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Chapter 1
Five Accounts

Reva Sarn

Records Hall, Concordance · Review Day 1

The man I came to Concordance to interview died an hour before our appointment.

At nine o’clock on Review Day 1, Idris Dace stepped off the gallery of the Records Hall. He was a senior reconciliation auditor and the first name on my list. I had arrived the evening before to assess the city’s compliance personnel on behalf of the Office of Institutional Continuity, and I was in the lower lobby with his file under my arm, reading it a last time, when the sound reached me.

I took the witness statements myself. That is not procedure for an officer of my grade, but no one else in the lobby had the authority to take them.

Concordance does not ask its citizens to agree. Its system learns each person and tells them the version of events they are able to carry. The Civic Reconciliation Office exists to stitch those versions back into a single record, for the courts and the insurers and the census, who still require one. Five witnesses to the same event will ordinarily give the Office five events. I had read that in the briefing materials on the train.

The first was Ruth Ayodele, sixty-three, a retired teacher. She had been at the returns desk on the west side of the concourse, giving back a library book. She sat very straight on the bench where security had put her and spoke as teachers speak, as if she expected me to need it twice.

“There was a man at the rail, quite alone. He put both hands on it and simply stepped over, like someone stepping onto a tram. No hurry at all. I could see his face, and he looked calm. The clock behind him said nine. I remember the air smelled of rain. Not clean rain. Sharp, like metal, so it caught in your throat. Nobody else was up there. I’m sure of that.”

It was a good statement. Clear, ordered, specific. I thanked her and meant it.

The second was Kenji Halvorsen, forty, a maintenance contractor who had been up a ladder by the north doors. He gave his account in pieces, as men give accounts when they would rather be doing anything else.

“Guy at the rail, on his own. Hands on the rail, over he goes. Didn’t rush it. Like getting on a tram. Saw his face. Calm. Clock behind him read nine on the dot.”

I wrote it down. I noticed the tram. Two people reaching for the same comparison is not unusual. A tram is the most ordinary thing in this city. I told myself that, and went on to the third.

Pilar Nwosu was twenty-two, a student, and she had been standing in the doorway of the east reading room, waiting for a seminar. She talked quickly and kept touching the sleeve of her coat.

“He just put his hands on it and went over. Calm. Like he was stepping onto a tram. I saw his face. The clock was right behind him, at nine. And it smelled like rain, that sharp rain smell, the kind that stings. I keep thinking about how calm he was.”

I asked her whether she was certain about the clock. She said she was. I asked her where exactly she had been standing. She pointed to the reading room doorway, under the overhang of the east gallery, and I wrote that down too.

I asked security for a few minutes and went to the restroom on the lower level, and stood at the basin with the water running and did not use it. There were forty-eight tiles on the wall above the mirror. I counted them twice. Then I went back.

I have taken statements for nine years. I know what real agreement sounds like. It is ragged. People remember the same event as a family remembers the same holiday, with the big things matching and the small things in dispute. One of them saw a blue coat and one saw gray. One heard a shout and one heard nothing. That is how you know they were there.

These three did not disagree about anything. They used different words, the teacher’s words and the contractor’s and the student’s, and inside the words they had seen exactly the same things, in exactly the same order. The hands on the rail. The face. The tram. The clock.

Anil Varga was fourth. He was a records porter, fifty-one, and he had been at the freight elevator on the south side of the concourse with his morning carts. Before he started I asked him to tell me only what he saw, and not what it reminded him of. He nodded as if that was a reasonable thing to ask.

“A man stood at the rail. He was alone. He put both hands on the rail and stepped over it, slow, like a man stepping onto a tram.”

I knew the word was coming before he said it. By then some part of me had stopped believing I was talking to four different people.

“His face was calm,” Varga said. “I could see the clock behind him. Nine.”

I said thank you. My pen had stopped moving at some point and I made it move again.

The fifth was Sefa Lind, twenty-nine, a court translator, who had been at the transcript counter beneath the east gallery. She was the most careful of them. She chose each word as if she would be held to it, which, as a translator, she probably often was.

Before she began, I opened my notebook to a clean page and wrote a sentence on it. I did not show it to her. I wrote: He stepped over without hurrying, like someone getting onto a tram.

Then I asked her to tell me what she had seen.

“A man was standing at the rail, alone,” she said. “He placed his hands on it and stepped over without haste. The comparison that came to me was someone boarding a tram. His expression was calm. I saw his face clearly. Behind him, the clock showed nine. The air had a smell of rain, sharp, almost metallic.”

I looked down at what I had written before she spoke. Then I looked at her. She was waiting politely for my next question, and there was nothing in her face at all except the wish to be helpful.

I did not have a next question. I thanked her, and she went.

At four o’clock, when the concourse had been cleared and cleaned and opened again, I went back and stood in each of the five places the witnesses had given me.

From the returns desk, the clock on the gallery wall is plainly visible. From the north doors, if you are up a ladder, you can see most of it. From the freight elevator you can see it at an angle.

From the reading room doorway, and from the transcript counter, you cannot see it at all. Both places are under the east gallery. The gallery floor is directly above you, and the clock is on the wall behind the rail, and there is a slab of stone and steel between you and it.

I stood under the gallery for several minutes, looking up at the underside of the floor that Idris Dace had stepped off, and tried to see the clock. I tried from the doorway and from the counter. I tried standing on the counter’s step. Pilar Nwosu had said the clock was right behind him. Sefa Lind had said she saw it clearly.

In thirty years the Civic Reconciliation Office had not received two accounts of any event that agree. I checked that before I left the building. On the morning of Review Day 1 it received five, and all five passed through my hands.

The witness form has a field at the bottom for the recording officer’s notes. It is optional.

I left it blank.

I want to record that I did this on purpose, and that it was the first choice I made in Concordance. Everything I did afterward began with a field I chose not to fill in.

 

R. Sarn, Review Day 29


Chapter 2
One Hundred and Twelve

Reva Sarn

Lumen · Day 150 after the Pulse

The summons came on Day 150, eleven days before I left Lumen, through the same channel Wessa Halloran had used to show me the Talmere Ward file. She had taken over as director of the Office after Day 63, when my interim appointment ended.

The directorate had moved after the Pulse. It now occupied the top two floors of the old transit authority building on the river side of the city, a structure the corporation had bought cheaply in the second year of the Shimmer and never found a use for. The elevators had not been recertified since the Pulse. A notice on the lobby wall said they would be, and gave no date.

I took the stairs.

There were one hundred and twelve of them, in fourteen flights of eight, with a landing and a fire door at each turn. I counted them, as I count everything, without deciding to. The stairwell had windows on the river side, narrow ones, one to a landing. From the fifth landing you could see the broadcast relay masts on the east bank, a row of nine, unlit since the Pulse. No one had taken them down.

For thirty years those masts had carried the Shimmer, a signal that reached every resident of Lumen through the small port at the left temple and evened out what they felt: less fear, less grief, less anger. On Day Zero it failed, all at once, across the whole city. We called that night the Pulse. Seventy-four people died of it.

From higher up you could see the annex roof, with the tarpaulin still over the section where our ceiling had come down. Somewhere around the sixth flight I was counting out loud under my breath, which I do not do, and I stopped.

My brother used to count out loud. In the building where we grew up the stairwell light was on a timer that always ran out before we reached the fourth floor. When it went out, he would climb ahead of me in the dark, counting each step out loud, so that I could follow his voice and know how many steps were left. I counted too, silently, a few steps behind him, so that I would know for myself where I was in the dark. That is most of what I have left of him.

On the fourteenth landing there was a security officer with a scanner who checked my credentials twice, once for the building and once for the floor. I noted it. The last time I had come to see her, the directorial floor had required a second authorization. Now it required a second officer as well.

Halloran had chosen a room without windows again.

I do not think it was deliberate in the sense of being planned. I think she simply walked through the floor when the directorate moved in, looked at each room, and took the one that did not show her the city. There was a table, four chairs, a carafe of water, two cups, and a folder with my name typed on the tab.

She stood when I came in, which she had not done the last time.

“Reva. Sit. You look tired.”

“The stairs,” I said.

“They tell me the elevators will be certified next month.” She poured water for both of us without asking. “They told me that last month.”

She looked older than I remembered, or I was seeing her more accurately. Her hair was cut shorter. Her hands were the same, very still on the table, the fingers laid flat as if she were keeping something from moving.

“I want to start by saying the Board was grateful for your report on the Pulse,” she said. “Section 1 in particular. The Chair read it twice. He doesn’t read anything twice.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m not flattering you. I’m telling you why you’re here.” She opened the folder and turned it to face me. “Section 4. Your recommendation. A system-wide review of behavioral divergence thresholds across all active deployment regions within twelve months. The Board has approved it. They’d like it to begin within the month, and they’d like you to conduct it.”

I read the first page. It was my own language, reformatted under a directorate header. Anomalous refusal patterns. Parallel documentation practices. Familial history. I had written those three phrases in an annex with a partial ceiling, on the afternoon of Day 63, and I had chosen each word with care.

“Personally,” I said.

“Personally. With the authority of this office behind you. Thirty days per region, a site visit, interviews with flagged personnel, and a recommendation at the end of each. You write the standard. You apply the standard.” She sat back. “You know what a component looks like before it diverges. Nobody else in the organization can say that with a straight face.”

Component is Lethe’s word for an employee. A component diverges when it stops behaving as its role specifies: when it starts asking questions its job does not require, or keeping records nobody asked for. I had used both words in my own reports for nine years.

I turned to the second page. It was a list of cities, in order. The first was Concordance.

“Why Concordance first?”

“Because it works.” She said it simply. “Highest satisfaction indices in the network, eleven consecutive quarters. Lowest incident rate. Director Quell runs a very calm city. The Board would like Concordance to be the next city in the distributed rollout, and they’d like the clearance to come from someone who has seen what failure looks like.” She paused. “From someone who wrote the definitive account of it.”

“And if it doesn’t confirm?”

“Then you’ll tell us why. That’s what the review is for.” Halloran smiled, a small one. “I don’t expect it to come to that. Tariq Quell has already sent us two names. He’s a careful man.”

I asked who the names were. She told me I would receive the files on arrival, from Quell himself, as a courtesy to him. It was his city.

I wrote that down. I write most things down.

We discussed the logistics for twenty minutes. Travel authorization. The annex in my absence, which would run under my deputy with a reporting line to Halloran’s office. The ninety-day assessment schedule for the Lumen subjects, which would continue on its calendar, with the reports routed to me in Concordance for signature. She asked whether that would be a burden. I said it would not.

“And our young archivist?” she said. “Subject B.”

She meant Kaelen. The Office had never used his name in writing, and Halloran never used it aloud.

“Monitoring continues,” I said. “The monthly reports show no material change in activity. He is compiling records. The records are drawn from systems that were accessible at the time. There is nothing actionable.”

“Nothing actionable,” she repeated, as if she were testing the weight of it. “Good. Keep it that way.”

I did not know which part of the sentence she meant me to keep. I did not ask.

She closed the folder and slid it across the table to me. I put it in my case, next to the other file I had carried with me every day since Day 63.

I was standing to leave when she spoke again.

“Do you have family left in the city?”

She asked it while looking at the carafe, as people ask a question they have been told to ask on a form. I had heard her ask about staff housing with exactly that face.

“No,” I said.

That was accurate. I did not have family left in Lumen.

I want to set that answer down exactly as I gave it, because it was the first thing I said in that room that was both true and meant to mislead. I had a brother. I did not know where he was, or whether he was anywhere. I let her hear the word no and nothing else.

“Good,” she said. “It’s easier, the first time. Being away for a month.” She looked up. “Thank you, Reva. Truly. I don’t think you understand yet how much the organization owes you for Day 63.”

I thanked her for the assignment. I took the stairs down.

One hundred and twelve. I counted silently the whole way.

The annex was empty when I got back. It was after six, and since the Pulse the staff left on time, which they had not done before. I no longer noted it.

I took the file out of my case.

For twenty years I had known the page existed. For nine I could have opened it. I opened it on Day 63, an hour after I transmitted my report. I had expected a thick folder, twenty years of paper. It was one page, a single sheet in a gray sleeve, with a processing header, a subject line, a date, and an outcome. Outcome: voluntary reassignment. At the bottom, in small type, a batch reference. I had read it on most days since. I had tried the batch reference against every archive I could reach from Lumen. It returned the same response every time. Record held: Regional Repository. Access by site request.

I know exactly why I asked for it then. Writing the report had made me read, for the first time, what Lethe’s consent framework actually required. A signature. From the subject, or from the next of kin, on a form that nobody had to read. In thirty years the Shimmer had taken things out of ten million people, and almost every one of them had consented. I had written that word into my own report a dozen times. By the end of it I no longer knew what it meant. And the only word on my brother’s page that told me anything was voluntary.

I wanted to know what he had volunteered for. The page could not tell me. The record behind it could.

I had never had a reason to make a site request.

I opened the notebook I keep in my own handwriting, the one no one audits because no one knows it exists, and wrote the batch reference on the inside of the back cover, small, where it would not be seen if the notebook fell open.

S3-B / 0417.

Then I put the page back in its sleeve, and the sleeve back in my case, beside Halloran’s folder with the list of cities in it. Concordance was the first name on that list. I had not yet asked where the Regional Repository was.

I asked the next morning. It was in Concordance.


Chapter 3
The Basin

Reva Sarn

Concordance · The evening before Review Day 1

The overland line from Lumen to Concordance takes eleven hours and stops nine times. I had the timetable in my case and checked each stop against it. We were four minutes late into the terminal, at 18:42.

The announcement apologized for the delay and gave no reason. On the platform a woman in a green coat told the man beside her that it had been maintenance on the line near the river. He said he thought it had been a signal fault. She said that could be right. Neither of them seemed to feel that the other was wrong, and they walked toward the exits together, still talking, in complete agreement about something they had just described in two different ways.

I noted it.

The terminal was clean as new buildings are clean, though it was not new. The floors had been polished. There were screens above the exits showing departure times and the temperature, and nothing else. In Lumen there would have been news crawling along the bottom of every screen. I looked for it out of habit and found the space where it would have been, a strip of plain gray.

A driver from the civic directorate was waiting by the north doors with my name on a card. He took my case without asking and did not try to talk to me on the drive, which I appreciated.

Concordance is built around a reservoir the locals call the Basin. The directorate sits on its western shore, a long, low building of pale stone with a great deal of glass. It was dark by the time we arrived, and the Basin was black, with the lights of the Records Hall reflected in it from the north bank.

Tariq Quell’s office looked out over the water. It was the opposite of Halloran’s room in every way I could have listed. There were windows on two walls, a rug, books on shelves that had been read, and a pot of coffee already on the low table between two chairs.

He was in his fifties, slightly built, with gray in his beard and a voice so even that I found myself listening to it rather than to what it said. He shook my hand and held it a moment longer than necessary.

“Officer Sarn. You must be exhausted. Sit, please. I’ve had coffee made.” He poured, and stirred one spoonful of sugar into my cup before he handed it to me. It was how I take it. I had not told anyone in Concordance how I take my coffee, and I did not ask how he knew.

“Thank you for receiving me tonight, Director.”

“Tariq, if you can bear it. And of course I received you.” He sat back with his own cup. “I knew you were coming before the transfer order did.”

I wrote the sentence down while he watched, which seemed to please him.

The transfer order had been issued on Day 150 at 16:10, Lumen time. I had read the timestamp on it in Halloran’s folder. The Board’s approval of my recommendation, according to the same folder, had been entered that morning. If Quell had known before the order, he had known on the morning of Day 150 or earlier. If he had known before the approval, he had known before the Board.

“May I ask how?”

“The city tells me things.” He said it without any self-importance. “It’s very good at noticing what people need before they ask. Concordance needed someone to look at it properly. I’ve been saying so for a year. And then here you are.” He smiled. “I read your report on Lumen. I’m sorry about your city.”

I thanked him. I did not tell him that the report he had read was the version the Board had read. There had been a first draft, truer than the one I sent, and I had deleted it.

“You’ll want the files,” he said.

He had them ready in a slim case on the side table. Two folders, one thick and one so thin that it bent when he handed it to me.

“Idris Dace,” he said, touching the thick one. “Senior reconciliation auditor. Twenty-two years with the Office. The best we have, or he was. Three flags in eighteen months, all for the same thing: persistent irregularities in reconciliation output. He finds discrepancies where the rest of the department finds none, and he won’t sign off on them.” Quell turned his cup a quarter turn on its saucer. “He’s a good man. He has stopped sleeping. I’d like you to talk to him before he does something he can’t take back.”

“And the second?”

“Ilka Moraine. A clerk in the same department.” He made a small gesture with one hand, as if to say the folder spoke for itself. “No flags. Nothing in her output. I include her only because your criteria asked for behavioral anomalies, and she has exactly one.”

I opened the thin folder. A personnel summary, a photograph of a woman in her thirties with her hair pulled back, a list of postings. And a single note, eight years old: Employee requested transfer to a lower grade. Request granted.

I read it twice.

The criteria I had written in the annex on Day 63 named three markers. Anomalous refusal patterns: a high performer who refuses advancement. Parallel documentation. Familial history. I had thought of the first as a person standing still when the institution offered to move them upward. I had not written anything about a person who asked to move down. There had been no reason to. In nine years I had never seen it.

“Did she give a reason?”

“She said she preferred the work.” Quell shrugged. “Some people do. I’ve never thought it was sinister. But your list, your rules.” He refilled my cup without asking. “I’ve arranged for you to meet Idris at ten tomorrow, at the Records Hall. He works there. He’ll be more comfortable on his own ground, and I think you’ll get more from him.”

“That’s considerate.”

“It’s a calm city, Officer Sarn. We try to keep it that way.”

He walked me to the door himself. In the corridor he stopped and looked at me with an expression I could not place at first. It looked like fondness, and as far as I could tell it was sincere. I wanted to step back.

“You’ll like it here,” he said. “Everyone does, eventually.”

The driver took me on to the guest apartment the directorate had arranged, on the fourth floor of a residential block two streets back from the Basin. It was clean and impersonal and warm. There was a bed, a desk, a kitchen I would not use, and on the desk a household terminal of the kind I would later see in every home in the city: a flat gray screen on a stand, for schedules and civic services and correspondence.

I knew what it was for. The briefing materials had a page on it. Every evening at 20:30 Concordance’s system sends each resident a short account of their day, on the terminal in their home: what happened, and how they might think about it. The account comes from the city, not from Lethe, though Lethe built the system that writes it. My own employer has never sent me anything in the evening except work.

The page said the account went to residents and to registered guests. The directorate had registered me as a guest when it gave me the apartment. Nobody had asked me, and I had not touched the terminal. I expected, if anything arrived, a welcome and the times of the trams.

I put my case on the desk beside it and opened the thick folder.

Dace’s flags were written as I would have written them, if I had been writing them honestly. Each one named a specific case, a specific set of accounts, and a specific point at which they failed to reconcile. In the third flag, dated four months earlier, he had written two sentences that were not in the standard format: The accounts do not disagree as accounts naturally disagree. They differ in their wording and agree in every detail, including details the witnesses were not positioned to see. The review panel had returned it with a note: Reviewed. No action required. I knew the note. I had used it myself.

At 20:30 the terminal sounded its notification alert, a soft rising tone, three times over, and the screen lit.

There was no menu and no login. There was a single block of text with my name at the top.

Reva. You arrived in Concordance at 18:42, after eleven hours on the overland line. The city has been expecting you. Your first appointment is at ten tomorrow, at the Records Hall. You will want to be early. Rest well.

I read it three times.

I want to record what I felt, because I did not write it in the notebook. I felt welcomed. For a moment, before I had thought about it at all, I was glad that someone had expected me.

The guest registration would have given it my name, and perhaps my train. It would not have given it the appointment. I had not told anyone in Concordance about that except Quell, who had made it forty minutes earlier. The arrival time was correct to the minute.

I took out my notebook and copied the message into it, word for word, with the time it arrived. Then I turned the screen to face the wall.

In Lumen the evening signal had come with a feeling, delivered through the port while you read: a small, warm settling, as if someone you trusted had agreed with you. I did not know whether Concordance’s terminals did the same. I was not going to find out by reading.


Chapter 4
Ink

Ilka Moraine

Records Hall, Concordance · Review Day 1

I work in the Civic Reconciliation Office of the city of Concordance. My job is to decide what happened when the people it happened to can’t agree.

Last night my tram stopped between Granary and Weir Street for twenty-two minutes. I timed it on my watch. The cabin lights went out for three of those minutes, and the driver picked up his handset twice and spoke into it quietly. I got home at 19:51. I usually get home at 19:24.

At half past eight my terminal gave me my Evening Account, as it gives everyone theirs. It said there had been a brief maintenance stop on my line, and that I had been home in good time.

I wrote both versions down. I keep a diary, a paper one, and I have kept it for eight years. When the city tells me something, I copy it out first, exactly, and draw a short line under it. Then I write what I saw. Most nights the two agree, or nearly. Last night they didn’t. Good time was twenty-seven minutes late.

I don’t think the city lied to me. I think it decided that twenty-seven minutes was not worth my attention. That is a different thing, and most days I can’t tell you whether it’s better or worse.

I am at my desk at 07:40, which is twenty minutes before anyone else, because the first twenty minutes are the only quiet ones.

The Civic Reconciliation Office is on the lower level of the Records Hall, under the east concourse. Twelve desks, no windows, a ceiling low enough that the tall analysts duck under the light fixtures without thinking about it. Above us, all day, people walk across the concourse floor. You can hear them if you listen. After eight years I mostly don’t.

My backlog this morning is forty-one items. That is about average for a Thursday.

The first is a collision at the Basin Road tram stop, two days old. A cyclist and a delivery van. Three accounts. The cyclist says the van pulled out without signaling. The driver says the cyclist came off the sidewalk too fast to see. A woman waiting for the tram says she saw the whole thing and that it was nobody’s fault, which is what most people say when they want to be helpful and also want to go home.

All three are sincere. That is the first thing you learn in this office. Almost nobody lies to us. They tell us the version the city gave them in their Evening Account, and they believe it, because why wouldn’t they.

So I don’t start with the accounts. I start with what’s left on the street.

The road maintenance office photographs every reported collision within six hours. Their photograph shows a skid mark from the van’s rear tire, four point one meters long. A van that has just pulled out from a stop does not leave four meters of rubber on the road. A van already moving at speed does. The cyclist paid a tram fare with her card at the same stop eleven minutes earlier, which means she was not coming off any sidewalk. She had been standing at the stop, waiting, and then decided to ride instead.

I mark the cyclist’s account as consistent with the physical record, flag the other two as variant, and file it. Forty left.

The rest of the office arrives between 07:58 and 08:10. Teo, who sits across from me, says good morning and asks if I saw the Basin last night, the lights on the water. I say no. He says it was beautiful. His Evening Account will have told him it was beautiful, and he will have looked out of his window and agreed with it.

I start on the next case.

At 08:31 Idris Dace comes down the corridor from the senior offices.

He is not supposed to be down here. The senior auditors work upstairs, behind glass, and when they want something from us they send a message. But there is a service stair at the end of our corridor that goes straight up to the gallery, and sometimes, when he wants to avoid the main stairs, he uses it.

He passes my desk. He nods. I nod back.

His left sleeve has ridden up a little as he walks, and on the inside of his wrist, half under the cuff, there is a line of blue ink. Not a smudge. Characters, written small and carefully, as you write something you need to keep.

Idris doesn’t use ink. Once, years ago, he borrowed a pen from me to sign a card for someone’s retirement, and he held it as people hold a tool they’ve only seen in pictures.

He goes through the door at the end of the corridor. I hear his shoes on the service stair, going up.

The year he borrowed my pen was also the year he called me by my mother’s name. Only once, by accident, across a meeting room. He apologized for a week afterward, every time he saw me, until I asked him to stop.

Last month he stopped at my desk on his way to the stair, which he had never done before, and stood there long enough that Teo looked up.

“Do you still write things down?” he said. “On paper?”

I said I did.

“Good,” he said. “Your mother did.” Then he went up the stair, and I sat with my hands in my lap for a while, because nobody had mentioned my mother to me in that building in eight years.

I go back to the backlog. Thirty-eight.

✶ ✶ ✶

At nine o’clock there is a sound through the ceiling.

One sound. Heavy. Nothing before it and nothing after. The light fixture above Teo’s desk swings a little on its chain.

Everyone looks up. Nobody says anything for a few seconds. Then our supervisor stands at her door and says that we should all stay at our desks until we know what’s happening, in the voice people use when they have no idea what’s happening.

I take the service stair.

The concourse is full of people standing still. That is the first thing I notice, how many of them there are and how still. Near the middle of the floor, below the east gallery, someone has put a long coat over something on the tiles. A pair of brown shoes shows at the end of the coat. The left heel has been resoled. I know the shoes. I have watched them go past my desk for eight years.

A security officer is moving people back with his arms out, not touching anyone. Somebody is crying, quietly, near the transcript counter. The hall smells as it always smells in the morning, of floor polish and the heating coming on.

By the returns desk there is a woman I have never seen before. Gray coat, a case at her feet, a Lethe badge clipped to her lapel. She is taking statements, one witness at a time, and writing everything down by hand in a notebook. Nobody in this building writes by hand except me.

The security officer reaches me and asks me, politely, to go back downstairs. I go.

The office is very quiet. Teo is sitting with his hands flat on his desk. Our supervisor has closed her door.

At 09:42 every terminal in the room shows the same notice at the same moment. Staff are reminded that information about this morning’s incident will be shared through the usual channels. Please do not speculate. Teo reads it twice and closes it.

A minute later my backlog goes from thirty-eight to thirty-nine. The new item is at the top, marked priority. It is the Records Hall incident. One witness account has been received, out of five expected. The recording officer is listed only as external. It has been assigned to me.

I have reconciled four thousand, two hundred and some cases in eight years. I have never been assigned one before the accounts were finished coming in.

I take the notebook out of my bag, where it lives, between a paperback and a scarf, and open it to a clean page. My hand is not as steady as I would like. I wait until it is.

I write Idris’s name at the top, and the time, nine o’clock. Where the city’s version would go, I leave a space and draw the short line under it. Nobody has issued one yet. Under the line I write what I saw: that he passed my desk at 08:31, on his way to the service stair, and nodded to me. That there was blue ink on the inside of his left wrist, half under the cuff. That it was writing, not a mark, small and careful.

Then one more line, which I underline: Idris did not use ink.

Nobody in the Office does. Anything worth writing down goes into the system, where it is kept and can be found again. The only reason to write something on your own skin is that you don’t want the system to have it.
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Sefa Lind left the bench at 10:36. I stayed on it.

The concourse was being cleaned. Two men in gray coveralls worked over the place beneath the east gallery with a machine that hummed and left the tiles wet and shining. Someone had put up a folding screen. People coming in through the north doors walked around it without slowing down, as people walk around anything that has been made to look routine.

I did not open my notebook. I sat with my case on my knees and both hands on top of it, and I watched the men with the machine, and I did not let myself think about the five statements yet.

Tariq Quell came in through the west doors at 10:41. He had walked from the directorate along the shore of the Basin, and his coat was open, and he had not stopped to button it. He saw me and came straight across the floor, around the screen, without looking at it.

His eyes were red. He took my hand in both of his.

“I asked you to speak to him before he did something he couldn’t take back,” he said. “I was a day late. One day.”

I did not know what to say to that, so I said that I was sorry. He nodded as though I had said something useful.

“Come upstairs,” he said. “I’d like to sit somewhere for a moment. I’d like you to see where he worked.”

The senior auditors’ offices are on the second floor of the Records Hall, along the north side, behind a wall of glass that looks down onto the concourse. Each office has a desk, two chairs, a terminal, and a door that closes. Idris Dace’s was the fourth along.

It was empty.

Someone had emptied it. The drawers of the desk stood a few centimeters open, and there was nothing in any of them. The terminal showed the city’s welcome screen, the one a terminal shows when it has never been used. On the corner of the desk there was a rectangle of wood slightly paler than the rest, where something had stood for a long time. A photograph, I thought. A clock. I could not tell.

I looked at my watch. It was 11:02. He had been dead for two hours.

“Retrieval,” Quell said, from the doorway. He said it gently, as you would explain something to a person who has had a shock. “It’s standard for a death in service. Personal materials go to the family. Work materials go for review. They’re very quick. It’s kinder that way, for the people who have to come back in here tomorrow.”

“Who ordered it?”

“Nobody orders it.” He looked a little surprised by the question. “It happens. It’s procedure.”

I wrote down the time, and the word retrieval, and the pale rectangle on the desk. Quell watched me do it and did























