
BAD JOBS

​By James Bryron Love

© 2026 James Bryron Love. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews, scholarly work, or educational purposes permitted under copyright law.    

Table of Contents

Chapter 1 - the Throat of God 

Chapter 2 - Grey Suit 

Chapter 3 - What the Probes Saw 

Chapter 4 - Theresa 

Chapter 5 - The Two Theories 

Chapter 6 - Shielding 

Chapter 7 - The Signal 

Chapter 8 - What He Owes 

Chapter 9 - The Decision 

Chapter 10 - Spaghettification Dreams 

Chapter 11 - Eleven Days 

Chapter 12 - Bad Jobs 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1 - the Throat of God
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Brennan Shale leaned forward in his seat, fingers hovering over the instrument panel as HERALD-7 shivered slightly in the tidal pull of Sagittarius A*. Forty-seven minutes into what was officially a ten-minute mission, he reminded himself that the clock in his mind had no relation to Earth's. Out here, time was elastic, stretching decades into a single heartbeat, and there was no room for misjudgment. Every readout flickered with numbers that could drown an entire team of analysts in months of work, and Brennan, alone in the cabin, let himself feel the weight of that. Not panic—the ship didn’t allow for panic—but an acute awareness that the cosmos did not negotiate, did not reason, and certainly did not wait.

“Station holding,” he murmured, voice low and deliberate, not as a reassurance to anyone but as a statement of fact to the universe itself. The ship confirmed the position instantly, nudging him with micro-adjustments that vibrated through the chair, through the soles of his boots, through the tips of his fingers on the controls. He felt it in his teeth, a subtle grinding harmonic that made the inside of his skull resonate with the constant reminder that gravity here was more than a force—it was a presence, and it was patient.

The first thing Brennan noticed, when the craft finally stabilized at the calculated safe boundary, was the accretion disk. He didn’t expect to stop and stare, didn’t expect even a three-second lapse in his checklist, but he did. It happened anyway. His hands froze above the console for precisely three seconds, three seconds that had no allowance in a mission already measured in micro-intervals. The plasma spun around the invisible event horizon at fractions below the speed of light, a furious maelstrom of heat and radiation. Infrared and visible light bled into one another, translating through camera filters into blues and violets so intense they felt almost tangible, pressing against his senses as though they could warp the very air inside HERALD-7. He could feel the energy in his chest, in his throat, a pressure that wasn’t measured in newtons but in some other, unquantifiable human reaction to absolute force.

“Beautiful,” Brennan said, softly, though it wasn’t beauty in the human sense. There were no gentle curves, no soothing colors, nothing that invited admiration in the way a sunset might. It was extraordinary, yes, but not designed for comfort. The word “beautiful” almost seemed ironic. And yet, there it was. He allowed himself the acknowledgment, a momentary concession that some things, by their sheer scale and intensity, demanded recognition before they demanded work. Then he returned his hands to the panel, the checklist unbroken, voice ready.

“Checklist step three...gravitational compensation array nominal. Tidal differential within engineering tolerances. Micro-adjustments ongoing.” His voice echoed faintly against the reinforced cabin walls, a steady metronome keeping pace with the ship’s silent labor. Outside, the universe tested HERALD-7 with the patient thoroughness of something four billion years old, something indifferent to human endeavor. Tidal stress stretched the ship from nose to tail, subtle, real, constant. Brennan could feel it as a low vibration in his teeth, a reminder that while HERALD-7 might hold, the cosmos had no opinion on whether it should.

The event horizon, invisible as it always was, swallowed the center of the accretion disk. Brennan had stared at black holes on every display he had ever encountered, but staring at the nothingness was different when the nothingness was around you, when it wasn’t a pinprick in some distant galaxy but a void filling every external camera feed. This was not mere darkness. This was the absence of possibility itself. Light could not escape, not even to tease, not even to shimmer briefly before vanishing. The absence was total, categorical, a dark that had a weight of its own. Brennan let his eyes linger on it for a heartbeat longer than necessary before the voice in his mind reminded him: log, log, log.

He keyed the comm panel. “Primary recording...commence step four. Electromagnetic spectrum baseline...establish.” As the system hummed, the colors of the plasma rings shifted subtly, the false-color translation painting the furious disk in shades that felt almost alive. There was no one to share this with. Even if there were, words would fail. The display translated energy into hues, but it could not convey the pressure, the insistence of motion that defied comparison. Brennan’s hands moved over the console again, entering verbal logs with meticulous care, each phrase measured, deliberate, each syllable a tiny anchor in a tide that could overwhelm a human mind.

He adjusted a dial, checking the wave detectors. Gravitational oscillations vibrated through the hull, feeding micro-corrections into the compensation array. Every adjustment was a whisper against the greater pull, every calculation a gamble against forces that had no awareness of him. “Wave detector output...nominal. Electromagnetic readings stable. Tidal sensors within thresholds,” he said, pausing just long enough to hear the faint click of the system confirming the data stream. HERALD-7 was alive in a way that no living thing could fully comprehend. Its survival depended not on instinct, not on courage, but on calculation, repetition, patience. Brennan, for his part, had only observation, recording, and the steadiness of his own heart to lend to the task.

The pressure of the accretion disk was constant, but not uniform. It shifted, subtle and unpredictable, a reminder that the universe out here didn’t follow human patterns. Brennan could feel it in his hands on the panel, a slight resistance as the micro-thrusters fired to hold station, a vibration that ran through the seat and into his spine. He logged it anyway. “Station holding against local gravitational variance...confirmed. Compensation arrays functioning at full efficiency. No anomalies detected.” And yet, the word “no” felt fragile. No anomaly now did not mean no anomaly ever, not in a place where time itself stretched and bent like an accordion.

He glanced at the monitors again, catching the plasma spiraling in a blur of heat and motion, colors running from the deep red of infrared into white-hot yellows and then into ultraviolet and x-ray translations. Brennan let his gaze trace the disk’s edges. There was a rhythm, a pulse, even if it was not rhythm in the musical sense. It was a cadence dictated by gravity, by mass, by physics, by the universe’s indifferent rules. It was, in its own way, perfect, a violent symmetry that made the human brain ache to comprehend. He exhaled, slow and deliberate, a single breath in a cosmos that could swallow a lifetime in the blink of an eye.

“Primary systems nominal,” he said again, and even as he spoke, he ran a hand over the console, feeling the hum of energy through the hull. The tidal differential was managed but present, and managed here meant constantly, endlessly calculated, a push and pull against an invisible oppressor. The array’s adjustments transmitted through the structure of the ship, every surface humming with the subtle weight of effort, and Brennan could feel it as keenly as he could feel the pulse of his own arteries. He noted it in his log. Every detail counted. Every sensation mattered. The record would outlive him; it was the deliverable, the tangible proof that HERALD-7 had met its goal, even if the mission itself—personal, solitary—was about something else entirely.

The event horizon’s darkness drew his eyes back again. He had seen empty space before, black voids punctuated by stars, by nebulae, by planets. This was different. This was the pure assertion of absence, the boundary defined not by what existed but by what could never exist beyond it. Light, matter, energy—they all bowed to the rules here, and even HERALD-7, with all its engineering, all its calculated compensations, existed only on the thin line between capture and escape. Brennan recognized, in a way he could never put into numbers, that the ship was more delicate than anything human hands had ever built, yet it held, unflinching, balanced on the precise application of physics and human calculation.

He returned to his checklist, voice calm, deliberate, almost soothing in its rhythm: “Gravitational wave calibration...steady. Electromagnetic baseline...maintained. Micro-adjustment logs...current. Tidal differential...within tolerance. Visual confirmation of accretion disk...complete. Event horizon boundary...established.” Each statement was a tether, a reminder that even in the face of forces that made human concepts like “minute” laughable, there was still the possibility of control, of order, of observation. And yet the acknowledgment lingered in his mind: the disk was spinning, the plasma was burning, the darkness was infinite. There was something overwhelming here, something that pressed against the edges of comprehension even as it allowed him to log, to check, to note.

HERALD-7 vibrated again, subtly, a constant reminder of the forces at play. Brennan adjusted a dial, micro-thrusters responding instantly, and felt the harmonic of the tidal compensation array resonate through his teeth. He smiled faintly, a brief acknowledgment of the absurdity of it all: the universe, indifferent and eternal, testing a single man and his single craft with patient, meticulous insistence. And yet, here he was, logging each detail, recording each reading, breathing as if that alone could anchor him to something human in a place that was otherwise beyond human reckoning.

For a long moment, he allowed himself to feel the scale of it: not beautiful, but extraordinary. Not safe, but survivable. Not comprehensible, but observable. And then he returned, as always, to the checklist. Time, here, stretched in ways that made panic irrelevant. HERALD-7 held station. Instruments screamed data. And Brennan, in the center of it all, kept logging.

The gravity compensation array is the engineering achievement that makes HERALD-7 different from every probe that preceded it, and Brennan had spent three months of mission preparation learning its specifications with the thoroughness of someone who understands that the difference between knowing how a system works and knowing how it fails is often the difference between a completed mission and a classified addendum.

He ran through the principles again in his head, mentally tracing each calculation and the flow of energy through the array. The system operated on the principle of active tidal cancellation, generating precisely calibrated gravitational gradients within the hull that opposed the differential forces the black hole was applying to the craft from outside. Every second, it measured the external tidal environment and responded faster than any mechanical system could, faster than Brennan's own nervous system could register. What he felt was not the corrections themselves but their aggregate harmonic—the grinding in his teeth that the mission engineers had confirmed was normal. Normal, however, did nothing to make it more comfortable.

Panel seven-alpha glowed warm on the tertiary diagnostic screen, a thermal signature in the aft shielding array that had been sitting in the upper range of acceptable variance since the forty-minute mark. Brennan watched it with the kind of focus reserved for things that were currently acceptable but that he did not trust to remain so. His eyes shifted between the readouts, flicking from one number to the next, the vibration of the array threading through the hull and into his fingertips.

The shielding aboard HERALD-7 was rated for this environment. It was built from materials that did not exist when HERALD-1 launched four years ago, designed with the failure modes of six previous missions in mind. None of that stopped panel seven-alpha from being warm in a way that made him pause. The pre-launch engineering review had described the warmth as within parameters, and he had noted it and not pressed because three weeks before launch was not the moment to start a conversation about shielding tolerances that the program was not prepared to have.

The Hawking radiation environment contributed as well, virtual particle pairs forming and separating at the event horizon boundary in ways that interacted with the classical electromagnetic field of the accretion disk. The resulting effects on the shielding were described by theoretical models in general terms, but his instruments measured them in specific ones. Those specifics included the thermal signature in panel seven-alpha that he logged every four minutes, watching the screen between logs. The warmth shifted subtly over time, a reminder that nothing remained static, not even what was “acceptable.”

Time dilation occupied a quiet corner of his mind, present in peripheral awareness rather than direct focus, the way an experienced pilot keeps an altimeter in view while flying. It was monitored, accounted for, acknowledged, but not allowed to distract from the work in front of him. The mathematics of his situation were not complicated, only unbearable, and the distance between those two truths was where he had chosen to exist for the duration of the mission.

At the distance HERALD-7 was maintaining from the event horizon, the dilation factor his instruments calculated meant that the ten minutes of mission time he had been given corresponded to a span in Earth's reference frame that could be measured precisely. He chose not to read it directly off the display. Theresa would be older. Everyone he knew would be older. He let that knowledge remain at the edge of his awareness, a shadow at the periphery, before returning fully to the instrument panel, the checklist, and the torrent of data arriving at rates that were extraordinary and belonged to him to record accurately while he had the time to record it.

The aft shielding thrummed faintly as the array compensated for tidal forces. Brennan leaned slightly forward, adjusting a dial with care. Each micro-correction produced a vibration that ran through the hull, through his chair, through the soles of his boots, and into the tips of his fingers. The grinding in his teeth shifted subtly, a constant reminder of the tidal forces pressing against the hull and the precision of the work keeping him alive.

He spoke aloud to accompany the logging, his voice even, controlled. “Panel seven-alpha, temperature stable. Tertiary aft shielding array...nominal. Gravity compensation...operating within tolerance. Micro-corrections ongoing.” Each line tied him to human perception in a place defined by forces that neither acknowledged nor cared for life.

The Hawking radiation continued its silent work. Virtual particles formed and vanished at the event horizon, interacting with the classical electromagnetic field of the accretion disk. The spinning plasma radiated across every frequency, its colors translated by sensors into false-color readouts that felt almost like pressure against his eyes. Brennan monitored it, measured it, logged it. Each observation was a vital act of survival.

Every four minutes, he logged the temperature of panel seven-alpha. He noted subtle rises and falls, each one within tolerance but never to be ignored. Even nominal parameters required vigilance. Every reading fed into the pattern of activity that he tracked constantly, a rhythm that was both task and meditation.

The grinding in his teeth, the hum of the hull, the vibration threading through the chair—he felt all of it as a single, continuous stream. The micro-adjustments of the gravity compensation array were too fast to follow individually. What he felt was their aggregate, the way the ship breathed under the pressure of impossible gravity. Each fraction of a second was accounted for, every small vibration a signal he could interpret.

The aft shielding warmth persisted, and he watched it without panic. His eyes moved constantly between panels, scanning for minute changes in the thermal signature, the array output, the tidal compensation logs. He flexed his jaw against the vibrations, consciously countering tension, maintaining awareness without letting it become distraction.

The instruments continued their work, each sensor sending torrents of data to storage systems he could not hope to process in real time. He cataloged the readings verbally, keying logs that documented every small detail. “Gravitational array...compensation stable. Thermal load...within nominal variance. Instrument readings...consistent with expected environmental parameters.”

Minutes stretched into themselves. The Hawking radiation, the spinning plasma, the tidal forces—they all persisted without variation in intent or mercy. Brennan adjusted dials, recorded logs, noted harmonic shifts in the hull, all while ignoring the precise numbers for time dilation, allowing them to exist only in peripheral awareness. To focus too closely would invite mental fatigue, distraction, and error, and here, error had consequences that were immediate and absolute.

He returned again to panel seven-alpha, observing its pattern, noting its behavior, checking the data streams that confirmed nominal performance. Every four minutes he logged a precise reading, a tether to measurable reality in a place that defied intuitive understanding. The aft shielding shivered under the array’s constant adjustments, a silent partner in the work that kept HERALD-7 whole.

The plasma disk beyond the event horizon continued its furious rotation, virtual particles flaring and vanishing in their unobservable dance. Brennan felt it as pressure in the hull, vibration through the console, and as data streaming relentlessly across the instrument panels. Each piece of information was recorded, verbalized, cataloged. Observation and survival were inseparable here.

Time, gravity, radiation, and energy pressed against every surface of HERALD-7. He remained aware of each variable, adjusting, recording, and monitoring in a constant cycle. Panel seven-alpha’s warmth remained nominal, the array continued its work, and Brennan followed the rhythm of the ship, tethered to its precise calculations and the extraordinary physics that allowed him to exist at all.

HERALD-7 compensated continuously, flawlessly, and Brennan’s role was to ensure that the record matched reality, that every detail of the physics, every vibration, every micro-adjustment, every temperature fluctuation was logged. Survival was not a passive state; it was an active engagement, a conversation with forces that would not pause.

He continued logging, monitoring, and adjusting. Panel seven-alpha’s readings were steady, the array’s harmonic vibrations persisted, and the extraordinary flow of data continued. He flexed his jaw, shifted in the seat, made small adjustments to controls, and spoke aloud each observation. In the center of this impossible place, he existed as the active component of a system engineered to survive the throat of God.

The gravitational wave anomaly that Brennan has labeled delta-seven in the mission log first appeared at the thirty-one minute mark as a repeating pattern in the wave detector's output. His analysis software flagged it as statistically non-random, and he had initially logged it as a candidate phenomenon requiring further observation before classification. Further observation has not simplified the classification. The pattern is recursive, layered in a way that the theoretical models he was briefed on do not predict. Its fundamental frequency appears, then echoes at intervals corresponding to the tidal force variations, a relationship that rules out coincidence as an explanation.

The secondary layer appeared at the forty-minute mark, subtle at first, barely distinguishable until he shifted the sensitivity window on the instrument readout. The tertiary layer stabilized at fifty-two minutes, forming a rhythm so structured it was almost musical in its precision, though the sound would never exist in human hearing. The pattern is not random. It is not noise. It is not any known natural resonance phenomenon documented in the literature Brennan has spent thirty years working in. The word he keeps arriving at when he studies it—then deliberately sets aside because the mission log is a scientific record that requires evidence before conclusions—is the word that would make this data package considerably more difficult for the program to manage when it arrives on Earth.

Delta-seven correlates with the HERALD-6 classified dataset at a coefficient of zero point eight nine, a number he has run three times to confirm. That correlation means the phenomenon is not new to this location and is not something HERALD-7’s instruments are producing as an artifact of their own operation. HERALD-6 saw it. The HERALD-6 classified signal file—the document that the man in the grey suit slid across the conference table in Geneva as the opening move of the conversation that ended with Brennan sitting here—is a seventy-three second record of the same phenomenon at an earlier developmental stage. It was less complex, less organized. The recursive layering had not yet developed into the structure he was now watching evolve on his primary display.

The pattern was there before he arrived. It will be there after he leaves. Whatever it is, it is ongoing, and he is the first human consciousness to sit inside the gravitational environment producing it with instruments sensitive enough to capture it in full. That fact belongs in the record, regardless of what the program does with the record when it receives it.

The silence that brings the first memory is not dramatic. It is simply the silence of a small cabin in an extreme environment, the compensation array’s harmonic too low and too constant to register as sound anymore. The instrument feeds continue their quiet, continuous work. And in that silence, the conference room in Geneva assembles itself in Brennan’s mind with the completeness of something that has been waiting for exactly this quality of stillness to make itself known.

He sees the recycled air, faintly moving across the institutional carpet. The dark blue folder sits on the table between them, unopened, doing its work simply by being present. The man in the grey suit who did not give his name—and did not need to—lets the folder sit there for four full minutes before opening it. He lays out the contents with the patient neutrality of someone describing a weather forecast, explaining in careful, precise language what HERALD-7 needed that no probe could provide, and what Brennan’s specific history made him uniquely qualified to give.

Brennan remembers the subtle gestures, the rhythm of the man’s hands as he shuffled papers, the way the folder seemed heavier than it was because of the import it carried. The words, calm and even, described capabilities, expectations, parameters that no human presence in orbit around Sagittarius A* could ignore. It was not a command, but it carried the weight of inevitability. HERALD-7 had to go. Brennan had to go.

The cabin’s silence now mirrors that memory. He feels it as the hull hums beneath him, the low grinding in his teeth replaced with an almost imperceptible vibration, the tidal forces a constant, subtle pressure on his body. The instruments’ quiet work is a counterpoint to the memory, a reminder that in this place, here and now, his mind is the only thing capable of contextualizing what delta-seven is showing him.

He shifts in the seat, flexes his jaw, and returns to the screen. Delta-seven pulses in recursive layers. The fundamental frequency, the secondary, the tertiary—they exist with a consistency that is almost arrogant in its precision. He had seen patterns before, anomalies, irregularities, but nothing layered with this kind of recursive certainty. The instruments capture it, translate it into signals he can log, and yet the meaning remains outside human comprehension, just at the edge of understanding.

The Geneva memory persists in the periphery. The man in the grey suit had described HERALD-7’s unique requirements, had outlined exactly how this mission would extract information no prior probe could. Brennan remembers the calm neutrality, the precision of his voice, the deliberate pace that conveyed importance without urgency. The folder contained specifications, diagrams, simulations, and historical data, including the HERALD-6 file. The memory is sharp because the silence of the cabin mirrors that same controlled, deliberate atmosphere.

He notes the delta-seven waveform again. Each pulse, each echo, is captured with instruments at the limit of sensitivity. The recursion is undeniable. The layering continues to develop in real time on the display, a structure that demands attention, demands recording, demands acknowledgment without conjecture. He logs it, every four minutes, each entry precise, each observation tied to the moment.

The silence allows the memory to exist alongside observation. He recalls the institutional smell of the Geneva conference room, the recycled air, the faint chemical tang of carpet. He recalls the measured timing of the man’s actions, the way the folder was almost ceremonial in its presentation. And as he sits in the cabin of HERALD-7, delta-seven running across the wave detectors in recursive precision, that memory folds into the present. It provides context, a template for meticulous observation, a model for patience and deliberate action in the face of phenomena that are beyond intuitive understanding.

He leans back slightly, eyes never leaving the display. The array continues its micro-corrections, the thermal signature in the aft shielding remains stable, and delta-seven pulses on. The memory of Geneva is now a companion to the instruments, shaping the cadence of his observations, guiding the care with which he adjusts dials, logs readings, and monitors the subtle harmonics of the hull.

Time stretches in the background. The instruments speak in waves, frequencies, and vibrations. Delta-seven is present, ongoing, recursive, and he is the first human to witness it with clarity. The Geneva conference, the dark blue folder, the man in the grey suit—they are all here in thought, shaping the precision with which he records, the patience with which he observes, the rigor with which he ensures that HERALD-7’s work is documented.

He flexes his fingers, runs a hand along the console, glances at panel seven-alpha, and returns to the waveform. The tertiary layer of delta-seven pulses steadily. The secondary layer echoes with perfect timing. The fundamental frequency threads through them, undeniable, unchanging. It is a signal that will survive him, that existed before him and will continue after, and it is his responsibility to record it fully and accurately.

In the cabin of HERALD-7, surrounded by instruments and harmonic vibrations, Brennan exists both in the present and in memory. Delta-seven continues to unfold, and the memory of Geneva guides him, providing structure to his observation, patience to his record-keeping, and context to a phenomenon that is otherwise impossible to reconcile with the known physics of gravitational waves.

He speaks aloud again, voice calm, rhythmic. “Delta-seven pattern continuing. Layers stable. Fundamental frequency present. Secondary and tertiary echoes confirmed. Correlation with HERALD-6 dataset verified. Logging complete for interval forty-eight minutes.”

The silence is complete now. The cabin holds it in layers: the hum of the array, the pressure of the tidal forces, the absence of sound beyond the instruments, and in that stillness, the memory of Geneva folds itself in completely. It informs him, guides him, sustains him. Delta-seven pulses, recursive and persistent, and Brennan’s observation, meticulous and disciplined, ensures that the record exists. The first human consciousness has witnessed it fully, and it is recorded, exactly as it is, ready for the program to process when HERALD-7 returns its data to Earth.
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The conference room smells of recycled air and the particular institutional carpet that exists in buildings where aesthetics have been correctly identified as someone else’s budget problem. There are six chairs around the table and two people in the room, which means four chairs are present solely to establish that the person doing the speaking has the resources to fill them if the conversation requires it, a use of furniture as communication that Brennan recognizes and files without comment.

The man across the table is somewhere in his fifties, wearing a grey suit of a quality that is expensive without being memorable, the suit of someone who has learned that the goal of personal presentation in his line of work is to leave as little impression as possible. His hands are folded on the table with a stillness that suggests the stillness has been practiced. In front of those hands sits a dark blue folder, unmarked on the outside, and he has not opened it yet, and he has been not opening it for four full minutes, which is its own form of communication.

Brennan had been in enough rooms like this one, across a career that had specialized in rooms like this one, to understand the grammar of the silence and to wait through it without filling it, which was apparently the correct response because the man across the table looked at him with something that was not quite approval but lived in the same neighborhood.

“Dr. Shale,” he said, with the tone of someone resuming a conversation that had been running in his own head for some time. “Thank you for making the time.”

Brennan looked at him steadily. “I was told the meeting was mandatory,” he replied. Mandatory had a weight in this context, and thanking him for making the time was an interesting choice of words, but he said nothing further.

“I was told the meeting was important,” the man said, tone flat and controlled. “Mandatory was your interpretation.”

“I’m curious whether there is a practical difference,” Brennan asked, eyes on the folder, “between important and mandatory?”

“There is always a difference,” the man said, voice measured. “In practice, sometimes smaller than in theory.”

After a deliberate pause, he opened the folder. Slowly, carefully, he lifted the top sheet, letting it slide forward. Brennan’s eyes followed every movement. The stillness in the man’s posture made the opening of the folder feel like part of a ritual, the simple act charged with meaning.

The top document was the Delacroix grant application, filed in 2031 with the European Research Council, co-signed by Brennan and Dr. Carl Bekele of the Amsterdam Institute for Theoretical Astrophysics. The man read the relevant details aloud with the neutral precision of a radiologist describing a scan, no judgment in his voice, just information, the way one would describe a physical law rather than a moral failure.

The application had described a series of observational experiments as completed. The experiments had not been completed at the time of filing. The supporting data had been derived from modeling runs presented as observational results. The peer reviewers had not been given information that would have allowed them to identify the discrepancy.

Carl Bekele had reviewed the sections assigned to him, trusted the sections not assigned to him, and signed his name to a document that a review board subsequently described as a serious breach of research integrity. Carl had been teaching secondary school physics in Bratislava for nine years. The man said this last fact without emphasis, the way you include a measurement because measurements belong in the record.

Brennan said, calmly, “I am aware of where Carl is.”

The man continued as though Brennan had not spoken, because the point of stating the fact was not to inform Brennan of something he didn’t know, but to establish that the man across the table knew it too, and knew that Brennan knew it, and that shared knowledge was the foundation on which the rest of the conversation would be built.

He tapped a finger lightly on the folder. “You understand the distinction here,” he said, deliberate and controlled, “between what was recorded in the application and the reality of the experiments.”

“I do,” Brennan replied evenly. “And the models were presented as if they were observational data.”

“Yes,” the man said, tone still neutral. “Which, as you know, is an interpretation not supported by conventional review standards. The discrepancy is noted in
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