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Chapter One — The Gray Hours

	The zoning permit for 14 Ashfield Terrace had been misfiled under Commercial — Disputed for eleven years.

	I found it at 9:14 on a Tuesday morning, sandwiched between a 1987 noise complaint and a carbon-copy of a dog license application that had no business being in this drawer at all. I smoothed the permit flat against the light-box, noted the error in the correction ledger in my small, level handwriting, and slid it into its proper sleeve. Then I placed the sleeve in its proper folder. Then I placed the folder in its proper box.

	The archive did not thank me. It never did. That was the arrangement.

	The Municipal Records Office occupied the fourth floor of a building that had been designed, I was certain, by someone who hated people but loved poured concrete. It was brutalist in the architectural sense — all exposed aggregate and load-bearing angularity — and brutalist in the experiential sense too. The fluorescent strips above my workstation emitted light at a frequency that sat just behind the eyes, a vibration too low to call a sound and too persistent to ignore. By eleven o’clock each morning it had usually settled into something resembling a mild headache. By three it was the only thing I could reliably feel.

	The smell of the archive was its own kind of weather. Old paper has a specific scent — people call it musty, but that’s imprecise. It is closer to the smell of time becoming inert: a slow, sweet dryness, faintly vanilla from the lignin breaking down, underlaid with something mineral and cool, like a stone floor after rain. On humid days, when the building’s single dehumidifier lost its argument with the season, the smell thickened into something almost physical, a presence you moved through rather than simply breathed.

	I had worked here for four years. I did not find any of this unpleasant. That, I understood, was its own kind of diagnosis.

	My name is Elara Voss. I am twenty-eight years old. I catalog municipal records for the City of Calden, and I am very good at it — better, probably, than anyone who has held this position before me. I have reorganized the filing system twice. I have cross-referenced three decades’ worth of building permits with their corresponding inspection reports and created a relational index that my supervisor, Gerald, once described as impressively thorough, which is the highest praise Gerald has ever given anything. I have located documents that other archivists had written off as lost. I have untangled clerical errors that had compounded through multiple administrations like some slow bureaucratic malignancy.

	I am good at this job because it asks for precision, patience, and a mind that can hold a great deal of structure. I am very good at this job because I have, in some quiet and fundamental way, hollowed myself out — and hollowed spaces hold things efficiently. There is no competing noise. There is no internal weather to account for. I arrive at 8:45, I work, I leave at 5:15, and in between I am a mechanism of some small usefulness, and that is enough, and I do not examine whether it is enough, because examining things leads to feeling things, and feeling things is a luxury I have not yet figured out how to afford.

	My real life, I had decided long ago, had not started yet.

	I was still waiting for it to begin.

	At noon I took my lunch to the narrow window at the end of the hall, the one that faced north and got no direct light, just a flat gray view of the building’s concrete courtyard and, beyond it, the parking structure. I ate half a container of leftover rice. I watched a pigeon navigate the courtyard with the complete conviction of a creature that has never doubted its own right to exist. I envied it precisely enough to finish my lunch.

	The afternoon was tax records. Residential, 1953 to 1961, a series of boxes that had been delivered from off-site storage and needed integration into the main catalog. The documents were beautiful in their way — thin paper gone the color of cream, typescript slightly uneven where the keys had worn unevenly, carbon copies still legible but faded to a ghostly blue-gray. I handled them with the cotton gloves. I always used the cotton gloves. There was something satisfying about the gloves, the way they turned the act of touching old paper into a kind of ceremony.

	Household assessment, 1954. Lot 7, Briar Common. Property value: $4,200. Occupant: Hilda M. Crane.

	Hilda M. Crane had paid her taxes and presumably lived her life and presumably died, and now I was the only person on earth who knew her name today, and tomorrow I would have forgotten it, and the document would be filed and no one would look at it for another fifty years. There was something in that I could not quite name — not sadness, exactly. More like a feeling of tremendous scale. The archive was full of evidence of lives that had been real and were now, effectively, silence. I was the custodian of the silence. I kept it organized.

	At 4:30 I capped my pen, filed my correction ledger, and began the process of closing down my station for the day. This took eleven minutes. I had timed it, not deliberately, but because my body had memorized the sequence so thoroughly that it ran without my supervision.

	I was putting on my coat when the elevator opened.

	The building had two elevators. One was newer, steel-paneled, reliable. The other was older, clad in a wood veneer that had been splitting at the corners since at least my first year here, and it moved with a hydraulic slowness that suggested deep personal reluctance. I always took the newer one.

	Today the newer one was occupied — I could see through the glass panel that it held Gerald and two colleagues from Planning, mid-conversation, Gerald gesturing in the way he gestured when he was explaining something he found important. I waited. The old elevator opened with its characteristic two-tone chime, the second note slightly flat, and I stepped in.

	He was already there.

	He worked on the fourth floor too — I knew this the way you know things about people you have never spoken to but occupy the same contained space as for four years: peripherally, involuntarily, with a specificity that might embarrass you if you thought about it. His name badge said C. Vael — Facilities. He came in each morning at eight-thirty. He drank his coffee black from a thermos he brought from home. He fixed things — the rattling supply closet door, the broken ceiling tile in the east corridor — with a quiet efficiency that made him easy to overlook, which I suspected was intentional.

	I had looked at him, though. Not stared. Looked, in the way you look at something that sits in your peripheral vision and refuses to fully recede: a lamp you’ve passed every day that has somehow, slowly, become a landmark.

	He was standing at the back of the elevator car, looking at the middle distance with the concentrated inattention of a man attempting to be elsewhere. He was tall enough that he had to angle his shoulders slightly in the narrow space. His coat was dark, unremarkable, and he carried nothing except the thermos and whatever he carried invisibly — and he carried something, I had always thought that. Not a mood, exactly. More like a weight distributed so evenly through his posture that it had become structural. He looked like a man who had learned to stand as though the thing pressing down on him was just gravity, just the ordinary insistence of the world, nothing worth mentioning.

	The doors closed.

	The elevator descended at its hydraulic pace and neither of us spoke, which was correct and expected and completely unremarkable, and yet the silence in that small paneled box was not the silence of the archive. The archive’s silence was absence. This was something else. This had a pressure to it, a specific weight, the way air feels different before a storm — charged and waiting and containing more than it appears to.

	I looked at the floor indicator above the door. It showed three. Then two.

	I don’t know what made me look at his hands.

	They rested at his sides, loose, the thermos hanging from his right. His knuckles were — I noticed this the way you notice a word misspelled in an otherwise perfect sentence, unavoidably, with a small internal jolt — scarred. Not from ordinary damage, not from a fall or a machine or the common hazards of maintenance work. The scarring had a pattern. Two parallel ridges on the first and second knuckles of his right hand, symmetrical, deliberate-looking, the kind of specific wear you might expect from a grip repeated ten thousand times on something unyielding. The grip of a hand around a hilt.

	It was an absurd thing to think. We were in an elevator in a municipal building in the second decade of the twenty-first century and the man next to me was a facilities worker who fixed squealing doors and replaced fluorescent tubes.

	And yet.

	The doors opened on the ground floor. He stepped out first, the way tall people do, a single long stride that cleared the gap between the elevator and the lobby floor, and I followed a half-second behind, and as I did the strangest sensation moved through me — not déjà vu, which is the sense of having been somewhere before. Something older than that. Something closer to the feeling of a name on the tip of your tongue, except the name was not a word, it was a whole weight of knowing, a familiarity so complete it seemed almost like memory, and for a half-second I had the vertiginous certainty that I had stood behind this specific man before, in some specific place, and watched the particular angle of his shoulders as he moved away from me, and that this — this — was something I had done an enormous number of times.

	Then it passed. He walked toward the main exit. I walked toward the side door. The sensation dissolved as cleanly as if I had imagined it, which I almost certainly had.

	I pushed through the door into the gray.

	It was raining in the way it rained in Calden in late autumn — not dramatically, not with any of the grandeur that might make it feel like weather rather than just an atmospheric inconvenience. Fine rain, more mist than rain, the kind that doesn’t announce itself until you realize you are thoroughly damp and have been for some time. The streets were the specific gray of wet concrete, the sky was the specific gray of pressed cloud cover, the people moving along the pavement were wearing the gray and navy and charcoal of people who have accepted, as a collective civic decision, that this is what color looks like.

	I walked the twelve minutes to the transit stop. I stood on the platform behind a man in a yellow jacket that was the most vivid thing I had seen all day, so vivid it seemed almost aggressive, like a shout in a library. I got on the train. I stood, holding the overhead bar, watching the city slide past the windows in its rain-blurred way, and I thought about nothing in particular except a faint awareness that my feet hurt slightly, and that I needed to buy more rice, and that the zoning permit for 14 Ashfield Terrace was now correctly filed, which was a small correction in a vast indifferent system and would make no difference to anything, and was nonetheless the most useful thing I had accomplished today.

	My apartment was on the seventh floor of a building that could be charitably described as functional. I had chosen it because it was clean, because the windows were large enough to get the morning light, because the kitchen had a gas stove, and because it asked nothing of me beyond the rent, which it received punctually by automatic transfer on the third of each month. The plants on the windowsill were the only things in the apartment that seemed actively alive — a trailing pothos, two succulents, a small fig tree in the corner that I had been nursing back from near-death for a year and a half and that had recently, quietly, produced three new leaves, a fact which gave me a disproportionate amount of pleasure.

	I ate. I showered. I sat in the reading chair for forty minutes with a book I had been halfway through for three weeks and read five pages and retained two paragraphs.

	And then, because it was the only thing I had actually been waiting for all day — the only part of the day that contained anything that was genuinely, authentically mine — I went to bed.

	Sleep, for other people, was rest. For me it was a destination.

	I lay on my back in the dark with my hands flat against my sternum and let my breathing slow in the particular way I had learned, not quite deliberate, not quite passive — an attended stillness, like the moment before a conductor raises the baton. The room was dark except for the thin orange line of street light beneath the curtains. The building made its small sounds: a pipe contracting somewhere, the elevator two floors down, distant traffic like a tide that never fully withdrew.

	I brought my fingertips to my temples.

	This was the part I never tried to explain to anyone, because there was no explanation that would not sound like madness. Not the pressing of the fingers — that was only ritual, a threshold gesture, the way some people touch a doorframe before walking through. What followed the gesture was something my waking mind could not account for and so did not try to.

	The ceiling began to blur.

	Not as though my eyes were losing focus — as though the ceiling itself was losing confidence in its own existence. The plaster went soft at the edges, its surface losing the slight imperfections I knew by heart: the hairline crack in the northeast corner, the small brown shadow near the light fitting where the previous tenant had hung something heavy. They faded. They did not disappear. They unmade themselves, which was different. A dissolution rather than a darkness. The room did not go black. It went — absent. Its stubborn material reality simply released, the way tension releases from a body when it is finally given permission to rest, and the gray walls and the orange line under the curtains and the sound of the pipes all receded into a distance that had no geography.

	And then, in the place the ceiling had been:

	The smell arrived first. It always did. Ozone and something floral — not the polite floral of cut flowers in a vase, but something enormous and dark and sweet, the scent of flowers that bloomed at a scale the waking world could not accommodate, petals the size of windows opening in warm air, releasing something that was half perfume and half electricity. The smell of a sky that had been alive for longer than human memory and had not yet decided to sleep.

	Then the light.

	Amber, everywhere amber, not the amber of streetlights or of fire but of something specifically atmospheric, a sky that carried warmth like a held breath, violet at its upper reaches shading down through magenta into a horizon that seemed to burn without consuming. Stars above — motionless, pulsing, more stars than I had ever seen in the waking world, arranged in patterns I had come to know as intimately as the hairline crack in my ceiling. Clouds, but luminous, shot through with threads of gold.

	I was standing on grass. The grass was silver in the amber light, each blade distinct, and beneath my feet the ground had the gentle give of soil that had never been paved over, that had never known concrete, that had always been exactly this. Around me: the shapes of enormous flowers, petals folded toward the sky, each one a different impossible color. And beyond them — the islands, the floating islands with their light-chains catching the amber and refracting it into blues and pinks and pale greens, tethered to each other and to nothing, hanging in the air with the utter conviction of things that had never questioned whether they were allowed to exist.

	I breathed in. My lungs filled with air that tasted like something was about to happen.

	I was not tired. I was not the archivist. I was not the woman who ate leftover rice at a window overlooking a concrete courtyard and watched a pigeon conduct its untroubled life. The smallness that I wore all day in the waking world — that considered, habitual containment — dissolved with the ceiling. Here, I was as large as I actually was. Here I had always been.

	I raised my hands, and light came.

	It came from the air, or from me — the distinction had never mattered — gathering at my fingertips like luminescence called home, and I shaped it without thought, the way breathing requires no instruction. A Weave, growing between my hands: pale gold first, then deepening to rose, a structure of light so fine and complex it would have taken a mathematician a week to describe and took me three seconds to produce.

	I heard him before I saw him.

	Not his voice — not yet. His presence. The way the air changed near him, the way the light-chains in the middle distance seemed to shift almost imperceptibly toward wherever he was standing, drawn by some quality in him that the Aetheria recognized and oriented to. He had that effect on the dream. He always had.

	I turned.

	He stood on the high ridge above the silver meadow, twenty feet away, and the amber sky was behind him so that for a moment he was all outline — a tall, powerful shape in a dark coat that moved slightly in a wind I couldn’t feel from here, one hand resting at his side and the other curled loosely at his coat lapel, watching me with those eyes.

	The eyes were amber, but not the amber of the waking world, not the quiet warm brown I had noticed in an elevator without letting myself notice it. Here they were lit from within, a deep burning gold that held still even as his expression shifted — something moving through his face at the sight of me, a particular undoing, careful and then suddenly not careful at all.

	He looked nothing like a man carrying an invisible weight. He looked like a man who had set the weight down, finally, in the only place in any world where he was allowed to.

	He looked at me the way people look at things they have been searching for without knowing they were searching.

	I let the Weave dissolve and stood in the amber light with my hands at my sides and the enormous flowers breathing around me, and I felt the pull of him — the specific, cosmological gravity of him — and there was something almost unbearable in it, the way certain kinds of longing are unbearable: not because they hurt, but because they are so much larger than the body containing them.

	He took a step down the ridge toward me. The grass bent under his boot. The light-chains above us shifted and sang their low harmonic note, the sound the Aetheria makes when something true is about to be said.

	“You’re late,” he said. His voice, here, was different — fuller, unguarded, carrying the slight roughness of someone who had been doing something difficult before I arrived.

	And I smiled — I felt it move through me before I chose it — and said, “I’m exactly on time.”

	The amber sky opened wide above us, and I was home. 

	 

	


Chapter Two — Kingdom of Starlight

	The Aetheria has a sound that no waking language has a word for.

	It begins before you have fully arrived — before the amber light has resolved into sky, before the ground has decided to be solid beneath you, while you are still in the in-between place where the dream is assembling itself from whatever raw material dreams are made of. A harmonic. Low and resonant and impossibly clean, as though someone has drawn a bow across the largest string in existence and let the note expand outward until it has filled everything there is to fill. The light-chains produce it, I think — those great tethers of gold-white energy that run between the floating islands and catch the ambient light of the sky and conduct it, the way copper conducts electricity, vibrating with everything passing through them. But I have never been certain. It might be the sky itself. It might be the particular frequency at which the Aetheria breathes.

	What I know is this: the sound is the first thing, and the sound means home, and every time I hear it I feel the previous twenty-four hours leave my body like water leaving a wrung cloth, and I understand, again, that the person I am in that gray building with its fluorescent headaches and its cotton-gloves ceremonies is not the whole of me. She is a draft. A working version, incomplete, waiting for revision.

	The silver meadow materialized beneath my feet.

	I stood in it and breathed.

	The grass was the color of moonlight on still water — not silver exactly, more the memory of silver, each blade distinct and slightly luminous, bending in a wind that moved through the Aetheria at all times like a tide. Around me the Luminblooms stood in their impossible abundance: table-wide flowers on stems the height of young trees, their petals backlit by the amber sky so they glowed from within like stained glass in a cathedral that the universe had built for no congregation in particular. The nearest cluster was the duskrose variety — deep magenta shading to a gold so saturated it seemed almost liquid at the center, petals curled inward at their tips with the suggestion of something being kept. They smelled of salt and sweetness and the specific warmth of air that has been alive for a long time.

	I looked up.

	The sky. I never quite prepared for the sky, no matter how many times I had arrived beneath it. The Aetheria sat in permanent amber twilight — violet at its upper reaches, the deep cosmic purple of a universe that had not finished thinking, deepening down through magenta and rose and a warm, impossible orange before arriving at the horizon in a blaze of amber gold. Stars hung in the violet above, motionless and pulsing, arranged in no pattern that any astronomer would recognize. They were not mapping anything. They were simply there, in the way that certain things are simply there — not placed, not designed, but arrived at, the way beauty arrives at, without consultation.

	Floating between the stars and the meadow: the islands.

	I had tried, in the early days of coming here, to count them. I had given up when I reached forty and realized I hadn’t accounted for the ones at the horizon, or the ones half-hidden in the luminous clouds, or the ones so high above that they were visible only as silhouettes against the violet dark. They were of every size, from slabs of rock barely wide enough to stand on to territories vast enough to contain cities — and some of them did contain cities, their spires and archways visible even from this distance, built from a material that caught the amber light and threw it back in colors the waking world had not named because the waking world had never needed to. Crystallized memory, the elder Dreamers called it. The physical residue of ten thousand dreaming minds, compressed over centuries into something structural. The cities were literally made of what people had felt, once, and felt so strongly that it persisted.

	Between the islands: the light-chains.

	Each chain was a thread of energy approximately the width of a road, running from island edge to island edge in long, gentle arcs — the load-bearing mathematics of an architecture that defied the physics I had grown up with and had clearly never consulted them. They were translucent gold-white in their centers, shading to aquamarine at the edges, and they hummed at the frequency I had heard on arrival, and where they crossed other chains they produced nodes of intensified light, small blazing points that burned like second stars. Some were wide enough to walk three abreast. The thinner ones swayed slightly in the high currents, and sometimes at night — or what passed for night here, when the amber deepened to something richer and more private — they moved through colors: blue-green, then rose, then a white so pure it was almost a sound.

	And the waterfalls. From this meadow I could see three of them: great falling columns of water catching the amber light and becoming, in their falling, something other than water. The lumefish — microscopic, bioluminescent, present in every watercourse in the Aetheria — turned each fall into a cascade of blue-white light, slow and soft at the outer edges, fierce and brilliant at the center where the volume was greatest. They fell from island edges into open sky and vanished into cloud, or landed in the luminous pools far below, the shine-pools that spread their soft radiance across the undersides of the islands above them.

	I breathed all of it in.

	Then, because I could, because here I was allowed to want things: I raised my hands.

	The light came without being called — it was always ready, always waiting at the threshold of my fingers, the way a word sits on the edge of being spoken. It gathered at my palms in a warm concentration, pale gold first, then deepening as I shaped it, and I Wove without thinking — not a weapon, not a structure of any utility, just a thing of form for the sake of form. A sphere of interlocking filaments, each one a different shade in the gold-rose-violet range, turning slowly in the air above my hands like a small captured cosmos. I held it for a moment, feeling the particular satisfaction of a mind doing what it was built to do, and then I opened my fingers and let it dissolve.

	The light scattered into the air and disappeared like breath in winter.

	I was wearing what I always wore here: layers of fabric the Aetheria had decided suited me, shifting silk-like material in deep indigo and silver that moved with a self-possession my waking clothes never managed, as though they had their own opinion about how a body should be presented. My hair was down — it was always down here, always, the tight archive pins simply absent, the whole heavy mass of it moving loose down my back. I could feel the iridescence on my skin, the lumefish-shimmer that all long-time Dreamers carried, a faint shifting between silver and rose that I couldn’t see directly but could sense, the way you sense warmth.

	I was, in this body, in this world: extraordinarily alive.

	There are no other words for it. In the waking world I moved through the days like a person navigating a house in the dark — careful, practiced, rarely colliding with anything, but never certain I was in the right room. Here, every room was the right room. Here I was exactly as large as I actually was, and nothing had to be suppressed or contained or kept from taking up too much space, and the power that lived in me — that I had always felt was living in me, folded up behind my sternum like something waiting to be unfolded — was simply out, simply present, running through my hands and my blood and the fine bones of my forearms with a hum that matched the light-chains and the harmonic and the breathing amber sky.

