Chapter 1 — Tomorrow's Page, Again
By mid-November, the nights had a liturgy, and the liturgy, like everything else that had ever held in either world, had learned to hold without being watched.

It had not been redesigned. It had been kept. There is a difference, and Elias Ward had come to respect it the way other men respected load-bearing walls: by not leaning on it idly, and by checking, now and then, that it was still there.

First: Sarah.

Her alarm went off at 3:32 in a dark room across the city, and Sarah Ward, who would not remember setting it and set it anyway, rose in the one minute the waking world had left her and did the things in order. Camera on. Notebook open. She stood in her own held dark at 3:33 and said the names aloud, in rotation, the way you call swimmers' names from a dock — not to summon, not to warn. To witness.

Elias.

Then the rotation the chain had added since October, because a chain that had learned it could carry more than one name had quietly refused to carry fewer ever again.

Maren.

Elias, in the blue hush of the control room as the world paused around him, heard his name arrive not as sound, exactly. As placement. A thing put back where it belonged by a hand that intended it to stay there.

Second: the slipping, which was no longer an event so much as a commute. At 3:33 the feeds froze. Danny froze mid-gesture down the corridor, forever about to win an argument with a vending machine. Fran's glasses paused halfway to her face. Four hundred cameras gained their second, and Elias stepped into the margin with the unremarkableness of a man arriving at a desk that was also, technically, a foundation. The Second received him professionally. It had, of late, the air of a workplace that had filed him correctly.

Third: Wren, at the margin, holding the middle link as she had held it since the re-seating — in the passage between the topside witness and the house below, fading at the edges in the places print went first, her voice entire every time he checked it. He checked it the way a man checks a pulse he has no right to be trusted with: briefly, gratefully, without ceremony.

"Ward," she said, on the nights she said anything. Or she said his name correctly and completely, which in the Second counted as maintenance. Or she said nothing and simply was there, a person-shaped fact in the held rain, and the chain ran through her and did not sag, and that was the whole report.

Fourth: the true thing about Maren. One a night. In order. Never repeated, because repetition was filing, and he was not the draftsman, and this was not the rounds.

That night's was a small one, because November had begun to take its toll even on a man who could, finally, sleep — a gift returned by his mother in the autumn, out of the Tithe's old theft, and still new enough that he treated sleep like a borrowed instrument: carefully, and with the suspicion that competence would be mistaken for ownership.

Maren keeps a ledger by a door that was never meant to have paperwork, and the paperwork is winning, and Maren allows it to win the way she allows everything: on purpose, and at a price nobody else is asked to see.

He held it for the whole held breath. Below everything, a seventeen-year-old girl older than the lake held a door she had been asked to hold for one night, a night that had not ended in longer than language, and — the whole change October had bought — she did not hold it alone, and she knew she did not, and the knowing was part of the holding now.

Then the world sighed and resumed. Danny finished his gesture. Fran finished raising her glasses and said, unaware of having been interrupted by the central act of Elias's religion, "— I'm telling you, it's the principle of the thing," and the night went on being a night shift, coffee black, incident log blank in all the ways that mattered.

It was into this liturgy — settled, nightly, almost domestic — that the new transparency had inserted itself, three weeks before, with the bureaucratic quiet of a thing that intends to become routine.

The pages had started arriving by the ordinary Archive post.

Not summoned. Not delivered by a Curator with a leather case or a notebook or the terrible courtesy of the order at full attention. Posted, insofar as the Second had a post: left in the margin, in the keeping of a clerk who handed them over with the Market's scales-keeper neutrality and went back to his weights. Tomorrow's edits. Drafted early. Shown to Elias Ward, file 4417-W, overnight operator, joist, anomaly — shown in advance, nightly, as a matter of what appeared to be policy.

Nobody had explained the policy. That, too, appeared to be policy.

The Librarian had not explained it on the first night, standing at the edge of the margin in the manner of attention rather than presence, his straight back, his memorizer's calm, his hands folded in the air of a man who had carried a record across the end of a world. He had not explained it since. The order had not become transparent. It had become legible, which was a more Curatorial thing: the page was shown; the showing was the whole statement; a man who wanted more was asking the record to annotate itself, and the record did not annotate itself. That was what the record was for.

So Elias read the pages nightly, completely, once, with attention to the hands.

Most of the page, most nights, was in the Librarian's clerkly hand — a script epochless and even, the handwriting of the record itself. The routine maintenance, street by street and name by name: a street in Pilsen whose spelling had drifted two ways in two databases, reconciled. An object moved — a bench, a plaque, a misfiled saint — to where the waking world would swear it had always been. A record softened where two records had begun to disagree in public. A name respelled so a family's mail would arrive as its history said it should. The triage of the second draft, itemized — maintenance, unremarkable as snowfall, and, once you had stood at the shore and heard what the seam carried, about as innocent.

Then, near the bottom of the page, in another hand entirely.

He had noticed the hand the first night, before he had read a single word in it. Precise. Clinical. A hand that repaired nothing it touched; it prepared. He knew that hand. It had shown him accounts. It had kept a girl's two birthdays in a ledger without flinching. It belonged to a woman who had never once, in his hearing, lied to him, which in Elias's experience of both worlds was a considerably rarer qualification than omnipotence.

The Surgeon's hand.

One entry, near the bottom, in that hand. Deferred from yesterday's page. And from the day before's. And from the day before that — Elias had counted, because counting was his oldest discipline and the one the night shift had never managed to train out of him. The entry had been carried forward every night since the night the Librarian had first shown him a page at the end of October. Every night it arrived. Every night it had not happened. Every night it was scheduled, in the Surgeon's precise clinical hand, for tomorrow.

He had read it for the first time standing in the margin with the page in his hands and the Librarian's attention at the edge of his sight like a bookmark, and he had handed the page back and said thank you — for showing me early — and he had read it twice more on two subsequent nights, the second time to be sure, the third time for a reason he declined, even internally, to file.

He had said it aloud to no one.

Not to Sarah, who said his name into a frozen room every night and deserved, by every law the chain ran on, to be told what had been written beside it. Not to Wren, who held the middle of that chain and was spending her edges to do it. Not to his mother, who kept a house and a wall and two cups and who had taught him, out of a lifetime on both sides of the seam, that some files are closed precisely by the people who love the names in them.

He had read it three times, and carried it up the stairs in himself the way he had sworn, in October, not to carry things — in his mouth, unsaid — and the unsaying had held for three weeks, and on this night in mid-November, with the page newly arrived and the clerk gone back to his scales and the held rain standing in its columns all down the frozen street, Elias Ward read tomorrow's page a fourth time, all the way down, and let the reader he had become — the man the record had been showing its work to, nightly, like a colleague, like a joist, like a scheduled thing — finally see it whole, in print, without flinching:

The entry was an appointment.

Not an edit of the ordinary kind. Not a removal, not a reconciliation, not a bench moved in the dark. A review, scheduled, with the quiet finality of a thing that has a room and an hour and a form already filled in everything but its outcome. A final review of the anomaly, under its designation, in the Surgeon's hand, carried forward to tomorrow as it had been carried forward to every tomorrow since October:

WARD, ELIAS — 4417-W.

His name. His file. His designation — the designation that had never, he already half-knew and would learn entirely, reliably belonged to only one man. Written in the hand of the woman who made removals clean, on the page of a world that was edited nightly, under the heading of work to be done tomorrow.

He stood in the paused rain with the page in his hand and did the thing he had done the first three times, which was, he understood now, the only honest response the entry had ever asked of him: he assembled, out of a month of watching, exactly what the entry was — not what it threatened, not what it promised. What it was.

A deferral, renewed nightly, is not an accident of scheduling. Accidents did not survive one night in the Surgeon's office, let alone twenty.

Each night's draft moved the entry one day out. Not a week. Not a season. One day — the minimum unit of postponement, the smallest mercy the form allowed, renewed at the smallest interval the office kept. And each deferral was initialed.

He had looked, on the second night, for the initial to be a clerk's. On the third night he had looked for it to be the Librarian's — the record initialing its own continuance, procedure initialing procedure, the system breathing in its sleep.

It was neither. It was hers.

The Surgeon's own initial, nightly, by hand, in ink that had not once in three weeks varied in weight or angle. She was doing it herself. Every night, the Surgeon of the Curators, a personal survivor of the founding, a woman who had buried a draft and kept its accounts ever since, sat down with the page that scheduled the final review of the anomaly Elias Ward — and wrote the entry again, one day later, and initialed the postponement, and filed the page to be shown to the anomaly himself, by ordinary post, as a courtesy.

Whatever the appointment was, its postponement was also hers. Nightly. Deliberately. By hand.

Which meant it could stop being postponed on any night she chose. Or was outvoted. Or was replaced in her own office by a hand that initialed differently. The deferral was not a law. Laws, in the Second, were things like the witnessed-person rule, written so deep they behaved like physics. The deferral was a practice, and practices were only as durable as the practitioner.

He thought about that, standing in the rain that did not fall. Then he did the most Elias thing available: he checked the small print of his own existence, topside, in the ordinary shift, the way a man checks the locks on a house he suspects is the only thing standing between the weather and everyone he loves.

The roster print: WARD, E., night operator, Lake Street control, spelled correctly by a supervisor who had once, in the bad months of his fading, spelled it three ways in a week without noticing. Holding. The directory in his Logan Square lobby, behind scratched plastic: 4B — WARD, letters dark along their penciled strokes. Petrov, the super, had stopped squinting at it. Holding. The mailbox card. The incident log's signature line. Danny saying his name without the half-second's search that had once preceded it — "Ward, your feed nine's doing the thing again" — fully formed, unhesitated, a fact. Holding, all of it: the dividends of October, a man restored to the small print of his own life.

And in the Second, with the page in his hand, he understood the protection the way a body understands a wall: before his mind filed it, his shoulders did.

While that line stood on the page — scheduled, deferred, initialed, pending — nothing else in either world was allowed to touch him.

He had assembled it from the shape of the last three weeks. In those weeks the movement had grown teeth and a date. The Bureau had begun drafting vocabularies in daylight. A closure filing had been live, briefly, in October's last days, aimed at the anomaly who had descended and witnessed instead of closing as he was told. It had not landed. Nothing had landed. Elias Ward had walked through margin and control room and Market and his mother's kept house entirely, densely, unprocedured — not forgiven, not overlooked.

Scheduled.

A scheduled file cannot be closed by any other procedure. That was not mercy. That was forms. The office did not permit two instruments live on one designation; a man with an appointment pending was a man the apparatus was required, by its own oldest housekeeping, to leave exactly where the appointment expected to find him. The Surgeon's initial did not merely postpone the review. It occupied its ground, and while her hand occupied it, no other hand in either draft could lawfully so much as crease his page.

He was, he thought, with the dry clarity that was his native tongue in emergencies, the most scheduled man alive. And therefore, for now — for exactly as long as one woman chose, nightly, by hand, to keep him so — the safest.

It was not a comfortable safety. A man is not comforted to learn that the locked door between himself and the weather is a diary entry somebody else is renewing. But he knew the difference, in his bones and in his roster print, between being hunted and being calendared, and he put the page down with something he had not expected to feel toward the Surgeon's hand: gratitude, of a highly specific and entirely unfiled kind. The kind a joist feels toward the hand that keeps writing, under its load, not yet. Not yet. Not yet.

He read the routine items once more, top to bottom, the clerkly maintenance, the reconciled street, the respelled name — a citizen reading the minutes of a council he had somehow been seated on without election — and then he read the bottom of the page, where the appointment sat in its clinical hand, and beneath the appointment the initial, and —

Stopped.

Beneath the Surgeon's initial there was a second mark.

He had read this page, or its nightly siblings, three times before. He knew its layout the way he knew his console: the clerkly items, the clinical entry, the initial, the margin, the end of the record's business for the night. The second mark had not been there. He would have sworn to it in either world, and in the Second, swearing was not a figure of speech; it was a mechanism, and it held.

A tally. Four strokes and a fifth across — no. Not across. Beside. A tally kept the way tallies are kept by men who count in groups because the counting is expected to go on a long time. Drawn in a white so pale it read, at first sight, as a flaw in the page — chalk-white, ghost-white, the white of a hand that wrote from somewhere the ink of the current draft did not quite reach.

And the handwriting —

Elias Ward knew his own handwriting. He had kept the incident log for years. He had seen it degrade, in the months of the Auditor's discipline, down cascades of entries like a man trying to keep up with an ending, and he had seen it, since the re-seating, recover its posture the way a convalescent recovers a stair: one flight at a time, without celebration.

This was his handwriting.

With better posture.

The draftsman's hand. The other Elias. The version of him who had lived in the Second and worked for the Curators as their human liaison, who had resigned the rounds and been taken into custody and been freed by a paperwork failure and had resumed them after October's climax. The man who had left him footage, timestamped tomorrow, calm as an answering machine: Don't. I already know what you'll say. So does she.

The draftsman had begun countersigning his original's deferrals.

Not replacing the Surgeon's initial. Not annotating the entry, not appealing it. Just — beneath her postponement, in chalk-white, in better posture — a tally. A second mark. A second, in every sense the word could carry in a world built inside one: another man, standing behind the deferral, putting his count beside the Surgeon's count, night by night, stroke by stroke, as if the postponement of Elias Ward's final review were a shift two men had agreed, without a word, to keep worked.

Elias stood in the held rain with tomorrow in his hands, and the page said his name, and two hands — one that made removals clean, one that was his own and not his — had signed the night's decision that he would, after all, be allowed to keep it one day longer.

Since when, he thought, does the condemned man get a second on his postponement — and which of them, exactly, is it protecting?
Chapter 2 — Service of the Appointment
The Auditor came at 3:32.

One minute early. For a Curator, Elias had learned, that was a scream — the order did not arrive early the way anxious men arrived early, out of nerves and traffic estimates. The order arrived exactly, as a property of its nature, the way dawn arrived and records closed. A Curator at 3:32 was a Curator announcing, in the only register his office permitted itself, that the matter in hand was not routine, and that everyone concerned should govern themselves accordingly.

Elias governed himself. He stood in the control room in the last waking minute with the feeds running and Danny arguing, in a low and losing voice, with the vending machine down the corridor, and Fran reading with her glasses in her hand, and he kept his hands where the night shift had taught him to keep them — visible, unhurried, holding a coffee he was not going to finish — and he waited for the world to pause and the service to begin.

It began the way everything from that office began: courteously, and without a wasted motion.

The Auditor was simply there in the margin when the Second took the room — at the stair, where the chain had placed him, one layer of held air between the topside witness and the depths — with his notebook under his arm and a single sheet in his hand. Not the notebook's sheet. A page by itself, crisp in a way pages in the Second rarely were, because the Second preserved things by holding them still and this page had not had time to be held. It had been made that night. Elias could see it in the ink's unfinished darkness, the letters still deciding how permanent they intended to be.

"Mr. Ward," the Auditor said.

He had hunted Elias once, in another autumn of Elias's life, with the same courtesy and a closure filing for luggage. He had been disciplined for his failures since — partially revised, the order's punishment and the order's mercy being, as usual, the same instrument described from two desks — and he had forgotten, cleanly and in order and oldest first, a great many of the certainties he had carried into Chicago. He had not forgotten Elias. He had not forgotten his post. What he had forgotten, as Elias understood it and as the man himself would have filed it if filing it had been permitted, was why he had come to Chicago at all — the reason, the brief, the originating purpose that had once sat at the head of his errand like a name at the head of a form. The errand remained. The man remained. The why of him had been revised out with surgical tidiness, and he did his work now the way a lighthouse does its work: because the structure stands and the light turns, and the original commissioning argument is not among the moving parts.

He kept a paper notebook of other people's certainties, labeled by source, written down before they could be revised out of him. It was the most human technology Elias had ever seen a Curator use, and the saddest, and — since October — part of the chain.

"I am come," the Auditor said, with the clerkly precision of a man reading a formula he had read ten thousand times in ten thousand margins, "to serve the standing appointment."

Elias had known it was coming. That was, he reflected, the entire architecture of the thing: he had known for three weeks, from the page, in print, in advance. The order's new transparency had seen to it. And still the formal service landed in his chest with a weight the page had never carried, because a page is a draft of a thing and a service is the thing itself, done in person, by the record's relay, in the hearing of the record — and Elias understood, standing there, that the appointment until this minute had been something he was reading, and was now something he had been served, and that in the Second, as in every jurisdiction either world had ever produced, those were different countries.

"Then serve it," he said. "I've been reading the draft for a month. I'd like to hear the office's final copy."

The Auditor inclined his head, the inclination of a man grateful to be met on procedural ground. Courtesy, in that office, was not decoration. It was load-bearing. He lifted the page — he did not need to lift it; Elias was morally certain the man could have recited the entry in his sleep, if Curators slept, which the evidence suggested they filed under pending — and he read the entry aloud, from the re-minted sheet, in the flat voice of the record.

He read it slowly. He read it correctly. He read the designation, the review, the standing date that was not a date but a direction — tomorrow, the entry's eternal address — and he read the attendance requirement, and the deferral clause, and the initial beneath, the Surgeon's, renewed that night, by hand, so that the page he read from was, in the strictest sense the record recognized, newer than the Second it was being read in.

That was why he read from the page and not the notebook. Elias watched him do it and understood the mechanism with a clerk's sympathy: the notebook's older pages were going the way of the Auditor's reason for Chicago, in order, oldest first, the discipline taking the entries the way the tide takes a shoreline — one certainty at a time, from the beginning. Pages Elias had seen him write in October were already, by November, handwriting he no longer recognized as his own concern. But the appointment page was re-minted nightly. It never grew old enough to be taken. It was always, to the Auditor's disciplined and diminishing memory, legible — a document that renewed itself faster than his forgetting could tax it — and so the office, with the terrible practicality that was its only real theology, had made its most forgetful servant the server of its most persistent instrument.

When the reading was done, the Auditor lowered the page, and the service — the frightening part of it, Elias would tell the log later, the part that stayed with him in the small hours topside — the service simply concluded, without threat, without emphasis, without a single word in it that a reasonable man could object to.

Nothing about it threatened him. That was its function.

A death sentence would have been easier to file. A death sentence is an event; a man can organize his courage around an event. This was not an event. This was an administration. The office had not come to kill him or to warn him or even, in any sense the waking world would have recognized, to accuse him. It had come to confirm an appointment, the way a hospital confirms a procedure, the way a railway confirms a reservation — courteously, completely, with all the details in order — and the horror of it was precisely administrative: Elias Ward stood in the frozen control room of his own life and understood that somewhere above the margin there existed a form with his designation on it, filled in, initialed, renewed nightly, and that the form was in better order than he was, and would remain in better order than he was, indefinitely, at one woman's nightly discretion.

He did what he always did with horror. He itemized it.

"Questions," he said. "If the service permits them."

"The service exists," the Auditor said, "to be understood. Ask."

It was, Elias reflected, his oldest discipline, older than the Second, older than the chain: when the universe handed him an instrument, he asked the actuary's questions. What does it do. What does it cost. When is it exercised. Who may exercise it instead. He had asked these questions of a resigned Director over ledgers, of the Surgeon at the bottom of the world, of his own mother across a kept kitchen table. He asked them now of a man who had forgotten why he had come to the city where Elias was the anomaly, and who answered them, one by one, with the relay's completeness, because relay was his function and courtesy was his office and the terms, it turned out, were not secret. Nothing about the appointment was secret. Secrecy would have been a mercy the office did not deal in.

The appointment was a final review of the anomaly.

Not a trial — the Auditor was precise about this, with a clerk's distaste for the wrong drawer. There was nothing to try. The anomaly was a matter of record: a Ward at the console who slipped, who descended, who witnessed instead of closing, who had seated himself in the wall of the world's arrangement like a stone that had read the architect's drawings and formed opinions. The review would not establish these things. It would conclude them. Kept, the appointment resolved the anomaly: the irregular Ward would be revised — cleanly, the Surgeon seeing to the cleanliness personally, as was her office — and the post would be refilled.

"The post," Elias said.

"The console. The designation. The rounds. The place in the arrangement which the joist — forgive me; the movement's term has entered the record, and the record is not proud — which the subject occupies." The Auditor consulted nothing. These pages he knew. "The draft keeps a Ward at the console either way, Mr. Ward. It is, if you will forgive the office its one vanity, a well-designed form."

Replacement. Not death. Elias turned the word over with the care of a man handling something that had been handed to him loaded. He would not be killed. Killing was a waking-world crudity, a failure of editing. He would be revised — the irregular version of the Ward withdrawn, the post re-seated with a Ward the draft could rely on, a Ward at the console, a Ward on the rounds, a Ward in the wall, punctual and legible and — the form's quiet implication, which the Auditor's courtesy did not underline and did not need to — already, in a sense, available. There were, after all, two of them. There had been, on paper, only ever one designation. The draft would keep a Ward. The draft was extremely relaxed about which, and its relaxation was the most frightening sentence Elias had heard since a woman at the bottom of the world had priced his mother's wall.

"And while it isn't kept," he said. "The deferral. Explain the office's arithmetic to me as if I were new."

"You are not new," the Auditor said, mildly. "But the record repeats itself for the record." He settled, the way clerks settle into the part of the liturgy they could recite in a fire. "A scheduled file cannot be closed by any other procedure. The office does not permit two instruments live upon one designation. While the appointment stands unkept, the subject is the one person in either draft whom the Surgeon has personally, nightly, placed beyond the reach of every other hand."

"Including—"

"Including, Mr. Ward, the nights upon which the closure filing was live." The Auditor said it without emphasis, the way a man reads a date. "The filing was live for eleven nights in October. It could not proceed. A scheduled man is legible — the office can find him, describe him, account for him at any hour you care to name. Legibility is the only armor this office issues. The Surgeon has issued it to you nightly, by hand, for — " he paused, and Elias felt the discipline move in him like weather in a wall: the number of nights was a fact of the recent past, and the recent past was precisely the country the Auditor was losing from the far end inward. "For some time," he concluded, with dignity. "The page will know. It is re-minted."

"And if she stops initialing."

"Then the appointment stands for its stated day," the Auditor said, "which is the following day, and is kept." He said it the way a railway clerk says the train is then boarded. "The office does not hurry. The office has, if you will forgive the observation, nowhere else to be. It is everywhere the draft is, and the draft is patient."

Elias stood with that a moment — the patience of the draft, the patience of the woman with the leather case, the patience of a form renewed nightly by the most precise hand in either world — and he understood, not for the first time and not comfortably, that the Surgeon was not deferring his review out of indecision, and not out of mercy in any sense her office kept in stock. She was deferring it the way a surgeon defers an operation the patient is not yet stable enough to survive being described by: because the anomaly, scheduled, was useful where it stood — in the wall, at the console, legible — and because the office, having made an appointment, was constitutionally incapable of wasting one. He was not reprieved. He was rostered. His continued existence was a scheduling decision, renewed at the smallest possible interval, by the steadiest possible hand, for reasons that were the office's reasons and that the office, being courteous, saw no need to pretend were his.

"Then I owe the Doctor," he said at last, carefully, saying things correctly, "an acknowledgment that the armor fits. Whatever else it is."

"I shall relay it," the Auditor said. "The office values a subject who reads his instruments." Something moved in the man's face then — not warmth; the office did not stock warmth either; something older and more clerkly, a colleague's recognition crossing a desk neither of them had chosen. "It is not given to every file to be served, Mr. Ward. Most are merely processed. The distinction is not a comfort. But it is a distinction, and in this office distinctions are the coin we are still permitted to mint."

It would have been the place for the service to end. The Auditor was a man whose arrivals and departures had the clean edges of entries being opened and closed, and Elias felt the Second begin, at its margins, to consider the thaw. But the Auditor did not turn for the stair. He stood with his notebook under his arm and the served page in his hand, and then — in a voice that had left the relay's register entirely, and entered something unfiled — he made his request.

"I have a matter," he said, "which is not the office's."

"Then it's the first one I've heard from you," Elias said. "Ask."

The Auditor opened the notebook. Not to the new pages — Elias had seen the new pages, the rota written in a hand still learning its own discipline, names from the chain, Maren's among them, read nightly at the stair in any order he could manage, because the order had never been the point and the holding was. He opened it to the old pages. The beginning. The first weeks in Chicago, when the man had arrived in the city with a reason and a closing argument and certainties he had written down, by source, before the discipline could take them — the discipline taking them anyway, in order, oldest first, so that the notebook was a shoreline and the tide was already standing in its first chapters.

He held the book out. A Curator, handing his memory to the anomaly he had been sent, once, in a life he no longer remembered authorizing, to correct.

"Read it back to me," he said. "The oldest legible page. I no longer — " The courtesy held; it held the way walls held, by being built for exactly this load. "The hand is known to me. The certainty is not. I appear to have mislaid the conviction while retaining the calligraphy, which the office considers a fair exchange and I — on the nights when I am consulted — do not."

Elias took the notebook the way you take a thing that is heavier than its materials. The page was dated from the first weeks — Chicago, the hunt, the control room at 3:32 in another year, a courteous man in the margin telling an insomniac operator that he had been flagged for review. The entry was short. Certainties, in that notebook, usually were; it was their long explanations that the discipline had eaten. Labeled by source. Written in a hand as precise as a form and as personal as a signature, the hand of a man who had once known exactly why he had crossed a world to stand in this one.

Elias read it aloud, in the held hush, slowly and correctly, the way the Auditor had read the appointment.

The filing can be answered. A witnessed person cannot be closed while the witness stands.

Silence, in the Second, was never empty. It had the held rain in it, and the frozen city, and below everything the patience of a door. Into that silence the Auditor listened to his own lost sentence like a man hearing his voice on an old recording — recognizing the speaker, admiring the confidence, unable to remember being him. Elias watched a Curator receive, from the anomaly he served, the news that he had once been right about the very thing that had unmade his errand: that the filing could be answered, that witnessing held, that the man standing in front of him was unclosable precisely as long as the chain stood — the chain the Auditor himself now relayed at the stair, nightly, as his office's penance and his own.

"I appear to have been right," the Auditor said at last.

"You appear to have built the wall you're standing in," Elias said. "With a pencil. In advance."

"I shall have to take my own word for it." The Auditor took the notebook back with both hands — the first unclerkly gesture Elias had ever seen him make — and closed it, and stood a moment in the attitude of a man filing something in a drawer he could no longer find. "It is a curious economy, Mr. Ward. I am assured I was formidable. I retain the assurance. One files what one can."

He should have gone then. The service was complete; the personal matter was concluded; the thaw was a rumor in the held air like a held breath deciding. The Auditor turned for the stair — and stopped, in the doorway of the margin, with the expression of a clerk who has reached the last line of a form and found it, as he always found it, the only line that mattered.

"One item the service requires me to confirm," he said, at the door, with a clerk's terror of a misfiling worn smooth into courtesy. "The attendance line. When the appointment is kept, the subject attends. Or — " he consulted the form he did not need to consult " — a substitute appearance may be filed. As has been our custom."

Elias felt the words go into the record of him the way the initial went into the page: precisely, and in a hand whose implications he was still learning to read.

Our custom. Years of it, by the tense of it. Rounds kept by proxy. Appearances filed by the other man. A designation that had never reliably told its two bearers apart, and an office that had built a custom out of the ambiguity and called the custom procedure.

Whose custom, exactly, had it been all
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