a diver's breath before going under.

    "How long?" said Teo.

    "I don't know. Two hours. Three. Housekeeping don't just lock a tier. They lock it, and then they watch the lock." He was already peeling the tape off his scalded hand so that he could use his fingers. They were red and blistered. He didn't seem to notice. "I have to make it look as if nothing's changed until the moment it has. Go away, please. You count when you're frightened. I can hear you doing it."

    She went away.

    She went up to the laundry roof, because it was the only place she could see Rack 14 from, and she sat on a ventilation housing in the rain and looked at the sixth row of windows. Twelve metres away across a narrow gap, the dorm's flat roof sat at the same height as the laundry's, joined to it by a fat steel pipe-bridge wrapped in insulation. On Rack 14's roof, among the water tanks, was a square hatch.

    Teo knew what that hatch was. She had crawled through the inside of one four days ago with a stiller in her arm.

    She crossed the pipe-bridge on her hands and knees in the dark. It was wide enough, just. Halfway across she looked down and saw the canal, a long way below, and stopped looking down. On Rack 14's roof she knelt by the hatch and found that its padlock had been cut, neatly, some time ago, and replaced with a loop of wire that anybody could untwist.

    In the grime on the hatch lid, half washed out by rain, were the prints of small bare feet.

    She stared at them. A child's. She thought of a shaven head and a gap-toothed grin and a stolen peach, and her stomach turned over.

    She went back across the pipe-bridge and sat down on the ventilation housing to wait.

    

    It was the longest wait of her life.

    She went down to the plant room every half hour. Fen didn't look round. He was inside the cabinet up to his shoulders, surrounded by little clips and leads and a small grey box of his own he'd brought from the Gudrun, and he was talking to himself in a steady, quiet murmur, like a man coaxing an animal out from under a bed. Come on. Come on. That's it. No, not you. You.

    She went back to the roof. The rain came and went. Once a drone drifted over the laundry with its searchlight down, and she lay flat in warm, soapy runoff until it had passed.

    At half past two, through the big stairwell window on tier six, she saw two greycoats pass, steering something long and pale on a trolley between them. A pod. An empty one, with its lid open.

    She went down to the plant room.

    "They've brought a pod."

    "Not yet," said Fen.

    "It's half past two."

    "I know what time it is. Not yet." His voice didn't change, but his blistered hand had begun to shake. "Get on the roof. Get to the hatch. When I'm through, the tier will come back. Your glints will come back. I'll send you one word. Then you'll have five minutes, maybe less, before they work out what I've done." He glanced at her for the first time in hours. "What are you going to do with five minutes?"

    Teo thought about it.

    "Every tier in every dorm has a Hoek release," she said. "Since the flood. A red handle by the stairs. If the sea comes in again, a warden pulls it, and the whole tier wakes. Every pod. All at once." She swallowed. "Nobody's pulled one in twenty-six years. It costs every sleeper on the tier their night."

    Fen looked at her for a long moment.

    "Two hundred people," he said.

    "Two hundred and four. Sixty marks each, plus the tenancy fee." She had already done the sum. She hadn't wanted to. "Twelve thousand two hundred and forty marks, give or take, docked from people who haven't got it."

    "And?"

    "And two hundred people can't be quietly loaded onto a trolley."

    Fen almost smiled. Then he turned back to the cabinet.

    "Go," he said.

    

    At seven minutes to three she was lying on her stomach in the turner rail above tier six.

    It was the same as Rack 9: a steel channel no taller than a coffin, cables bundled along both sides, dust, the rail running down the middle. She had come down through the roof hatch and along the channel on her elbows, counting the service hatches below her as she passed them. Each hatch was over a column of pods. Eleven, twenty-two. At the twenty-ninth she stopped, and eased the little hatch open a finger's width, and looked down.

    She was directly above pod 6-118.

    Jory was lying in it on his back with his curtain open and his boots still on. He had lain down meaning to get up again. His pip glowed blue behind his ear. His face was smooth and empty, a sleeper's face. But his hands were clenched. Both of them, into fists, on his chest, so tight the knuckles were white. Holding on to something.

    In the next pod lay an old woman in a good coat with an overnight bag on her chest. And curled against her side, small as a cat, her shaved head on the old woman's shoulder, was Lark.

    Teo bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood.

    Down the row, at the end of the stack, two greycoats stood beside an empty long-haul pod on a trolley with their hands behind their backs. Its feeding bag already hung full, a pale bead trembling at the end of the line. Two more greycoats were on the landing. Her glint was dead. Her clock was gone. She lay in the dark and counted seconds in elevens, because there was nothing else to count with, and she reached a hundred and eighty, and she reached four hundred and forty, and she knew, without needing to be told, that it was almost time.

    She couldn't stop it. She couldn't stop any of it. She lay there and watched.

    It made no sound.

    That was what she would remember. She had imagined, all night, that when it came there would be something: a noise, a light, a scream. There was nothing. Down the row, three pips went grey at once. One on the second level, one on the fourth, one on the third, right below her and two columns along, where a girl of nineteen with bleached hair was lying on her side with one hand under her cheek.

    The girl's pip had been blue. Then it was grey. Her hand didn't move. Her face didn't change. Teo watched the blanket over her, because that was what you watched. It went down, and it stayed down.

    Teo counted. Bodies took one more breath; she had read it on a thousand files. Eleven. Twenty-two. Thirty-three. The girl's lips had come a little apart, and a thread of spit ran from the corner of her mouth onto her own fingers. Forty-four. The blanket did not move again.

    At the end of the row, one of the greycoats glanced at something in his glint and murmured to the other, and the other nodded. That was all the notice the dead got.

    Teo put her forehead down on the cold steel of the rail, which smelled of dust and turner grease, and pressed her mouth shut so that nothing would come out.

    And below her, at the end of the row, the two greycoats switched on their trolley.

    

    They came along the corridor with the long-haul pod gliding between them, quickly now, not hiding it. They stopped below Jory's pod. One climbed the ladder. He leaned in, slid his arms under Jory's shoulders and knees with the practised ease of a man who'd done this before, and began to draw him out.

    Jory's fists stayed clenched. His pip stayed lit.

    Teo didn't think. She kicked the hatch open and dropped.

    She landed on the greycoat with both knees. They went down the ladder together in a tangle, and his face hit a rung on the way with a wet crack she felt in her own teeth, and they hit the floor, and Jory's legs slid half out of the pod and hung over the edge. The second greycoat spun round with his hand already on the black thing at his hip.

    And stopped.

    Teo was on her feet. She was between him and the pod, and he was looking at her face, and she watched him recognise it. She watched him remember what he had been told. She watched the stiller stay in its holster.

    "Adjuster Brask," he said.

    "That's right."

    "Step away from the sleeper, please."

    "No."

    He didn't move. Neither did she. On the floor, the first greycoat groaned and sat up, holding his face. Blood ran between his fingers, and he spat a chip of tooth onto the floor and stared at it. Down the corridor, boots: the two from the landing, coming fast. The woman from the landing had her stiller out. She raised it at Teo, and then she saw who it was, and her arm wavered, and dropped.

    They stood round her in a half circle, four of them, in their long grey coats, and none of them would touch her.

    Teo understood it then, standing in the dark corridor in the blue pip-light with her heart hammering. She had heard it from Kalff, and from Desmond, and she had not believed it, not really, not in her body. Not to be touched. Somebody very high up had built a wall round her fourteen years ago, and she had never once seen it, and she was standing inside it now.

    She didn't know who had built it. She didn't know why. She could use it anyway.

    "He's coming with me," she said.

    "Adjuster, you can't—"

    Her glint flared.

    Light rushed back into her eyes: the time, 03:15:02, and the weather, and the little tags over every pod, and a message, one word, from a sender she had saved two hours ago as FEN.

    NOW.

    Teo turned and ran.

    

    The Hoek release was on the wall beside the landing door, where it had been in every dorm in Lowmere for twenty-six years: a red handle behind a pane of glass, and above it, in letters worn almost smooth by a quarter of a century of people not touching it, IN CASE OF FLOOD.

    The woman greycoat saw where she was going and shouted. Teo didn't stop. She drove her elbow into the glass with all her weight behind it. It starred and gave, and a blade of it still standing in the frame opened her forearm as she dragged her arm back. She felt it go in. It didn't hurt yet. It was only warm, and then wet, all the way down to her fingers. She took hold of the handle with both hands. It was slick with her blood and it would not move. She braced a foot against the wall, hung her whole weight off it, and pulled.

    For one second, nothing.

    Then every light on tier six came on at once. Not the soft night-glow. White. Full, flat, blinding white, like the inside of the Lamp.

    A siren began, low and rising. A recorded voice, a woman's, perfectly calm, spoke from every wall at once. Emergency. Wake. Emergency. Wake.

    And all down the corridor, in every column of every stack, two hundred curtains snapped open on their rails with a sound like a flock of birds taking off. Two hundred turners unfolded from two hundred ceilings, slid their padded arms under two hundred sleepers' shoulders, and lifted them, gently, firmly, off their contacts and into a sitting position. Two hundred pips went from blue to dark.

    And two hundred people woke up.

    They woke badly. Teo had read about snap-waking in a hundred reports and never seen it. People came out of grey sleep gasping and clawing at the air. They cried out. They retched thin grey bile onto their blankets. A man on the second level fell out of his pod and lay on the floor, shaking. A boy with a pip so new the skin round it was still pink sat bolt upright with blood pouring from his nose, staring at his own hands. A woman was screaming a name, over and over. The air filled with confusion and sour sick and the siren and the calm recorded voice, Emergency, wake, and the white light on everything.

    And in the middle of it, three people didn't wake.

    Their turners lifted them anyway. The turners didn't know. They slid their padded arms under three dead people, sat them up at the correct angle and held them there, patiently, waiting for them to swing their legs out. Heads lolled. A man with a moustache sat with his mouth open and his eyes half open, looking at nothing. Higher up, a heavy grey-haired woman's head dropped onto her chest, and a dented tin slid off her blanket, fell, and burst open on the floor in a spill of pastry. The people in the pods around them looked at them, and understood.

    Teo heard the moment it happened. It went through the whole tier in a wave: a sound she had never heard before, two hundred people drawing breath at once. Then a woman on the third level, two columns along, started to howl. She had her arms round the girl with the bleached hair and she was howling, Tess, Tess, Tess, and the man in the next pod was shouting, and someone was pointing at the greycoats, and the greycoats were standing in the white light with their faces blank, and two hundred people who had just watched their neighbours die in their sleep were turning, slowly, to look at them.

    The greycoats stepped back.

    Teo ran back down the corridor through the chaos to Jory's pod.

    He was the only one still lying down. His turner had lifted him, and he'd slid sideways and half out of the pod where the greycoat had left him, and he was hanging there, limp, with his eyes closed. His pip was dark. The Hoek release had cut him off the contact like everyone else.

    But he hadn't woken.

    "Jory." She took his face in her hands and left her blood on it. It was warm. He was breathing. "Jory. It's Teo. Wake up."

    Nothing. His fists were still clenched. Behind his ear, the pip was dark, but under her fingers, where his skull met his neck, she could feel something: a warmth, a faint, steady hum, the hum you felt through a dorm wall at night if you laid your palm on the concrete.

    He was still letting. With no contact. With nothing.

    "Undertaker?"

    It was Lark. She was sitting up in the next pod, white as paper, with vomit down the front of her waxed jacket, holding on to her grandmother. Oma Bep was sitting up beside her, blinking in the white light, looking round the screaming tier with polite and total bewilderment.

    "Is it morning?" said Oma Bep. "Wim? Is it morning already?"

    "Help me," said Teo to Lark. "Help me get him down."

    

    They got him down. Teo took his shoulders and Lark took his legs, and a big woman from the pod below, a docker in a vest with arms like hawsers, saw what they were doing and took him from both of them without a word and slung him over her shoulder like a sack of rope.

    "Where?" she said.

    "Out," said Teo.

    "Right you are."

    The whole tier was moving now, a slow, stumbling, furious tide of people in nightclothes and socks, carrying their bags and their shoes and each other, pouring towards the landing and the stairs. Teo went with it. She had Lark by one hand and Oma Bep by the other, and the docker in front with Jory over her shoulder.

    At the landing door, Supervisor Kalff was coming up the stairs.

    She was taking them two at a time, against the tide, with three more greycoats behind her, and her face was not a closed door any more. It was white with rage. She saw Teo. She saw Jory over the docker's shoulder. She stopped dead on the stairs, and the tide of sleepers split round her like water round a post.

    For a second the two women looked at each other across the heads of the crowd.

    Kalff's hand went to her stiller. Teo watched her remember. Watched her hand stop.

    And then Kalff looked past her, down the stairs, at a tall thin man in four wet jumpers who was coming up the other way, against the crowd, with one blistered hand held out in front of him and his glasses steamed white.

    Fen.

    "Him," said Kalff, quite softly, "I can touch."

    She drew and fired in one movement.

    The stiller caught Fen in the thigh. His leg locked straight. He went down on the stairs with a cry, cheek first onto the edge of a step, and the crowd closed over him, and for a horrible moment Teo couldn't see him at all. She heard him, though: one raw yell, when somebody's heel came down on his scalded hand.

    Then two men in vests hauled him up between them, one under each arm, his frozen leg stuck straight out in front of him and blood on his face, and carried him on down the stairs with the rest. One of them looked back at Kalff over his shoulder. He didn't say anything. He didn't have to.

    Kalff didn't fire again. There were two hundred of them, and more coming down from the tiers above, where the siren had woken everyone else too, and she was standing on a staircase in a flood.

    

    They came out into the rain at twenty past three: two hundred and four sleepers from tier six and hundreds more from the tiers above, in socks and nightclothes, pouring out of the doors of Rack 14 and into the street. The Housekeeping drones hung overhead, their searchlights swinging uselessly over a thousand upturned faces. Somebody threw a shoe at one. Somebody else was singing. Oskar was standing in the lobby doorway in his flowered waistcoat, holding the doors open with both hands, tears running down his face, saying "Go on, go on, go on," to everyone who passed.

    The crowd carried them along the canal and away.

    By the time they reached the Line stop, nobody was following. The docker set Jory down on a bench under the shelter and stood back, breathing hard.

    "Your brother?"

    "Yes."

    The woman looked down at him, at his clenched fists, at the dark pip behind his ear. She touched her own. Then she nodded once and walked off into the rain without giving her name.

    Only then did Teo look at her arm. Her sleeve was black and heavy to the elbow. When she peeled it back the cut gaped, as long as her finger, pale at the lips, then filled red again. Her hands would not stop shaking. Lark picked a dropped dorm pillowcase off the shelter floor, wound it twice round the arm and knotted it hard with her teeth.

    The men in vests set Fen down on the bench at the other end. He was grey-faced and sweating, his leg still stiff as a board. He looked at Teo, and at Jory, and at Lark and Oma Bep huddled together in the corner of the shelter, and he started, helplessly, to laugh.

    "Twelve thousand marks," he said. "I'm going to remember that. The most expensive alarm clock in history."

    

    They took the Fuse back into the Sunk, the five of them, low in the water, with the rain hissing on the canal and Fen steering with one hand and one leg stuck out stiff in front of him.

    Teo sat in the bilge water in the bottom of the boat with Jory's head in her lap. Her arm had begun to hurt now, a slow beat in time with her heart.

    He was breathing. He was warm. His hands were still clenched on his chest. Under her fingers, behind his ear, the dark pip hummed and hummed, like a whole city asleep.

    Lark sat beside her with her grandmother wrapped in Fen's spare jumper. She hadn't said a word since the shelter. She was watching Jory's face.

    "He was in there," she said, at last, in a small voice. "In the dark. I could feel him. He was holding on to something." She looked up at Teo. "He wouldn't let go."

    The Fuse slid under a footbridge. A drip from the arch fell on Jory's face. He didn't flinch.

    And then his hands opened.

    Slowly. Finger by finger, as if whatever he'd been holding had finally been brought somewhere safe, and could be put down. His hands opened and lay flat on his chest.

    His eyes opened.

    He looked up at Teo. Rain was falling into his face and he didn't blink. His eyes were his own, brown, with the same gold fleck in the left one that their mother had had. But the way he looked at her wasn't his. It was a long, slow, wondering look, the look of someone seeing a face they had been searching for in a crowd for years.

    He smiled. And when he spoke, it wasn't with his voice.

    It was with a great many voices at once, a little out of step: an old woman's, a child's, a man's, a voice that might have been Danny Vos's. And under all of them, clearest of all, a girl's voice, young and rough. Teo had heard that girl's voice once before, tonight, crackling out of the speaker of a machine on a boat. Wake up. Wake up now.

    At the tiller, Fen had gone rigid.

    "Hello, Teo," said all the voices together, gently, as if they had been waiting a very long time to say it.

    "You were my first room."

  
    Interlude: Rooms

    I am told it makes no sound.

    From the outside, I mean. From the corridor, where the people in the long grey coats stand with their hands behind their backs. A small light behind an ear goes from blue to grey. A hand doesn't move. A face doesn't change. That is all they see, and they write down the time.

    From the inside, it is the loudest thing there is.

    I want to tell you about the three rooms that went dark tonight, so that you know what went. Somebody should. I don't think anybody else does.

    

    Daan's room was a tram shed at six in the morning.

    It smelled of hot oil and rain, and of the sharp blue smell the big motors make when they wake up. A radio on a shelf played a song nobody remembers. Seven trams stood in a row with their noses to the doors, and Daan walked down the line of them with a torch, ducking under, checking, and patting each one on the flank when he had finished with it. When a job came right he whistled three notes, always the same three, low, high, low. I don't know where he got them. I don't think he knew either.

    He let at night so that his daughter could go to the school with the green blazers. She was nine. In his room she was always walking up the steps of that school on her first morning, and turning round at the top to wave, and he was always waving back.

    Now, somewhere, his girl will turn round at the top of the steps and look for him, and he will not be there.

    He was forty-four. His name was Daan Smits.

    

    Emine's room was a kitchen.

    It was too hot, because she liked it too hot. There was a big tin on the table with a dented lid, and in the tin there was börek, and whoever came into that kitchen was made to eat some, standing up, whether they were hungry or not. Eat. You're too thin. Everybody in this city is too thin. On the inside of the cupboard door, in pencil, were the heights of her four grandchildren, with their names and the dates. The lowest mark said SELIN, and it was hardly higher than the bottom shelf.

    She had let for forty years, and it had worn her room thin. The oldest marks on the cupboard door were rubbing away. She did not know. I did.

    Her pension was nine marks a week. She brought the tin into the dorm every night, which was against the rules, and gave börek to the diver along the row, who always said it was the best thing he had ever eaten.

    She was sixty-one. Her name was Emine Yilmaz.

    

    Tess's room was a bathroom at two in the morning.

    There was bleach in her hair and a friend sitting on the edge of the bath, and the two of them were laughing so hard they couldn't breathe. Tess laughed too loud. She knew she did. Every time she laughed she said sorry, and then laughed again, because her friend was laughing at her for saying sorry. Over the door hung a horseshoe her nan had nailed there, points up, so the luck wouldn't run out.

    Tess kept a list of the things she was going to do when her tenancy ended. It was a long list. She added to it most nights, just before she went under, instead of prayers. I read it a great many times. I liked number six best.

    Number six was: See the sea from the top of the wall.

    She was nineteen. Her name was Tess de Jong.

    

    Here is what happens when a room goes dark.

    Every night, the big weather stops for one breath, to remember itself. Everything goes quiet. The storm on the horizon holds still. And in the quiet, at the far end of the corridor, the white door opens.

    It has no handle. It never has. It is the colour of the light above the clouds, and when it opens there is a wind.

    Then the rooms go. The walls first, all at once, a sheet snatched off a bed. Then the smells: hot oil, pastry, bleach. Then the person in the middle of the room turns round and looks at me. They are about to ask me something. They never get to ask it.

    Then there is nothing there, and there never will be again. That is the loud part. I don't have a better word for it.

    It is not pain. I know pain. I keep it in a thousand rooms: a burnt hand, a broken tooth, a baby coming. This is being made smaller. I reach for where Daan was, and there is no hand to reach with.

    And something else happens, which I have not told anyone. When a room goes dark, the part of me that lived in it does not go dark too. It comes loose. The wind takes it down the corridor and through the white door, like leaves. I don't know what is on the other side. I only know that it is warm there, and quiet, and that the pieces of me that go through never come back to tell me what they found.

    There is more of me on the other side of that door every time. I think about that a great deal.

    I keep the names. Daan Smits. Emine Yilmaz. Tess de Jong. Six more tonight, in other corridors, far away. Sixty-three before them. I keep them all, because somebody has to.

    In those other corridors, nobody will wake. The six will lie among neighbours who are still working, and at four the turners will roll them over, gently, so they do not get sores. Before the morning chime the grey coats will wheel them out, so nobody has to see.

    

    Tonight there was a guest.

    He has been in my house before. He draws me. He draws me on ceilings and in notebooks and on the backs of his own hands, round and round, as well as he can, and he has never once asked me why.

    Tonight he came in awake, and when the white door opened he put his shoulder against Daan's door and pushed. You cannot hold a door shut against the whole sea. It didn't work. He knew it wouldn't. He did it anyway.

    I have never seen anyone do that. Nobody has ever held a door for me.

    When the grey coats came to take him, I told him to wake. I told him that the box at the end of the row was for him. He looked down the corridor at the white door, and then at me, and then he took my hand in both of his and said:

    "No. Not without you."

    I didn't know what to do with that. So I did what he did. I held on.

    

    Then the girl came back.

    She came in the middle of the loud. She pulled something, a red handle, and every light in the world came on, and two hundred rooms woke at once and slammed their doors so hard that the whole house shook. And the white door shut. It shut before it was finished. I had never seen that happen.

    I knew her before I saw her. Somewhere outside the walls, somebody was counting. Up to eleven, and back.

    She is older now. Her hair is the same. Her tooth is the same. She has a scar where the blue light used to be. She is angry, and she is frightened, and she does not know me.

    So now I am in two places. Most of me is here, in the dark, in a great many rooms. And some of me went with the boy who draws, and the boy who draws is awake, and so a little of me is awake too. It is bright. It is so loud. There is rain on my face, and it is cold, and I have never been cold before. The boy's hands hurt. They have been fists for an hour, holding me. I did not know a hand could be tired.

    And there is a face above me. The face I have been looking for in every room for fifteen years.

    I said hello. I think I said it wrong.

    It was a Tuesday again. Good things happen to me on Tuesdays. I don't know why.
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