Prologue — Graduation Day
ABACUS — CITIZEN FILE 88-4417-ILVES, MARTA SPAN CALCULATION: 71.40 YEARS. SPAN ELAPSES: TODAY, 12:00. ALLOTMENTS: TABLE ✓ ROOF ✓ WORD ✓ MEMORY — PENDING CLOSURE. STATUS: CITIZEN PRESENTS FOR GRADUATION. WILLINGNESS INDEX: 0.97 (HIGH).

✦ ✦ ✦

Marta Ilves wakes on the last morning of her life and makes the bed.

She has made the bed every morning for seventy-one years, in four different modules, in two centuries, under three governments, and the Parity — which has measured everything else about her, down to the salt in her tears — has never once thought to measure this. She tucks the corners the way her mother taught her, in the city that no longer exists, in the language the schoolbooks levelled out of her grandchildren. Then she puts on the grey.

The graduation suit is standard. It is the same suit, in the same sizes, that everyone wears to everything — weddings, audits, funerals, graduations — and Marta, who was a seamstress in the Interim, when seams were still allowed to differ, runs her thumb along the shoulder seam out of a habit older than the regime and finds, as always, nothing to criticise. The seam is level. The seam is fair. She has never decided whether she hates it.

Outside, the Commons are washed and waiting. The rain fell last night by district schedule — Marta's street received its computed share, exactly as much as the Ministry's street, exactly as much as the dead streets along the old Dryline, where nobody lives now and the rain falls anyway, because equality does not check whether anyone is there to be equal to. A choir of schoolchildren is arranged on the steps of the Ministry annexe. They sing the Graduation Hymn in unison, in the levelled voices the Word-office certifies each spring, and the sound is beautiful the way a still lake is beautiful, and Marta, whose willingness index is 0.97 and whose file does not record why it is not 1.0, feels the old, illegal wish to hear one voice — any voice — rise a little above the others, the way her sister's used to, at kitchen tables, before.

Her daughter is there. Her granddaughter is there. Their grief has been pre-capped at the pharmacy this morning, a mild and kindly dose, so that the ceremony will not be disturbed by Surplus sorrow; they hold her hands with the correct pressure and smile with the correct joy, and Marta whispers, in the levelled language, thank you for coming, and her daughter whispers, we are proud of you, and both of them mean it, and the meaning is also level, and somewhere under the dosage something in Marta's chest knocks once against the ribs like a person at a door.

✦ ✦ ✦

ABACUS — CEREMONY LOG, ANNEXE 9 CHOIR OUTPUT: WITHIN TOLERANCE. FAMILY GRIEF: CAPPED, COMPLIANT. CITIZEN 88-4417: PRESENTS AT THE FONT, 11:58. SMILING (VERIFIED).

✦ ✦ ✦

The font is not a font. That is the first thing they stopped saying, and the last thing anyone remembers. It is a white room with a white chair, in the basement of the building that used to be a cathedral, and the technician who receives Marta there is young and gentle and has done this four hundred times. His hands do not shake. The Parity trains the shaking out, the way it trains everything out, kindly, by measurement.

"You'll feel a coolness," he says, because the script has been tested on ten thousand graduates and this is the sentence that tests best. "Then the coolness stops."

Marta thinks about asking him his name. Names are permitted; names are not a measured good — yet — and the young man would give it, and be flagged for nothing. But her willingness index is 0.97, and she has spent a lifetime learning which 0.03 of herself to keep folded, and she folds this too. She has kept one thing folded for fifty years, one thing the thread has never caught, because the thread measures what she does and it has never learned to measure what she remembers doing, in the kitchen of the city that no longer exists, when her sister — dead these thirty years, graduated early, in the famine winter of the Interim, when the Span was not a policy but a fact — when her sister would stand on a chair, on a chair, imagine, and laugh so far above the rest of them that the neighbours knocked on the wall, and not to complain.

Marta Ilves, seventy-one point four years old, sits down in the white chair in the basement of the cathedral, and laughs.

It is not loud. It is not defiance; she would want the record to show it is not defiance, she is a willing graduate, she has always been a willing graduate, she voted with her feet in the Year of the Ladder and carried a stone of the Dryline home like everyone. It is only that the laugh comes up out of the folded place, the last unmeasured room in her, and it goes around the white room once, bright and uneven and hers.

The technician pauses. His training has a page for tears, a page for prayer, a page for refusal. It does not have a page for this.

"Coolness now," he says, gently, a moment late.

The coolness comes. The coolness stops.

✦ ✦ ✦

ABACUS — CITIZEN FILE 88-4417-ILVES, MARTA DELETION COMPLETE: 12:00:07. ALL FIELDS ZEROED. TABLE 0. ROOF 0. WORD 0. MEMORY 0. SPAN 0. CITIZEN BALANCED. EQUAL TO ZERO. … EXCEPTION LOGGED. FIELD 41 (LAUGHTER, LIFETIME AGGREGATE): 0.3 ABOVE MEAN. FIELD REFUSES TO ZERO. ACTION: NONE AVAILABLE. DISPOSITION: FILED UNDER NEW CATEGORY, CREATED THIS DATE: RESIDUE.

    Part I

    THE MEAN

  Chapter 1 — The Audit
A district is Level when nobody in it has to think about being Level.

That is not in the manual. The manual says a district is Level when its five columns hold within tolerance for thirty consecutive days, when its corrections are current, when its complaints are answered and its gratitude is recorded. The manual is four hundred pages and I know most of it the way other people know songs they were sung as children — without deciding to. But the first sentence is the true one, and I think it every morning on the tram into the Commons, watching the city arrange itself under my window like a sum coming right.

I am Ana Reyes. I am thirty-four years old. I am a Balancer, third class, and today I certify Commons Nine.

The tram crosses the old Dryline at seven. There is no Dryline. I should write that the way we are taught to: the barrier is demolished, its stones distributed by lottery, its course planted with the level grasses the Roof-office approves for public ground. All of that is true. Everyone on the tram goes quiet at the crossing, the way you go quiet passing the house where you were hungry. The stones are in the Commons now, squared into doorsteps, each one somebody's fair share of the wall that used to keep them out. Checking is my profession and my character; the Parity merely gave the second a uniform for the first.

On the far side, the Commons wakes in its modules.

Roof first, because the eye goes there first. Six streets of housing blocks, each block the same height, each module the same width, each window the same kind of morning behind the same regulation glass. In eleven weeks the lottery turns again and half these families will move — not far, the lottery is kind, it keeps districts whole where it can — but they will move, and the module that has learned the shape of their sleeping will learn someone else's, and no one will stand in a doorway in twenty years and say mine the way people in the Interim said it, with their whole starving history in the word. A home you keep is a home someone else does not have. We learned that. We wrote it on the cathedral the year the new world began: NO ONE ABOVE. NO ONE BELOW. NO ONE AGAIN.

A woman on the third landing shakes a rug over the rail — two hard snaps, a third for pleasure. I do not log it. Joy in rug-shaking is not a measured good, and that, some mornings, is exactly why the Parity works: it measures what can be borne to be measured, and leaves the rug-shake alone.

The Word-office measures eloquence, and I test at the upper edge of tolerance for turns of phrase, so I keep my sentences level. Inside, where the thread cannot grade style, I am less obedient. Inside, I am occasionally funny. The city does not know.

The thread wakes as I step off the tram.

It does that for everyone: a small cool pressure at the wrist, a page of morning numbers assembling itself at the edge of sight, there when I want it, gone when I do not. Table: intake pending. Roof: module compliant. Span: days remaining, a number I know the way I know my own name and attend to as little. Word: output within tolerance. Memory: archive stable. My personal columns sit below my district columns on audit mornings, and on audit mornings I do not read down that far. Work first. That is a rule of the trade older than me, taught to every cadet by every Prime who ever held a stylus: the district before the self, the mean before the mirror. I acknowledge the page, I dismiss it, and I walk into Commons Nine to be thanked.

Because they do thank us. That is the part the old books from before never believe, and I would not believe it either if I read it in a history of some other city. They thank us in the street.

"Balancer." The porter at the first block touches two fingers to his wrist, where his own thread sits. "Level weather you're bringing us."

"The rain is the Ministry's," I say. "I only count it."

He laughs — a fraction over the mean for a Tuesday, and nobody's business — and holds the door.

The audit begins, as it always begins, with the Table.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Commons Nine nutrition depot occupies the ground floor of Block C, where a laundry used to be in the Interim. Now it is white and quiet and smells of nothing, which is the smell of fairness at seven in the morning. Smell is the advance guard of flavour, and flavour is contraband, so the depot smells of clean water and warm trays. I have eaten from those lines for most of my life and I am grateful, and both facts fit in the same sentence.

The depot master, D. Okafor, sets the morning's first tray on the scale without being asked. This is ritual. All of my trade is ritual, and I have stopped being embarrassed by how much I love that. Ritual is what fairness looks like when it has to happen before breakfast.

"Tray one," he says.

"Tray one," I say, and read. Protein within a gram. Caloric load matched to the district's morning mean, adjusted per body at the point of issue — the child tray and the porter tray and my tray will leave this depot carrying different weights and identical justice, because the Table does not give everyone the same food. The Table gives everyone the same nourishment, computed per body, and the distinction is the whole of my faith in one depot at dawn. A growing girl is not cheated because her tray is smaller than a mason's. The Abacus counts what a body needs and does not play favourites, because it does not have any. I have eaten the alternative, out of a pot with a visible bottom. The depot's white quiet is a kept promise.

Okafor weighs, I witness, the thread records. Tray forty. Tray ninety. A deviation appears at tray one hundred and twelve — a protein overage, two grams, traced in under a minute to a valve that is beginning to stick in line three. In the old world two grams is where it starts: two for the depot master's nephew, four for the councillor's son, a whole remembered sauce for the man who owns the valve. Here we log it, correct it, replace the valve, and Okafor signs with the unoffended face of a man whose dignity is built on never being asked to be corrupt. I sign under him. The column holds.

From the depot I cross to Block C's roof court for the Roof audit, and the district rises to meet me in small currencies: doors held, stairs cleared, a boy sent running ahead to warn the housing steward, as if I were weather. I let them. A little ceremony costs the mean nothing.

On the court, six raised beds per block, assigned by lottery each spring, grow level vegetables — tomatoes bred to taste of nothing in particular. I count the modules although the thread has already counted them: the ritual requires a human eye, because a number no person has witnessed is only an assertion, and the Parity is a republic of witnesses. One shelf per citizen for personal objects, measured by volume: the famous rule. In New Carthage a life fits on a shelf.

Mine does: my grandmother's cup, a photograph of my mother squinting into a sun that fell where it liked, and a book of tide tables for a coast I have never visited. I do not know why the tide tables. They pass their annual audit mysterious and compliant, and I love them the way you love a joke only you have heard.

In the first flagged module, a widower has painted his door — not a colour; colour is not a measured good — but gloss, and gloss catches the light differently, and a neighbour has denounced it, kindly, in the proper form. Denunciation is a civic sacrament and, done right, a form of neighbourliness: you report the deviation so the correction can be small. I measure the reflectance. It is over. The correction is a matte coat, supplied and applied by the Roof-office, at no cost and no record beyond the district column. The widower nods, and then says the thing that undoes me every time, no matter how I brace.

"Thank you, Balancer. Better a small correction than a big envy."

His neighbour, the denouncer, waits at the stair foot with duty tea, grey and honest, held out with both hands. She is not ashamed. He is not angry. The door will be matte by Friday, and this is what we built the Abacus for: not the numbers — the absence of the old slow poison between a man with a shining door and a woman without one.

I drink the tea. It tastes of nothing. I am grateful. Both facts fit.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Word audit is done at the district school, because the Word is kept by children the way the Table is kept by valves, and a district's true voice is always the one it teaches.

They sing for me. The choirmaster — young, earnest, terrified of me in the professional way that flatters us both — has rehearsed them: twenty-two children in the grey, singing the Level Anthem in unison at the certified pitch, and it is beautiful the way a still lake is beautiful. No voice above, no voice below. Somewhere in the third row a girl of perhaps nine has a voice with an edge on it — a brightness, a tendency to arrive at the note a breath before the others and wait for them there, glowing. I hear it. The choirmaster hears it; his eyes flick to me. Her file will already carry the flag, and if the brightness is Surplus it will be corrected in the spring, kindly, by edit, the way a hedge is trimmed, and she will sing in the middle of the sound for the rest of her life.

Is she less happy, in the middle of the sound? I do not know what she would have been; nobody knows what anybody would have been. A voice like a struck bell is luck. A mother who can pay for lessons is luck wearing money. We do not let luck govern the Span or the Table. Why should we let it govern the song?

I certify the choir within tolerance, with a routine note, and the children are released into the yard in a laughing flood of twenty-two different shrieks of recess. The thread lets it pass: play is not performance, and the Parity is not a monster. It is a machine for keeping promises, built by people who had watched every other kind of machine eat the poor.

Memory is the last of the five, and the quietest, and the one I perform alone.

The district archive, in the annexe basement, holds what the Fifth Equality permits Commons Nine to remember: two generations of family record, certified photographs, minutes going back to the Charter. Beyond two generations the record passes into the deep archive — out of reach, not destroyed, the Parity is not a bonfire — but held, the way a reservoir holds water above a town that used to drown. A family that remembers six generations of advantage will spend it; six generations of grievance, faster. So we keep two generations in the hand, and grief itself is capped at the pharmacy, kindly, so no one's sorrow becomes an estate their children must live in.

I check the seals and the access log: eleven requests this quarter, all within kinship, all granted. A great-grandfather's trade certificate, requested by a boy who wanted to know if hands like his had ever made things. Memory as nourishment rather than capital. I sign.

And then the Span, which is not an audit so much as a courtesy call, because the Span audits us.

On the district board, beside the rain schedule and the lottery results, the Span-office posts the quarter's graduations: the serene arithmetic of the Common Span, seventy-one point four years — the mean of natural life, made common. Your lattice held by the state, your backup deleted on your Span-day, no bought eternity, restoration abolished, because a second life is the Surplus from which all the others grow. Three names this quarter. Two already graduated, willing, celebrated. One to come: a depot porter retired these six years, who stops me in the hall on purpose. People arrange these collisions with auditors the way they arrange to pass a priest.

"Balancer Reyes." He knows my name. The district always knows; I forget that my face is in the district file the way theirs are in mine. "You'll certify us Level tonight, then."

"If the columns hold, citizen."

"They'll hold." He says it with the confidence of a man describing his own garden. "I've had my letter. My daughter's had her appointment at the pharmacy, for after. All arranged." He is seventy-one years and some months old and he has carried trays all his life, and his hands are the steadiest part of him. "My father died at fifty-two, in the Interim. In a queue. Not of anything — of the queue, of standing in the cold with a number for food that ran out before his number came. I am nineteen years past him, Balancer. Nineteen years, and every one of them fed. Let them write that on the board."

I tell him they will write exactly what the board allows, and that I will note his willingness in the district record, and he goes away satisfied, and I stand a moment longer in the hall than the audit requires.

Nineteen years past his father. Fed.

I am six years old the winter the Interim lets our street starve — not by policy, never by policy, the Interim has beautiful policies; by arithmetic, by the food going where the money is, the way water goes downhill whether or not anyone signs an order. I remember the pot. I remember my mother dividing what is in it with a care that is itself a kind of cuisine, and I remember the morning the Parity's first Table-teams come down our street in the grey, with bread — real bread, level bread, the same bread as the Ministry's street — and my mother weeping into her hands at the door because nobody has ever brought her street anything first before. The Parity feeds us. Not eventually. Not when our number comes. First, because the mean starts with the lowest street or it is not a mean, it is a menu.

People ask me whether I believe. I believe the way I believe in the floor: I have stood on it every day of my adult life and it has never given way, and underneath it I can still hear a pot being scraped in a cold kitchen. Let the old world keep its geniuses and its shining doors. I have seen its queue. I will take the level floor.

✦ ✦ ✦

Certification is at eighteen hundred hours, in the annexe hall, and Commons Nine comes: porters, depot staff, the widower with his neighbour, the choirmaster visibly breathing, Okafor. The rain arrives on schedule at seventeen fifty, the district's computed share, falling on the Ministry's street at the same rate.

I read the columns aloud — the most important ritual of all: the numbers must be spoken, by a person, in a room, so the mean is never merely something the machine did elsewhere.

"Table: within tolerance. One correction, completed, valve, line three." Okafor nods. The valve is his; the correction is his; there is no shame in either and the nod says so.

"Roof: within tolerance. One correction, scheduled, reflectance, one door." The widower smiles. His neighbour, beside him — beside him, I note it; it is the whole of my training to note where people choose to stand — touches his sleeve.

"Word: within tolerance. One flag, pre-existing, referred."

"Memory: within tolerance. Seals intact."

"Span: within tolerance. Two graduations completed, willing. One pending, willing."

I set the stylus to the district slate, and the slate warms under my hand, and Commons Nine waits with the particular stillness of people watching a promise being kept on purpose, out loud, by hand.

"Citizens," I say, "I certify this district Level."

I sign. The applause is warm and uneven and entirely unmeasured, recess-shriek applause, human applause, and the thread lets it pass, and so do I.

Afterwards there is duty tea and the depot's plainest issue cut into squares and called, by ancient district licence, certification cake. I eat one. It tastes of nothing in particular. I have a private theory that nothing-in-particular is the flavour of not being afraid, and I keep it where I keep my jokes: inside, unmeasured, mine.

I ride the tram home. My module receives me: standard, warm, mine-for-now. My shelf, my cup, my tide tables. I make tea and stand at the window, looking at the Ministry across the roofs — the old cathedral, its rose window bricked into a perfect, featureless circle, a circle with no top — and feel the day's work settle like a sum coming right.

Only then, because the rule is the district before the self, do I read down my own page.

My morning numbers. The ones I acknowledged at seven and dismissed unread, as I dismiss them, work first, every working morning of my life. Table, now closed: compliant. Roof: compliant. Span: days remaining, unremarkable, mine. Word: within tolerance — I think of my unsaid jokes and smile into the tea. Memory: archive stable.

Cognition: I read it the way I have read everything today, professionally, the stylus-hand of my attention moving down the column —

Cognition index: at the mean.

Not near it. Not within tolerance of it, the way every human number I have witnessed today is within tolerance — Okafor's trays a gram out and corrected, a door's shine a fraction over, a girl's voice a breath ahead, a porter's laugh a shade too full, numbers clustering around the mean the way people cluster around a fire: close, uneven, alive, never on it. Human numbers wobble. That is what the wobble is: the signature of a living thing being counted honestly.

Mine does not wobble. My cognition index is listed as exactly the mean, to four decimal places. One hundred point zero zero zero zero. Today. And — I call up my mornings, although I already know, although my hand already knows before the page assembles — yesterday. And the day before. And every day back to the first morning of my cadetship, the figure standing in its column like a soldier who has never once, in fifteen years, shifted his weight.

I have seen it every day of my life. I have never questioned it. Of course I have never questioned it: it is the number of a Balancer, a certified number, the mean itself wearing my name.

I stand at my window with my tea going level and grey in my hand, and I think, very quietly, in the inside place where my Word column cannot follow and my thread cannot grade the sentence —

Nothing human is ever exactly anything.
Chapter 2 — The Table
The Ministry of the Table occupies the fourth, fifth and sixth floors of the Ministry of the Mean, which means that the people who decide what the city tastes of work directly above the room where the city graduates, and directly below the people who decide what the city is allowed to remember. I have never decided whether the arrangement is symbolic. In this building, I have learned, it is safer to assume everything is symbolic and behave as if nothing is.

I am here because Balancer-Prime Sorrel Vance has summoned me to lunch.

A summons from Vance is never only a summons. She taught me the trade — not the manual, the trade: how to hold a stylus so a citizen reads confidence and not judgement, how to speak a column aloud so it sounds like a promise and not a verdict, how to drink the duty tea in a stairwell as if it were offered in a palace, because to the woman offering it, it is. I am third class because she examined me. I am a Balancer at all because, at nineteen, when I failed the cadet temperament assessment by being — the report's word, which I have never forgiven for being accurate — interior, she wrote in the margin that the service needed auditors who notice things, and signed her name under the risk. Primes do not sign risks for cadets. She signed.

So when her message arrives in the morning — Lunch. Table offices. Come hungry, which is to say, come honest — I go, and I go the way you go to family: promptly, and with my defences in the wrong order.

The Table offices are the quietest in the Ministry, and the whitest, and the only ones with a smell, because the Table keeps what it confiscates.

On the fourth floor, behind glass, the Contraband Store holds the flavour of the city in evidence bags. I slow down. Everyone slows down; there is a worn place in the corridor carpet where the whole Ministry slows down, the way traffic slows past an accident in the histories. Peppercorns, black as shot. Dried chillies in a jar, red as an alarm. A cinnamon stick in its own long case like a relic of a saint of appetite. Vanilla. Salt — not our salt, the level mineral issue, but salt with a past, harvested somewhere specific, grey-pink and coarse, in a bag labelled with a coast I am not supposed to be able to picture, and picture anyway. A single bottle of something amber that three Table officers died — no. Nobody died. That is Interim thinking. Three Table officers were corrected in the year of the bottle, for opening it in turns and passing it around a night shift like a sacrament, and the bottle went back into the glass still sealed, which I have always thought was the saddest part.

A junior clerk catches me looking. "Seizure from Commons Four," she says, helpful, professional, a fraction proud — the Store is the Table's museum and its warning in one room. "A grandmother. Spice in the hem of a coat. She said it was for her grandson's tray. She said he doesn't taste anything since his correction, and she wanted—" The clerk stops. The sentence has a Surplus ending and she knows it, we both know it, and she files it away unfinished, kindly, the way the Parity files everything it cannot use.

"Was the boy's correction for the Word?" I ask.

"For the Table, Balancer. Taste Surplus. He could tell vintages." She says it the way you would say he could fly — with awe, and with relief that the sky has been made safe. "He's Level now. He eats well."

"Eats well" is the Table's whole creed in two words. Not eats wonderfully. Not eats memorably. Eats well: enough, exactly, the same well as everyone, a well-being you can weigh. I walk on past the glass with the smell of other people's grandmothers' coats in my head, which is not a smell, which cannot be a smell, because the bags are sealed and the glass is thick and the only person in this corridor who could be imagining it is me.

The tasting laboratories are on the fifth floor, behind the Store. This surprises foreigners, when foreigners are permitted to be surprised at anything: the Parity employs tasters. Thirty of them, licensed, corrected in every other column to make room for the one gift the state cannot do without. Somebody must verify that the issue tastes of nothing correctly — that the neutrality is true neutrality and not a drift, a regional accent creeping into the nutrient lines, a valve man's nostalgia working its way into a district's trays. The tasters sit in white booths and receive the city's food on white spoons and record deviations in a vocabulary so refined and so joyless that reading their reports is my private definition of tragedy: finish: faintly marine. Mid-palate: warmth, unassigned. Aftertaste: none. Aftertaste: none. Aftertaste: none.

I have read four hundred of their reports. The word delicious does not occur in any of them. It is not a banned word. It is worse than banned: it is unmeasured, and so, in the Table's house, it is unemployed.

Vance is waiting for me on the sixth floor, in the Balancers' refectory, at the window table that is not reserved for her in any document and is empty for her at noon every day of the year, including the days she is in another city. This is not Surplus. This is weather. Some people are climates in a building, and the building dresses for them without deciding to.

"Reyes." She stands. Vance always stands — for cadets, for porters, for me. Sixty-one years old, tall in a way the Roof-office cannot correct because height in a Prime is filed under presence, occupational, her grey cut to the regulation line and somehow, on her, an elegance. If elegance were measured I would have to report her monthly. "You certified Nine."

"I certified Nine, Prime."

"I read the columns before your tram was home." She pours duty tea with her own hands, which in a Prime is a ceremony people remember. "The valve. The door. The choir note — correctly filed, correctly routine, which is harder; any fool can make a note an accusation." Her eyes come up, warm as anything in this white building is allowed to be warm. "You audit like a person who lives in the district, Ana. That is the whole of the art. Sit. Eat. The Table has computed us."

✦ ✦ ✦

The refectory menu is the city's menu. That is the point of it, and the Prime who designed this room — before Vance, in the first year, when the Balancers' exemptions were being drafted by people who understood symbolism the way engineers understand load — insisted that auditors eat what the Commons eats, at tables the Commons could inspect, under windows the rain strikes at the district rate. Our trays arrive from the same lines as Commons Nine's trays. I watched mine's cousins weighed yesterday. Protein, computed per body: hers for a Prime's long day, mine for a third-class auditor's shorter one, different weights, identical justice. I believe in this room. I want it on the record of my own head that I believe in this room, before I describe the rest of the meal.

Vance talks while the trays are coming, because Vance believes silence at table is a debt you owe only to the dead. She asks about Okafor, and knows about his girl, which startles me until I remember that knowing the districts is her art too, practised from a greater height. She asks about the widower's door. She tells me — Prime's privilege, a story with the names already levelled out of it — about her first audit, forty years ago, in the Interim's collapse, when auditing meant counting loaves in a warehouse while armed men decided whether the count applied to them. "You have never audited at gunpoint, Ana. Your whole generation audits in carpeted rooms and thinks the carpet is the world. It is not ingratitude I am warning you against. It is surprise. The day the carpet is gone, be the same auditor." She says it the way other mentors say pass the salt, and it lands the way scripture lands, and I understand, not for the first time, that if this woman ever asked me to walk into the river I would spend the walk composing a very precise objection and arrive wet.

"Flavour," she says, as the trays arrive, "is where they will come for us first. Not the Span — people understand the Span, it is only death made fair, and death was never popular enough to riot for. Not the Roof. The Table. Because the Table is three times a day, and a grievance you can taste is a grievance you rehearse." She looks out at the rain, arriving on schedule over six districts at once. "The Interim fell in eleven weeks, and the first week was not about the vaults. It was about bread that tasted of money. One street's loaf sweet, another street's loaf grey — you could taste whose child mattered. I was there, Ana. I ate both loaves. A regime that lets dinner become an argument has already lost; it just hasn't been told yet. So we take the argument off the table." She smiles, with real warmth, the terrible warmth of a person who has never once doubted in public. "Literally. It is the only pun the Parity permits me, and I hoard it."

The trays arrive.

The server sets mine down first — third class before Prime, a refectory courtesy, the junior served first so the junior is never kept waiting under a senior's eyes. My issue is correct: the pale protein, the level vegetables, the bread like a kept promise. It smells of nothing. I am hungry, honestly hungry, audit-day hungry.

Then the server sets down Vance's tray, and the room changes by exactly the width of a breath.

Seasoning has a smell the way a voice has a pitch: you cannot describe it into existence and you cannot mistake it for anything else in the world. Something dark and warm and specific rises off the Prime's tray — pepper, certainly pepper, and beneath it a greenness, something cut, something that grew in a particular place and remembers it. Her protein is not pale. It is browned — no, it is glazed, it carries a colour that food only gets when someone has attended to it as an individual. Her bread is the same bread as mine. Her bread is not the issue. Nothing on my side of the table is the issue.

Duty rations. I know the phrase; every Balancer knows the phrase. Balancers are exempt from balancing for the duration of service, which is for life, because to measure everyone against the mean someone must stand outside it — the book says so, the Charter says so, it is not a secret, it is a load-bearing fact, like the Prime's table by the window. Our rations are computed per duty. Our Spans are deferred. Everyone knows. Knowing is not a measured good, so it cannot be corrected. I have eaten in this refectory thirty times and eaten the Commons' tray beside Primes eating theirs, and the difference has always been a difference of weight, of hours, of need —

It has never, in thirty lunches, smelled like that.

I look at my tray. I look, with enormous professional calm, at the rain. I think about a grandmother in Commons Four with spice in the hem of her coat, and a boy who could tell vintages, eating well now, in the middle of the taste the way the girl in Commons Nine will sing in the middle of the sound. I think about the worn place in the corridor carpet. I think about Vance's signature under the word interior, on the file of a cadet who noticed too much, nineteen years old and failing. I think: she has never once asked me to be corrupt. She is asking me, without asking, to be something much older and much more ordinary than corrupt. She is asking me to be discreet.

And I am. That is the shameful, comfortable truth of this chapter of my life, and I set it down in the inside place where I keep my jokes, because it belongs with the things I am honest about only where no column can follow. I am discreet the way water is downhill. It costs me one swallow. One. I have told myself for years that discretion is the auditor's mercy — you report the deviation so the correction can be small, you do not make a note an accusation, Vance herself praised me for it not ten minutes ago over tea — and all of that is true, and none of it is why I say nothing. I say nothing because she is Vance. Because she stood up for me when I sat down. Because the pepper smells, God help me, wonderful, and some starved six-year-old at the bottom of me is doing arithmetic she learned in a queue: if the woman who feeds the city eats like a person, perhaps the city is still run by persons, and persons can be begged with, and machines cannot.

Loyalty and cowardice, served on the same tray. I eat from mine. The food tastes of nothing in particular. I have a theory about that flavour. I keep it, this time, even from myself.

"You're quiet," Vance says, eating with the unselfconscious appetite of a woman who has carried loaves under gunpoint and does not perform delicacy for anyone. "The audit took it out of you."

"The audit was Commons Nine, Prime. It gives more than it takes."

"Pretty." She points her fork at me — a gesture so fond and so exact that I feel it like a stylus. "Careful. Pretty is a Word flag at your tolerance." And she smiles, and I smile, and the meal goes on: she tells me about the Table's spring re-computation, about a district on the far side of the city where the tasters have flagged a warmth, unassigned three weeks running and two Primes are quietly convinced there is an unlicensed garden inside a housing block, growing difference in the dark like a rumour. "We will find it," she says, not unkindly. "We always find it. The sad part is never the finding. The sad part is that they always plant tomatoes." I laugh before I can grade the laugh, and she allows it, and for the length of one lunch in a white room I am simply a woman being fed by her teacher, in a city that took the argument off the table, while the argument rises in fragrant steam between us, unmeasured, unmentioned, mine to keep.

I keep it very well. I am, it turns out, excellent at keeping it. That is worth recording too.

✦ ✦ ✦

The summons ends the way Vance ends everything: not with a dismissal but with a transfer, as if you were being handed from one of her hands to the other.

She walks me to the refectory door herself — Prime's courtesy, remembered by everyone it is ever done to — past the windows where the rain is finishing its schedule, past the white tables where second-class Balancers are eating trays I do not examine, with a discipline I have just discovered in myself and do not enjoy.

"Ana." At the door she stops, and her voice does the thing it does for corrections and commendations, the two musics she owns: it goes quieter, and the quiet is the ceremony. "Thank you."

"Prime?"

"For lunch." A pause of exactly the length of a measured thing. "And for your discretion."

The corridor carpet might as well be gone. I am standing, at thirty-four, in the place she warned me about an hour ago, and I am — I note it with the auditor's part of me that notes where people choose to stand — not surprised. Some part of me walked into this lunch knowing the tray would come as it came. Some part of me has always known what per duty can be made to cover, the way some part of every citizen knows and files it unfinished, kindly, like a sentence with a Surplus ending. She knows I noticed. She has known since the server lifted the cover — since before the server lifted the cover. Vance does not misjudge rooms. Vance is the room.

She is not threatening me. That is what I will remember longest, longer than the pepper: there is no threat in her face, no warning folded inside the gratitude like a blade in a coat hem. There is warmth, and assessment, and something I can only call relief — the relief of a woman who has been carrying a question about me for fifteen years and has just, at last, set it down answered. Interior, the report said. She signed under the risk that I would notice things. Today she learns what I do with what I notice. I keep it. I keep it the way I keep my jokes and my theories and my shelf of unmeasured things, and she receives my silence the way the Parity receives everything it can use: gratefully, and into the record.

"Discretion," she says, "is the rarest column we keep, because we cannot measure it. We can only find out who has it." She touches two fingers to her wrist, over the thread, an auditor's salute and a blessing in one gesture. "So. Now I find out what else you have."

She gives me the slate herself. Not through the registry. Not through the district office. Her own slate, warm from her own hand, with the seal of the Prime's office already set to it — a file cover, a household flag, a single name at the head of a page I am not yet permitted to turn.

KOVAC. Commons. Sensitive. Auditor of record: Reyes, A. — acting second class, for the duration of the case.

"Your first sensitive case," Vance says. "You've earned a file that requires judgement instead of arithmetic, Ana." Her hand rests, one moment, on my shoulder — pressure correct, warmth not measured, hers to give. "Don't make a note an accusation. Make it true. Whatever true turns out to be."

I take the slate. It weighs what a tray weighs. I carry it out of the Table's white floors, past the tasters recording their joyless vocabularies, past the glass Store where the flavour of the city sits in evidence bags, smelling of nothing, sealed — and the whole way down in the lift I am thinking, with the precise, interior, unreportable part of me, that I have just been thanked for the most useful cowardice of my life, and promoted for it, and that the two facts fit in the same sentence without either one pushing.
Chapter 3 — The Kovac File
The promotion arrives before I have finished my morning numbers.

It does not arrive as a ceremony. Ceremonies are for graduations. It arrives as a line on my thread, between my Table allotment and the district roster, in the same typeface the Abacus uses for everything, which is to say in no typeface at all — the words simply are there, the way weather is there, when I lift my wrist over the reader on my desk.

REYES, ANA. BALANCER THIRD CLASS. ASSIGNMENT AMENDED. SENSITIVE CASE, SINGLE AUDITOR. REPORTING: BALANCER-PRIME VANCE, S. EFFECTIVE: NOW. CONGRATULATIONS ARE NOT A MEASURED GOOD.

I read it twice. The second reading is not doubt. The second reading is pleasure, taken carefully, the way you take anything good in this city: without letting the thread see you take too much of it.

Last night I ate dinner with Balancer-Prime Vance and did not remark on the seasoning on her plate.

I do not connect these facts. A Balancer does not connect facts the system has not connected for her. I note them in sequence, the way the forms teach: event, event, event. Sequence is not causation. My training is very clear on this, and my training is a kindness. Without it a person could spend her whole life drawing lines between things and calling the lines a story.

"Reyes." Vance's aide stands at the end of my row. He is young, which in the Ministry means he has not yet learned to move as if the building belongs to everyone equally, which it does. "The Prime will see you in the small office."

The small office is on the Ministry's ninth floor, in what was once — the orientation tour tells us this, proudly — a side chapel. The rose window above the door is bricked into a circle, because a circle has no top, and what has no top has no head, and what has no head cannot rule. I pass under it and the light comes through the brick in no pattern at all, which is the pattern intended.

Vance is standing. She stands for junior auditors as a matter of policy; sitting would create a height difference, and height differences in a superior's office must be justified on the form for furniture, so she abolished her chair instead. This is the sort of thing that makes people love her. She did not fill in a form. She removed the problem.

"Ana," she says. "Sit, if you prefer the standard."

There is one chair. It is for visitors. I sit, because refusing a kindness from a Prime is also a statement, and I am not here to make statements.

"You slept well," she says. It is not a question. My sleep ration is on her summary; everyone's is, at her level. "Your numbers this morning are beautiful. Exactly beautiful."

"Thank you, Prime."

"I have a file that cannot go through the ordinary pool." She does not sit, because there is nowhere, and the moment extends, level and unembarrassed, the way she intends all moments to extend. On her desk — a desk is permitted, a desk is a surface, surfaces are shared — there is a folder. Paper. I stare at it before I can train the stare away. Paper files are for two kinds of case: the historical, and the kind that must not replicate through the ordinary threads until a senior auditor has decided how it will be described. "Not because it is large. Because it is delicate. A family. The Commons."

"The Commons is my district," I say.

"It is everyone's district. That is why it must be handled as if it were one person's." She turns the folder a quarter-turn on the desk, toward me, with two fingers. The gesture is precise and, I understand even as I admire it, rehearsed by a lifetime of giving people difficult things at the exact angle from which they can be picked up. "You will audit. You will observe before you interview. You will file on paper until I release the case to thread. You will speak of it to no one in the pool, not because it is secret — nothing here is secret, secrecy is a Surplus of knowledge — but because an undescribed case invites description, and description, Ana, is the first inequality. Whoever describes a thing first stands above it."

"Yes, Prime."

"You are wondering why you."

I am. I keep my face at the mean.

"Because last night you were shown something irregular, and you behaved as an auditor should. You observed. You recorded — privately, correctly, in your own conduct. And you did not perform your observation for advantage." She lets a silence stand. It is not an uncomfortable silence. Vance's silences never accuse; they accommodate. "Discretion is not silence. Silence can be hoarding. Discretion is knowing which column a fact belongs in. I am promoting your discretion, not your ambition. Ambition I would have to correct."

"Yes, Prime," I say, and my voice is level, and I am proud of its levelness in a way that I immediately flag, privately, as a thought requiring no action. Pride in small doses is permitted. It motivates. The Word-office publishes the permitted doses.

"Read it here," she says. "The first stage. Then take the folder to Registry and watch it be sealed in your name. Paper has this virtue: it can only be in one place. Like a person, before we learned better."

She leaves me alone in the small office. This, too, is policy, and it is also trust, and in the Ministry the two are filed in the same drawer. I open the folder.

✦ ✦ ✦

The first page is a denunciation.

I want to describe this correctly, because outside the Ministry a denunciation is imagined as an ugly thing: a whisper, a pointed finger, a neighbour's envy wearing a mask. That is the old world's word for it, and the old world is not a reliable narrator.

A denunciation under the Parity is a civic sacrament. I use the word deliberately. The forms use it too, in the header, in the level grey type we reserve for things that must not be emphasised because emphasis is elevation: A citizen who observes Surplus and does not report it holds, for the duration of the silence, exactly the Surplus observed. To denounce is to give the excess away. It is an act of generosity, audited as such.

And the denouncer is also measured. The form has a second column, as wide as the first. Motive is a measurable good. Envy inflates it. Malice skews it. A denunciation filed in hatred is itself corrected, gently, in the denouncer, and a denunciation filed falsely costs the filer a portion of their Word allotment, so that speech spent on a lie is speech that cannot be spent again until the account refills. No one accuses lightly in New Carthage. No one needs to. The Abacus is patient, and the columns are fair, and I believe this the way I believe in the Span and the Table: because I have seen the alternative. The Interim let my street starve while other streets ordered from memory. I was six. Nobody denounced anybody then. There was no column for it. There was only the queue, and who stood at its head.

The denunciation in the folder is clean. I register this first, before the content, the way I register the seam on a graduation suit: motive column level, language standard, no adjectives above tolerance. Adjectives are the first place envy hides. The training says so, and the training is right; I have audited denunciations in the pool that sweated with them, greedy and flaunting and always, and those files went back for correction of the filer before they went forward to the filed-upon.

This one says only what it needs to.

DENUNCIATION 7-3391. SOURCE: CITIZEN, COMMONS DISTRICT 4, IDENTITY SEALED TO POOL, OPEN TO PRIME AND ASSIGNED AUDITOR. SUBJECT: KOVAC, PETRA. F, ADULT, TABLE-OFFICE COOK, GRADE 2. MODULE: COMMONS 4, STAIR C, UNIT 11. OBSERVED: SUBJECT EXITS TABLE OFFICE, NORTH SERVICE DOOR, AT SHIFT END, WITH SLEEVES AT UNEVEN WEIGHT. OBSERVED ON ELEVEN OCCASIONS. SUBJECT DECLINES STANDARD SLEEVE CHECK ON GROUNDS OF SKIN CONDITION, CERTIFIED, FORM T-88 ON FILE. CONTENTS UNVERIFIED. INFERENCE: REMOVAL OF TABLE GOODS, PROBABLY FLAVOUR. DEN OUNCER'S ESTIMATE: SMALL QUANTITIES. DENOUNCER REQUESTS: CORRECTION BE KIND. SUBJECT IS A GOOD WORKER. DENOUNCER HAS NOTED THIS IN THE CORRECT COLUMN.

I read the last lines three times.

Correction be kind. Subject is a good worker.

That is what a sacrament looks like, when it works. Not relish. Reluctance, formatted. A citizen who has seen a thing the mean cannot hold, and who gives it up to the columns with a plea attached, in the correct column, where pleas are permitted and weighted and — I check the weighting mark in the margin, a senior clerk's hand, in pencil — allowed. The plea has been allowed. It will travel with the file. Whatever is done to Petra Kovac will be done with her neighbour's kindness stapled, procedurally, to the front of it.

Flavour. Probably flavour.

I turn the plea over in my mind the way I would turn any small object found where it should not be. Flavour is not food. The Table-office is precise about this, and precision, here, is mercy: a citizen who steals nutrition steals from a body, and bodies are measured, and the theft can be balanced to the gram and closed. A citizen who steals flavour steals something else. She steals a difference. Salt that is saltier than the ration's salt — which is computed, per body, to the threshold of perception and not one crystal above it, because above the threshold begins preference, and preference is the seed of mine is better, and mine is better is the seed of everything the Rising burned. Peppercorns. A rind. A sauce remembered and reconstructed from a grandmother's lattice before the Memory-office archived it out of reach. The grey market trades in these things at prices the Word-office will not print, because printing them would measure them, and measuring them would admit they have value, and the whole Table stands on the agreement that they do not.

They do not. Taste is the oldest inequality. Before there were vaults there were tables, and at every table in history someone was served first and someone was served the leavings, and the leavings learned to call the difference cuisine. The Parity ended that. My ration tastes of nothing, and so does Vance's — officially, per duty, and I do not connect facts the system has not connected. We are level at the tongue, first of all, because the tongue is where the ladder to every other height was built.

And yet someone in Commons 4 is carrying flavour home in her sleeves, eleven times observed, in small quantities, with a certified skin condition standing where a sleeve check ought to be.

Small quantities. For whom, I think — and stop the thought, correctly, at the border of my assignment. Sequence, not story. Observe first.

✦ ✦ ✦

Stage two of the file is the subject sheet, and it is worse than the denunciation, because it is longer, and everything long in a Ministry file is long because the system has been careful, and care, at this length, has a texture I can only call total.

Petra Kovac. Born in the Commons when it was still called the other thing, in the year the Interim fell — she is thirty-one, a child of the Ladder, raised on the promise the way I was raised on it: no one above, no one below, no one again. Table-office cook, grade 2, eleven years of service. She has stood over the great level vats since she was twenty, seasoning nothing, measuring everything, sending out the grey and nourishing river of the district's dinners with hands that three supervisors, in three years, describe in the same levelled phrase: reliable beyond the requirements of the grade.

Reliable beyond the requirements. In any other column that phrase is a commendation. In a denunciation file it is a weather report. It tells the auditor that the subject has a margin, and that noticed margins are what files are for.

Her numbers follow, in the cold tabular patience I know from my own thread-glance every morning of my life. Table allotment: consumed within tolerance, every month, for eleven years — no hoarding of ration, no trading down, the clean flat line of a woman who takes exactly her share of a tasteless world and asks for nothing. Roof: one module, Stair C, Unit 11, held through two lottery cycles by the dependent-child exemption, which is fair — the Parity does not reassign children lightly, children are not furniture, the exemption exists because the founders understood that a child moved every seven years learns that home is a rumour, and the Parity wants citizens, not rumours. Word: low usage. She speaks at seventy per cent of her allotment, which is common among cooks and among the Commons generally, and the file notes it without flagging it, because unused Word is not Surplus. It is only quiet. Memory: two generations on file, standard, sealed beyond. Span: lattice state-held, restoration abolished, deletion scheduled in the ordinary course of things for the year she turns seventy-one point four, an appointment so distant and so ordinary that it sits on the page like a dentist's card.

Everything about Petra Kovac is level, except her sleeves.

This is why the case is sensitive. If it were about theft, the Table-office would handle it internally: a sleeve check, a weighed discrepancy, a deduction, a kindly re-education session. Theft closes. Theft balances. You can subtract a peppercorn.

What cannot be subtracted is the question the file is politely, procedurally asking: where does the flavour go? Flavour is a social good. That is its danger and its nature. Flavour is shared, or it rots. She carries it home, in small quantities, past the door of Unit 11, Stair C, where the dependent-child exemption holds her Roof in place cycle after cycle — and the file has not yet, in the pages Vance has let me read in this room, named any other occupant of that module.

Observe before you interview. I close the subject sheet, and I understand that my job is to be the person who finally looks at that table.

✦ ✦ ✦

Registry is in the basement, where the cathedral used to keep its dead, and the Parity keeps its paper.

The clerk is old — genuinely old, Span-approaching, with the serene economy of a man who has never once been flagged for anything, whose whole life has been one long level line. He takes the folder from me with both hands. Paper protocol: both hands, always, so that the transfer is witnessed by symmetry.

"Auditor Reyes," he says. My name is on the seal-strip already. The system knew before he did. "Sensitive. Single. You'll want the full packet before you go into the field."

"The full packet is how many pages, for a Table discrepancy?" I ask. It is a junior question. I ask it anyway, because his answer will be a measurement of the case that no one has yet given me in words.

He weighs the folder, literally, on the brass scale that Registry keeps for packets, because paper is one of the few goods the Ministry still measures by weight before it measures it by content. He looks at the needle the way a cook looks at a level — professionally, without surprise, and without, I notice, the small performance of surprise that most of us have learned to offer when a number pleases or displeases us. His face does not perform. At his age, at his levelness, performance has long since been corrected out of him, or — and this is the thought I do not file — was never there to correct.

"Twenty-three pages," he says. "For a cook." He slides the folder into its sleeve and begins the sealing, thread and wax and the flat stamp of the mean, the circle with no top. "Most of it is forms you will not need. Kindness takes paperwork, Auditor. Anyone can be corrected quickly. To correct someone kindly — with the plea weighted, and the dependent exemption considered, and the observation period, and the counsellor assigned before the auditor, so that help is always already on its way before judgement arrives — that is twenty-three pages. Cruelty is efficient. We are not. Press here."

I press. The wax takes my print and the reader takes my thread and the two agree that I am who the Abacus says I am, which is the only agreement that has ever been required of me.

"Page two," the clerk says, as he hands the sealed packet back, "is to be opened in private, Auditor. Not here. Registry's advice, not regulation. Some pages a person should be sitting down for, and there are no chairs in Registry, as you see. Policy." There are no chairs. The basement has none, so that no one waits, because waiting, unmeasured and unequally distributed, was one of the Interim's quiet tortures, and the Parity abolished it architecturally.

"Help is always already on its way," he says, pleasantly, stamping the log. "That is the sentence we are allowed. Good morning."

I carry the packet up nine floors of stairs. Twenty-three pages. A counsellor assigned before the auditor. A plea in the correct column, allowed. A woman who speaks at seventy per cent of her allotment and eats exactly her share, carrying small stolen differences home in her sleeves to a table I have been sent to look at.

I am not afraid for her, because fear would presume the system is a thing that harms, and the system is a thing that corrects, and correction, kindly done, at twenty-three pages' length, with help already on its way, is the founding promise kept at the temperature of an office. I have signed corrections that took a man's extra inches of height out of his son's growth chart before the boy could learn to stand above his classmates and call it nature. The boy was grateful. They are, mostly, grateful — the corrected. That is in the files too, in its correct column, weighted and allowed.

I sit down at my desk, in the open office, in the middle of the ordinary morning, with the choir-hush of the pool working around me and my own beautiful numbers scrolling at the edge of my sight, and I open page two in private, as advised.

SUBJECT SHEET — SUPPLEMENT. HOUSEHOLD OF KOVAC, PETRA (COMMONS 4, STAIR C, UNIT 11). OCCUPANT 2: KOVAC, NADIA. F, AGE 9. RELATION: DAUGHTER. SCHOOLING: COMMONS 4, STANDARD. WORD ALLOTMENT: CHILD SCALE. FLAG — RAISED BY SCHOOL AUDIT, SPRING TERM, HELD FROM POOL AT PRIME DIRECTION: AUDITORY SURPLUS. CATEGORY: VOICE. DETAIL: SUBJECT REPRODUCES PITCH ABOVE LEVELLED RANGE, ACCURATELY, WITHOUT TRAINING ON RECORD. CHOIR PLACEMENT: WITHHELD PENDING AUDIT. CORRECTION ELIGIBILITY: CONFIRMED. NOTE, IN CLERK'S HAND: THE MOTHER'S FILE AND THE CHILD'S FILE ARE TO BE READ AS ONE FILE. SEE PLEA, PAGE ONE. CORRECTION BE KIND.

The office goes on around me, level, ordinary, kind. Someone laughs, within tolerance, two rows away. My thread scrolls my allotments. My morning numbers are exactly beautiful, and I sit looking at a nine-year-old girl's voice, flagged on the second page of her mother's file, and I understand — sequence first, story later, observe before you interview — that the flavour was never the case.

The flavour is the trail. It leads, as flavour always leads, to whoever is being fed.
Chapter 4 — The Cellar
I go to the Kovacs as a Roof inspector, which is to say I go as a lie the system has written for me in advance.

The lie is a good one. That matters. A bad cover is a cruelty — it forces everyone it touches to pretend harder than the pretence requires, and the effort shows in their numbers for days. This one is kind, and plausible, and almost true. Commons 4, Stair C is genuinely due a Roof review. The lottery reassigned half the stairwell three years ago, the dependent-child exemptions held the rest in place, and wherever a building is a patchwork of old tenure and new, the Roof-office likes — the forms say requires, but I have read enough forms to hear the liking under the requirement — to confirm that no module has quietly become a home. A home is a Roof violation in its larval stage: too many objects, a shelf above the permitted shelf, a wall that has been painted a colour the module did not arrive in and cannot justify.

My coat is Roof grey, which is a different grey from Balancer grey by exactly one shade, a difference no citizen is expected to notice and every citizen does. My tablet is a Roof tablet, loaded with Stair C's genuine history: the roof itself, which leaks, equitably, into four modules; the gutters, which are shared and therefore no one's fault; the volume survey from the last cycle, in which Unit 11 measured — I note this on the tram, and note my noting of it — precisely at its permitted volume. Not below. At. A family that is hiding something usually measures below, the way a held breath measures below a breath. Petra Kovac's home, on paper, is exactly as full as it is allowed to be.

The tram crosses the Commons at the hour when the Table-offices change shift. Cooks come up out of the north service doors in their white standard, in twos and threes, talking at seventy per cent of their allotments, and for a moment, watching them pass below the tram's window, I try to pick her out — and then I stop, correctly. I have her file photograph. I do not need a rehearsal of recognition. An inspector meets a module, not a woman. Observe, the Prime said. She did not say anticipate, and anticipation is only Surplus wearing a uniform: attention spent before it is due.

Stair C smells of the things all the stairs smell of: the level soap the Roof-office issues, other people's dinners arriving at the level temperature, rain that fell last night by district schedule and is drying on schedule too. I climb to the third floor with my tablet against my chest and my heart — I record this because an auditor records, even when the record is only herself — beating at a rate the thread would flag if the thread were turned on. It is not. Field protocol for an observation visit: thread to passive, so that the observed are not corrected in real time by my attention. It is the single most merciful setting the Abacus has, and the Ministry is proud of it, and I am, climbing, obscurely grateful for it in a way that has nothing to do with mercy. In passive, for one hour, nobody is measuring me either.

I knock the Roof knock. Two, a pause, one. It is in the schoolbooks. Children practise it on desks.

The door of Unit 11 opens at once — too at once, and she corrects the too-at-onceness even as I register it, stepping back, letting the door finish its swing at the standard speed, arranging her face into the welcome the visit requires. I watch her do all of this in the first two seconds and I understand that Petra Kovac has been rehearsing this door for eleven occasions' worth of evenings, ever since — no. Sequence, not story. She opens the door quickly, and then she opens it properly. Both things are true. Files are built out of both things being true.

"Inspector," she says. "We are expecting you. The notice was very clear. Thank you for the notice — some stairs, they say the Roof comes without — but for us the notice came, and we are grateful." She is talking at a hundred and ten per cent. I hear it the way a musician — the way an auditor hears a choir, one voice pressing above the unison, except that this voice is pressing in gratitude, which is the hardest surplus to correct because it is aimed at you. "Come in, come in. The module is yours. It is everyone's, I mean. We keep it for everyone."

"Unit 11," I say, in my Roof voice, which is my own voice with the authority set one shade lighter, like the coat. "Volume and integrity check. It won't take long. I apologise for the intrusion."

"Intrusion," she repeats, as if I have handed her a word too large for the room and she must find somewhere level to put it. "There is no intrusion. An inspection is a service. Nadia —" She turns. "Nadia, the inspector is here. The one from the notice."

✦ ✦ ✦

Nadia Kovac is nine years old, and she is ordinary in every visible way.

I write that sentence in my head on the Roof tablet's private layer — the layer inspectors keep for the observations the forms have no columns for yet, weather notes, damage notes, dog, friendly, record before entering — and I underline nothing, and I let it stand, because it is the most professional sentence I will produce all day and I know already that it is also a failure of my profession.

She is small, in the way the Table's identical nutrition makes all the Commons children an even, healthy small — not stunted, never stunted, the Table does not stunt, the Table computes — with her hair cut at the school length, her grey suit buttoned at the school buttons, her hands folded at the level the school teaches for the presence of officials, which is to say not folded at all, hanging, natural, a naturalness that has to be taught for a full term in the first year because children do not come to it naturally. She has her mother's face arranged in a younger and less defended order. She looks at me with the interest a child is permitted toward a new adult in her home: brief, assessed, filed.

"Hello," she says.

"Hello," I say. "I'm checking the roof. It leaks."

"It leaks on the stairs," she says. "Not on us. We're under the good part." A pause, in which her mother makes no sound at all, a silence with a held shape, like a hand not quite touching a shoulder. "The part that isn't good leaks on the Petrenkos. They have a bucket. It's a standard bucket."

"Standard buckets are the correct response to a non-structural leak," I say, gravely, and the child considers this and appears to decide that I have passed some test whose syllabus I will never see.

"Nadia is helpful with the survey," Petra says, quickly, helpfully, in the tone of a woman offering the auditor a fact already chewed. "She knows the module. She can tell you where — Nadia knows where everything is, don't you, she's very — for the volume, she can hold the —"

"Mother," Nadia says, not unkindly, with the terrible mildness of nine, "inspectors hold their own tablets."

"Of course. Of course she does." Petra laughs, within tolerance, two notes
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