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This record exists because absence leaves evidence.

Some events are forgotten.
Some events are denied.
Some events are corrected.
Yet traces remain.

A photograph with one face too many.
A journal entry written for someone who never existed.
A memory shared by witnesses who have never met.
If you are reading this, the record survived.

That is not always guaranteed
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Chapter 1: The Geometry of Everything
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Before dawn on a Tuesday in late autumn, Liora Landry sat at her desk, awake because the alternative had never felt plausible. She had not slept through an alarm in her adult life. The plastic rectangle on her bedside table—never once snoozed—held its green-lit face toward the room, perfectly punctual, precisely unnecessary.

The desk, bought from a consignment warehouse and assembled without instructions, pressed tight against the window wall of the apartment’s sole room. Directly overhead, a corkboard hung where the headboard should have been. Its surface had vanished beneath a continuous topography of geometric sketches, rendered in the blackest ink she could find. Some sheets crowded in tight-packed clusters: concentric circles stitched by radial lines, isosceles triangles overlapping until their identities were moot, fragmentary lattices annotated with angles and dotted numerals. Other sketches floated in isolation, pinned up like rare specimens. None were labeled. The meaning of the patterns was a property of her, not the page.

The apartment did not invite interpretation. Walls were matte white, never scuffed. No photographs, no art, no accidental color. One overhead bulb, which Liora left on even when the morning was sufficient, filled the room with a shadowless, institutional clarity. The kitchen counter—unadorned, always bare—held a French press and a box of black tea she had not opened since buying it. The sink, by the window, reflected the little light available off unwashed steel. Her single concession to disorder was the thermos, smudged with yesterday’s thumbprint, waiting beside the faucet. She preferred its slight bitterness to the taste of a clean mug.

On the windowsill, directly in front of her, a potted plant performed the work of being alive. The plant was not remarkable. Its leaves were thin, slightly yellowed, and reluctant to change. Liora had rescued it from a recycling bin outside the science library the previous spring. At the time, it had neither flourished nor failed, a feat she considered scientifically admirable. She watered it when the soil gave under her finger, and in return, it did not require her to care.

She opened the notebook beside the plant, turning to the page marked in the margin with a single dot. Her pen traced under the previous entry: “Subject G: no visible decline. No visible growth. Status: stable.” She waited, as if expecting a difference to reveal itself, but the plant held steady in its chosen equilibrium. Liora closed the notebook, aligning its edge perfectly with the windowsill’s grout line.

She stood, pulling her coat from the hook behind the door. It was the only dark thing in the room, heavy with the season and lined in a fabric that repelled both wind and attention. She preferred it this way: the coat provided the illusion of boundary, useful when moving through crowds. She slipped it on, checked the pockets for her office key and the USB drive, then reached for the thermos, which still retained the faint heat of the tap. She poured grounds into the press with the practiced care of a surgeon—no measuring, just memory—filled it with hot water, and waited out the timer on her phone in silence. At the interval, she pressed and poured, leaving the used grounds in the sink for later. A ritual as exact as any invocation.

It was not yet five when she opened the door. The hallway outside her apartment was just as she preferred: empty, echoing, pre-dawn blue leaking through the security glass at the end of the corridor. The lock clicked behind her, a closure so soft only someone listening for it could hear.

On the windowsill, the plant remained. In the darkness, its thin leaves caught nothing, relinquished nothing, participated only in the minimum demanded by its species. It was not failing. It was not thriving. It endured in place, requiring only that someone notice.

Liora was already gone.

Liora’s key ring held two keys, both industrial blank, unadorned except for the serial numbers etched by machine. One opened her apartment. The other, longer and faintly warmer to the touch, opened the door to her office in the mathematics annex at the university. She kept them on opposite sides of the ring. She liked the symmetry of it, a binary distinction with no possibility of overlap.

She arrived before the corridor fluorescents had begun their hesitant flickering. In the predawn cold, the building carried a scent of concrete dust and uncirculated air, the silence more complete for being surrounded by walls. Liora unlocked her door and entered a space smaller than most walk-in closets, a room that had not been repainted since the year she was born. The walls were a bureaucratic beige, but nearly all of their surface had vanished behind layers of data. The maps came first: satellite prints in color, gridded by latitude and longitude, tacked edge to edge and sometimes layered in transparent acetate. Each was marked in her own system, pins and dots and lines in a range of colored inks. Next, the notebooks: hardbound, spines coded red, blue, or yellow, standing upright in rows along every shelf and stacked horizontally across the top of the radiator. The red were for confirmed disappearances, the blue for secondary phenomena, the yellow for environmental precursors. A fourth color, black, was reserved for ideas that could not yet be classified. Those volumes lived in a separate pile, closer to her chair.

She set her thermos in the only empty quadrant of her desk and did not remove her coat. The chill would not abate for hours, and there was no comfort in pretending otherwise. She sat, centered herself before the desktop, and reached for the folder at the top of the morning’s stack. Manila, secured by a paperclip bent into an unorthodox shape. She adjusted the folder’s alignment to match the desk’s edge before opening it.

The folder held three reports, all from a village outside Rovaniemi, Finland, each written in the neutral, translated English of formal international correspondence. The first was by the village constable, the second by a forestry worker who had been present at the incident, the third by a schoolteacher who had seen only the aftermath but described it in what Liora considered unnervingly precise terms. She read all three, annotating in the margin with an ultrafine pen, before reaching for the comparison set: a folder from a contact in coastal Peru. She preferred side-by-side analysis, especially when working with events separated by thousands of kilometers but only hours in local time.

As she worked, her voice began to surface in low, clipped fragments. “Witness two, Finland: no visual distortion reported.” She paused, wrote a note, then shifted to the Peru file. “Witness one, Peru: distortion described as ‘shimmer,’ duration unspecified. Inconsistent. Flag for follow-up.” She set her pen down and regarded the two accounts. The surface tension of the coffee in her thermos formed a perfect meniscus, but she did not yet drink.

She pulled a fresh sheet from her pad, labeled it “Axis Correlation,” and began drawing lines of possible connection: not geographical, not even chronological, but in a kind of event topology that made sense only within her own frameworks. She annotated each line with probability percentages, assigning value to variables other researchers had dismissed as noise.

Her phone buzzed, soft and brief. Liora checked the screen: Petra. The only person in her contact list whose calls were never sent to voicemail.

She answered without shifting her posture. “Liora.”

“Am I waking you?” Petra’s voice was grainy with sleep or distance, but not with regret.

“No,” said Liora. “I’ve been at work for forty minutes.”

A silence. Not awkward, but full. Petra always waited for more, never rushing to fill the gap. Liora respected that.

“Are you coming home for the holidays this year?” Petra asked. The line crackled with the faint expectation of disappointment, but it was a familiar refrain.

Liora scanned her desktop. “That depends on the cross-referencing. If the Finland-Peru cluster holds up, I’ll need to re-run the sequence with the updated environmental dataset. That may take several days.”

“You sound like a voicemail message,” Petra said, and this time she let a short, genuine laugh carry across the line.

Liora considered the calibration. “I’ll look at the calendar,” she said, as if this were a promise. “And I’ll call you Thursday.”

Petra accepted this, unspoken, and signed off with a gentle “Be safe, Liora.”

Liora set her phone face-down, aligning its edges with the thermos. She resumed annotating. The interruption was not a disruption, merely a new datum in the sequence of the day.

By mid-morning, the university’s interior clocks had caught up with her. The overheads in the hallway clicked on. Liora did not raise her head. She heard the footsteps of students and faculty in the corridor, the sudden, uneven volume of conversation, but none paused at her door. She traced the sequence of reported events from the Rovaniemi case on her largest wall map, drew a line with a ruler, and cross-referenced the point against three others. The pen trembled slightly; she adjusted her grip and continued.

A soft knock at the door. She recognized the rhythm and did not answer, but the door opened anyway.

Professor Aldous Crane occupied as little of her doorway as possible, a maneuver Liora respected. He did not step into the office or even lean in, but kept his hands folded over the top of his tablet, shoulders hunched as if bracing for wind.

“I see you’re hard at work,” he said, eyes traveling from the maps to the stacks to Liora herself. He did not comment on the coat.

“I prefer the early hours,” Liora said.

“So you do,” Crane replied. He let his gaze rest on a point just above the rim of her thermos. “I wanted to remind you—again—that funding renewals are coming up. There’s concern upstairs about the direction of your work. Have you considered... broadening your focus?”

Liora set her pen down, but did not look up. “The patterns don’t broaden, Professor. They narrow.”

Crane smiled with practiced resignation. “Just so. I’ll be in my office if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Liora said, and resumed her annotation before he had left the doorway.

He lingered a half-beat, then withdrew. She heard the soft click of the latch. Liora made a note of the time, but did not enter the encounter into any record.

The silence returned, reshaped but unbroken. She drew a fresh line across the Finland cluster, checked its angle, and pressed the pin into place with the precision of someone marking coordinates for an event that had not yet happened.

Only then did she reach for the coffee. It had gone cold, but she drank it anyway.

The corridors emptied in stages. First the undergraduates, loud and self-involved, leaking out between lectures and never returning. Then the postgrads, hunched under the weight of their laptops and deadlines, drifting to other spaces in the library or the basement canteen. Last were the faculty, their comings and goings marked by door hinges and the hushed closure of old wooden frames. Liora marked the passing of the day not in hours but in the attenuation of noise, the gradual transition from acoustic chaos to the precise silence she preferred.

By four, the entire floor belonged to her. The heating system had come online, imparting a subtle, intermittent ticking to the walls. She had moved from her desk to the map wall—the largest of the three, a world map printed in high contrast, the colors so over-saturated they appeared almost cartoonish beneath the old office light. She stood before it, holding a single-page report in her left hand, right hand poised over the shallow dish of map pins on the shelf below.

The new report had arrived that morning. The sender was a contact at a geological survey office in Hokkaido, someone who owed her a favor and had a taste for the unusual. The text was efficient, devoid of speculation: a man, sixty-three, vanished from his ho me in Shimokawa; witnesses observed his presence, turned away, and when they looked back he was gone. No search returned results. No one appeared surprised, least of all the family, who continued in the same routines as if nothing had changed. The tone was less report than clinical resignation.

Liora read it twice, underlining dates and times, then set the page on the shelf and reached for a red pin. She placed it at Shimokawa’s latitude and longitude with the deliberate pressure of a scientist setting an experimental parameter. The motion was not ceremonial; she had done it hundreds of times, but never carelessly. Each event was part of the pattern. Each demanded its witness.

She stepped back, arms at her sides, and surveyed the map. Red pins tracked confirmed disappearances; blue for the ambiguous, yellow for environmental markers—strange lights, power surges, the phenomena dismissed by mainstream science. The density of pins was greatest in the North Atlantic and the Andes, but there were clear lines, gradients, even arcs, as if the world’s surface was being quietly re-inscribed by some invisible hand.

For a long moment, Liora did not move. Her gaze traveled from the new red in northern Japan, across the Pacific to a tight blue cluster on the Peruvian coast, up to the sweep of red across central Finland, and finally to the serrated spine of yellow along the Andes. The connections were not geographical; they were geometric, evident only when viewed from sufficient distance. She felt the beginning of a shape emerge, the hint of a structure beneath the noise.

Her right hand, still raised from pinning the map, drifted slowly to her side. She did not reach for her notebook. She did not speak the finding aloud. She simply stood in the artificial dusk of her office, the heating system ticking like a distant metronome, her own pulse a silent counterpoint.

The world outside the glass had gone from blue to black. She was aware, at some level, that the building had emptied and that no one would return until morning. The air vibrated faintly with the possibility of snow, but she had no windows open, and the only motion was the slow settling of dust on her desktop.

Liora remained before the map, eyes tracking the new geometry, brain shuffling through permutations and impossibilities. She would stay this way for another hour, unmoving, the coffee in her thermos cooling to the exact temperature of her hand. At some point, she would turn, walk to the desk, and write the day’s findings in the black-spined notebook. But for now, she occupied the interval between realization and proof.

She stayed in the interval until the building lights flickered off, and the walls, the maps, even the pins themselves dissolved into shadow.
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Chapter 2: Publication and the Flood 
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By 7:04 a.m. the next Tuesday, the unread counter on Liora Landry’s inbox had surpassed four hundred. She refreshed the page and watched the count advance: 408, 413, 418. The number struck her as neither excessive nor trivial. She had expected some response after the Liminal Systems preprint went public, but the pace was faster than her initial projections. If she applied the overnight acceleration rate, she would pass six hundred by noon. She noted the curve mentally, then minimized the analytics widget. Statistics were useful only if they described something real.

The desk in her office had acquired a new symmetry overnight: three columns of notebooks arranged by spine color, a fourth column in black for theories that refused to converge. The keyboard sat aligned with the edge of the desk, its keys glossy from use. To the right, her thermos, still capped, retained a small aura of heat. She would open it later, when the air was cold enough to justify the break in concentration.

She began with the oldest message, timestamped 3:12 a.m. from a university server in Osaka. The subject line contained only a date and a string of numbers; the body described an elevator incident at the economics building, two witnesses, no trace, security footage “inconclusive.” The phrasing was formal, almost apologetic, as if the sender suspected the message was a waste of both their time. Liora read it twice, then opened the attachment—a PDF of the incident log, followed by two still frames from the building’s camera. The progression was typical: a man entered the elevator, door closed, elevator reached next floor, door opened, elevator empty. The camera captured the nothingness with high fidelity. She saved the PDF to her case folder and replied with her standardized template: “Thank you for your report. I am conducting a meta-analysis of events matching this signature. If you observe any further anomaly, please document time, location, and atmospheric conditions. – L.L.” She considered the brevity appropriate.

The second message, 3:16 a.m., originated from Gdańsk. The sender identified herself as the mother of a missing person. Her English was excellent, the tone both professional and somehow more desperate for it. She wrote that her daughter had vanished, no suspects, no sign of travel, case closed by the authorities within forty-eight hours as a “domestic matter.” What troubled her most was the absence of any memory after the event; she woke, she found her daughter’s room empty, she never entered the room again, she did not tell neighbors, she did not return to work for days, but no one remarked on the absence. “It was as if,” wrote the mother, “the world has sealed itself around the empty space, and the space is the only thing I remember.”

Liora highlighted this last phrase. She compared it to two other testimonies—one from rural Finland, one from a hospital in Lima—that used near-identical metaphors. She logged the Gdańsk report in her red notebook, then transferred the key phrases to a black one. She was careful to transcribe the text exactly. Paraphrase risked losing the underlying pattern.

Every fifteen minutes, she checked the unread counter: 438, 452, 467. The cadence of the arrival did not distract her. If anything, it reinforced the monotony of the process, which she found comforting.

The physical atmosphere of the office thickened as the day advanced. The window was closed, its latch painted shut decades before. The fluorescent light above emitted a low, electrical hum, a carrier signal that harmonized with the ticking of the radiator. Liora did not notice these sounds until they synchronized, and then she catalogued them—machine noise, biological noise, evidence of baseline continuity. The walls had taken on a pale, luminous quality, their color difficult to name: not beige, not white, but a kind of ashen residue left by old data projectors. On the north wall, the map had gained two new blue pins and one red. The pins clustered unevenly—heavy in the subarctic, a drift in the Andes, one bright outlier in the Sudanese desert. The pattern was beginning to compress. She felt it more than saw it.

At 8:33 a.m., after three dozen consecutive messages, she recognized the sensation of hunger. She did not stop working. Instead, she reached into the top desk drawer, withdrew a granola bar, and removed the wrapper with two practiced motions. She broke the bar into three segments and consumed each in sequence, the first with her left hand while her right continued to operate the trackpad. She set the empty wrapper next to the thermos, but did not throw it away. For some reason, the sight of the wrapper was reassuring.

She resumed reading. The next several messages were brief, some only a line or two: “Saw what you described in Prague, 2017, never told anyone.” “My brother gone in 2003, only I remember.” “I keep having the dream about the circle, always in the same place.” The brevity of these accounts suggested shame or exhaustion or both. Liora logged each one, replying only when the sender requested it. She believed in the dignity of silence.

At 9:17, a message appeared from a domain she did not recognize. The subject was blank. The sender signed only “N.” The body contained coordinates, a date, and a single sentence: “No evidence remains, but the topology matches.” There was a link to an encrypted site. Liora clicked it and was prompted for a password. She did not have one. She archived the message for later review. She had learned not to pursue every diversion in real time.

The stack of notebooks on her right began to look unstable. Liora selected a new black-spined volume from the shelf, broke the seal, and set it on the desk. The cover gave a slight resistance, as if unused to being handled. She uncapped her pen and wrote the date, the notebook number, and the current interval in the upper left corner. Her handwriting was smaller than in previous volumes, a concession to the increasing volume of information. She made a note of this, then resumed transcription.

Mid-morning, she rose from her chair and crossed to the wall map. She scanned the blue and red clusters, eyes narrowing as she tracked the new alignment forming between Finland, Gdańsk, and a recently logged event in western Manitoba. Without pausing, she reached for a pin and set it in place: Winnipeg, on the boundary of the old city grid. The pin entered the map with a small, deliberate sound, barely audible over the hum of the light and radiator. She stepped back, arms folded, and regarded the pattern.

She returned to her desk, the sense of physical displacement already fading. The office felt denser, as if the air itself had thickened with the data. She noticed that her breathing had changed: slower, shallower, a calibration for efficiency. She documented the observation in the margin of the notebook, then resumed her sequence.

By 10:07, the counter passed 500. Liora did not slow her pace. She read each account, whether a three-sentence confession or a multi-page PDF, with equal, measured attention. She cross-referenced reports against her database, annotated the overlap, and flagged inconsistencies for later analysis. When her hand began to cramp, she flexed it once, shook it twice, and kept writing. There was a satisfaction in the pain; it signaled the presence of a body, something to offset the abstraction of the work.

The accumulation was relentless. She recognized the names of two prior correspondents, both of whom had said they would never write again. She saw entire threads devoted to arguments about the definition of disappearance, whether absence could be measured, if memory itself was a form of presence or merely its shadow. One thread devolved into a discussion of whether reporting an anomaly caused it, as if the act of observation was itself the trigger. Liora filed this under “Philosophy, unsorted” and did not dwell on it. She distrusted explanations that required her to believe in magic.

At 11:25, she noticed the change in handwriting: her lines were narrower, letters touching, the words themselves compressed as if attempting to occupy less space. She switched to her second-favorite pen, which produced a finer line, and continued.

The thermos, forgotten for hours, had cooled to room temperature. Liora uncapped it, poured a measure into her cup, and drank without tasting. She left the cap off this time, perhaps as a minor rebellion.

The map on the wall, the columns of notebooks, the shifting hum of the office—all of it receded into the background as the volume of witness accounts forced a new kind of clarity. It was no longer possible to treat each message as an individual event. Instead, they became data points in a structure she could almost see forming behind the surface of things. She closed her eyes and let the geometry assert itself: lines between clusters, arcs of probability, the emergence of shape from the negative space of loss.

She opened her eyes, returned to the screen, and read the next message.

The next message to escape the flattening force of repetition arrived at 10:41, marked urgent but free of exclamation points or capital letters. Liora recognized the sender’s name—not from any prior correspondence, but from the rhythm of it. She found the pattern soothing: Tomás Vega. The header showed Buenos Aires, sent at 3:14 a.m. local time, and the body of the email was longer than average, organized into nested paragraphs and bulleted points.

Tomás identified himself as a civil engineer, specializing in municipal infrastructure. He provided the credential as preamble, as if anticipating skepticism, and then described the event. His daughter, age nine, was last seen at the intersection of Gorriti and Malabia. She had stepped off the curb to cross, and then ceased. Not stumbled, not run. Ceased. The street continued unbroken. A city bus passed the spot, driver unremarked. A dog barked two blocks away. He made note of the weather: “Clear, 31°C, late afternoon light at a shallow angle, wind NNE at 6 kph.” The account was devoid of visible grief, but at the bottom he wrote: “If you need to verify, I have attached the diagram. I apologize for the handwriting.”

Liora opened the PDF attachment. It displayed a scan of a single sheet of grid-lined paper, the ink precise and faintly blue. The drawing was dimensioned, annotated with metric units, and included three perspective views of the street corner. Every angle and length was specified; notations tracked the position of the drainage grate, the exact angle of a crack in the pavement (17° off perpendicular, measured against the curb), and the relative location of the adjacent sycamore. He had circled the locus of the event in red, with a reference crosshair at “1.06 m” from curb edge. The care in the lines was almost familiar.

She read the message again. Then she read the diagram again. She set her right hand flat on the desk, fingers splayed, and did not move for a full breath. The diagram was not like the other accounts. It was not a plea or a confession. It was documentation, executed in the same register she used herself. The overlap made her uneasy.

She printed the diagram on the office laser. The sheet was warm when she pulled it from the tray, and she carried it to the map on the north wall. She located Buenos Aires, pinned it with a nail of her finger, but did not add a marker. Instead, she returned to her desk, set the printout beside her keyboard, and smoothed the top left corner, which had curled in the process.

For several minutes she did not read further emails. She opened a blank document and began typing: a template for standardized witness reporting. She titled it “Correction Event Questionnaire v.01” and structured it in sections: 1) Event Coordinates (GPS, if possible), 2) Time and Duration, 3) Meteorological Data (temp, wind, visibility), 4) Physical Anomalies (distortion, afterimages, residuals), 5) Witness Account, 6) Physical Evidence (photos, samples, recordings). She wrote each item in clear, directive language, refining the order and condensing the phrasing until no ambiguity remained. Occasionally, she read a line aloud, voice low and inflectionless, as if testing the sonic density of the sentence.

She revised the document twice, saving both versions to the desktop under sequential file names. When satisfied, she attached the questionnaire to a draft email, addressed it to herself, and saved it. Only then did she return to the inbox.

The unread count had reached 622. Liora selected all new messages, then the next hundred after that. She set the computer to open each in its own window, tiled across the monitor in a grid. She scanned the subject lines and recognized, with some satisfaction, that a majority had begun to reference her questionnaire, forwarding it, editing it, debating its utility. She watched the language iterate in real time, the process of collective revision not unlike the evolution of a genetic marker under sustained environmental stress.

She composed a single reply. “Thank you for your reports. I am standardizing documentation of these events and require specific data points for analysis. Please complete the attached questionnaire and send any supporting documentation. - L.L.” She copied the entire recipient list and BCCed it. Her finger hovered over the send key for a moment—not from hesitation, but as a gesture of respect for the irreversible. Then she pressed it. The outbox displayed a momentary surge, then reset to zero.

She closed her eyes and listened to the hum of the fluorescent light, the distant knocking of the radiator. She wondered if anyone else had heard those sounds just now, if anyone else would ever process this volume of unreconciled data. The question did not trouble her. She opened her eyes, reached for the next message, and resumed reading.
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Chapter 3: Mapping the Invisible
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Wednesday rain traced a fine patina across the single window of Liora Landry’s office, beads collecting and racing downward in lines of near-perfect parallel. The rest of the room—walls, desk, shelving—remained fixed in the same geometry as always, but the glass surface shifted subtly with every drop, so that the view outside stuttered and resolved, stuttered and resolved, as if attempting to correct itself in real time.

Three weeks had passed since publication. The world map on the north wall was nearly full.

It had begun as a blank, rolled-out for its resolution and printed in colors she found abrasive. Now it was dense, its surface stippled with pins in three distinct hues: red for confirmed disappearances, blue for seam reports, yellow for pre-correction environmental anomalies. She had chosen the palette with the expectation that some emergent structure would be more visible if the eye had to struggle against the substrate. She preferred her patterns unambiguous.

The office itself smelled faintly of synthetic lemon, a consequence of the cleaning staff’s once-weekly pass with a mop. The odor, like everything else in the annex, performed its function without enthusiasm. The heating system had advanced beyond ticking and was now emitting a low, persistent whine, a sound that merged at the edge of perception with the overhead fluorescent’s hum. There was also the regular, high-pitched tap as rain hit glass. The combination was not unpleasant.

Liora stood before the map, hands empty, left foot bare, right foot still inside her shoe. She balanced this way out of habit, a postural compromise between action and retreat. The night’s email harvest—two hundred forty-seven new witness forms, fifty-six follow-ups, and three detailed logs from field observers—was sorted and printed, the stack weighted in place by her thermos, which she had not refilled since yesterday afternoon. The cooling body of the thermos collected condensation, leaving a small ring on the battered desk’s finish. Liora ignored this. She focused on the map.

A completed witness questionnaire rested at the top of the print stack. Liora lifted it, careful to touch only the upper corner, and cross-referenced the event time and coordinates against her master spreadsheet. “05:41 GMT, 43.77 N, 11.25 E.” She spoke the numbers aloud, her voice low, a monotone designed to minimize echo in the small space. She located the latitude and longitude on the grid, confirmed its overlap with a seam report from two months prior, and selected a red pin from the shallow tray on the radiator shelf.

She pressed the pin into the map with the pad of her thumb, then held it in place for a beat longer than required, as if waiting for the wall to recognize the change.

Another questionnaire. Another set of numbers. This time the coordinates landed her in the Bering Strait. The witness—a fisheries technician from a research vessel—described the event in the compressed, impersonal style Liora admired: “Sighting lasted 18 seconds. Linear boundary visible on horizon, then gone. Wind calm, water glass. No electronics interruption.” She matched the data to her spreadsheet, then chose a blue pin and set it into the map with careful pressure.

The ritual repeated. Read, cross-check, murmur, pin. Each step followed the last with measured slowness, the sequence as soothing as any invocation. At intervals she tallied the clusters by eye, lips moving slightly as she counted. She marked the outliers with pencil, but did not yet assign them meaning.

Liora’s sense of time was unremarkable—she could ignore its passage for hours—but the flow of the morning was interrupted by a moment she would later log as “somatic anomaly, persistent.” Her hand, in the act of reaching for a red pin, froze midair. The spatial distribution of pins had shifted from noise to something else, something that wanted to be seen. The recognition came not as insight but as a tightening under her sternum, a pressure that had nothing to do with emotion.

She drew her hand back from the tray, set the red pin carefully on the desktop, and stepped back from the wall. Three paces brought her to the far side of the office. She looked again.

It was not random. The pins clustered along lines—no, more like trajectories—subtle arcs that defied the grid imposed by the map’s latitude and longitude. The pattern was not uniform, but the deviations from uniformity were themselves consistent, a kind of higher-order correlation. She scanned along one band that ran from coastal Peru, cutting across the Caribbean, then rising northeast toward the British Isles. Another cluster trailed from the west coast of Greenland, hooked downward, then terminated in an array off the Namibian desert. The spacing was not regular, but the angles held. She recognized the geometry; it was the same as the old navigation overlays she’d studied in graduate fieldwork—flight arcs, great circles, the logic of how things moved on a curved planet.

She moved closer to the map, careful this time not to disturb the air, and traced the first arc with a ruler. The straightedge, held level against the wall, intersected three red pins, two blue, and one yellow. She ran the ruler along the adjacent band and saw the same: alignments that cut across categories, each pin a silent affirmation.

Liora exhaled. She was not prone to dramatics, but the convergence was enough to demand physical response. She laid the ruler on the desk and opened a black-spined notebook to a new page. At the top margin, she wrote, in small, even capitals: Correction Field. Below, she drew a line, then annotated the page with the date, the time, and the pin clusters that had prompted the observation. She added a bracketed note at the bottom: [increased cardiac awareness — probable significance].

She did not stop. If anything, the intensity of her motions increased. She reached for the flat file drawer below the desk and pulled out a geological overlay, one of her earliest
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