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From the founding charter of the Registry of Affections, Article the First:

“No love is true until it is named, and no name is kept until it is sealed, and the city shall provide, in perpetuity, a place where love may be made to last beyond the failing of memory, which is the only enemy love has ever truly had.”
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The city keeps its love in a building with no windows on the lower floors.

I have worked there eleven years. The Registry of Affections occupies the whole of Brannock Hill, nine storeys of pale stone, and the deeper you go the older the records become and the cooler the air. The reading rooms are on top, where the public comes to lodge their declarations. Below that, the working floors. Below that, the stacks. I am an archivist of the fourth stack, which holds dissolutions and lapses from the years before my birth, and I am good at the work because the work asks only what I am able to give. Quiet. Order. The patience to read a thing twice before deciding what it says.

Everyone in the city registers. This is not a thing we are forced to do so much as a thing we have always done, without anyone being taught to. When two people decide they love each other they come to Brannock Hill, they fill the white form, they speak their names to a clerk, and a seal is pressed into the paper while it is still warm from their hands. After that the affection is real in the only way the city recognises. Unregistered love is not forbidden. It simply does not count. It leaves no mark, and a thing that leaves no mark might as well have happened to someone else.

I tell people, when they ask, that the Registry preserves love. That is the word in the charter. Preserve. I believed it for a long time. I want to be honest about the order of things, because what came after has made me doubt every sentence I ever spoke with confidence, and I would rather you watched the doubt arrive than pretend I never held the other view.

The building has rules for everything else, and I think that is why I trusted it as long as I did. There are rules for the weight of the seal’s pressure, calibrated so that the wax takes the impression without cracking in winter. There are rules for the order in which a clerk reads a form aloud, declarant before partner, given name before surname, so that no citizen ever hears their own name spoken second in the room where it is meant to matter most. There are rules for how long a drawer may stand open before a draught is permitted to disturb the papers inside it, rules written by men three centuries dead who had never seen a draught do anything but turn a page. A building that legislates the behaviour of air believes itself capable of legislating the behaviour of love, and for eleven years I believed it too, because the alternative was to imagine an institution so thorough in its small mercies that it had simply never gotten around to examining what it did to the people it claimed to be preserving. I did not imagine that. It did not occur to me to imagine it. That, I have come to understand, is also a kind of rule, the kind the building does not write down because writing it down would be the one record that gave the game away.

I should tell you what kind of man held this post before any of this began, so that you can measure the distance later. I am not a romantic. I would have told you, and sworn to it on anything you cared to name, that I had not in the eleven years preceding that autumn registered an affection of my own. A clerk had made a note of the fact once, early, and the note had been let drop, and I took that at the time for courtesy, because unmarried archivists are common enough in the fourth stack that the work seems to attract men content with paper over people. I have since had cause to wonder who let it drop, and why a building that legislates the behaviour of air should have found that one question not worth the asking. I took my meals alone and did not mind it. I read for pleasure the kind of history that other men find dull, registries and ledgers and the minutes of long-dissolved guilds, because I liked the particular silence of a fact that had already finished happening. I tell you this not to ask your sympathy but so that you understand the man who found her name was not a man primed for it, not a romantic waiting for a reason, but a careful one, the kind the building is built to trust, which is exactly why it never saw what was coming, because what was coming wore my own training as a disguise.

* * *
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HER NAME WAS IN THE system before I noticed it, the way a sound is in a room before you understand you have been hearing it.

Liora. No middle initial. The surname changed. That was the first wrong thing, though I did not read it as wrong at the time, only as untidy. In a dissolution from the year forty-one she was Liora Saine, partner of a cooper named Edmund Voss. In a lapse from forty-four she was Liora Mere, registered to a schoolmistress. Forty-nine, Liora Asch. Fifty-three, the surname omitted entirely, a blank where the clerk should have written it, and the blank sealed anyway, which is not supposed to be possible. The seal is pressed only when the form is complete. I have pressed ten thousand of them. You cannot seal a blank.

I found nine of her records in a single afternoon and thought little of it. Names repeat. The city is large and was larger once. I noted the cases in my ledger, marked them for the surname inconsistency, and went home to the two rooms I keep above a shuttered tailor on Carrow Lane, where I ate bread and listened to the pipes knock in the wall and did not think about her at all.

The next morning I pulled the index for the whole of the fourth stack. Then the third, and in time the rest. By the end of the week I had counted three thousand and forty records bearing a partner named Liora, spread across sixty years, registered to citizens of every trade and station, men and women both, the old and the briefly young. Three thousand affections, declared and witnessed and sealed. And in not one of them did she appear as the citizen lodging the declaration. Always the partner. Always the one being loved. Never the one who arrived to lodge the love and speak her name to a clerk.

I want you to understand how strange that is, in the grammar of the Registry. Every declaration has two halves. The declarant and the partner. Over sixty years, three thousand people had climbed Brannock Hill to register their love for a woman named Liora, and not once had Liora climbed it to register her love for any of them. She was the most beloved person in the history of the city. She had loved no one back. Or she had, and those records were somewhere I could not reach, and the thought of where that somewhere might be kept me at my desk past the lamps being trimmed.

I mentioned it once, carefully, to Hollis, who keeps the third stack and has kept it twenty years longer than I have kept the fourth, on the theory that a senior man might have seen the like before. I gave him the bones of it without the strangeness, three thousand records bearing one woman’s name and no record of her own declaring. He took my pause for the kind of pause a man takes before asking for a loan, and laughed, not unkindly, and told me the city was old and names recur, that he himself had once chased a Catherine through two centuries of dissolutions before deciding two of them were the same woman with a clerk’s error in her birth year, and that the lesson of the stacks is patience, not pursuit. He meant to comfort me. I let him think he had. I did not tell him I had already ruled out clerical error seven times over, because I understood, even then, before I understood anything else, that whatever I had found was not the kind of thing that survives being said aloud to a man who has not held the files himself. Hollis went back to his dissolutions, and I went back to mine, and that was the last time I spoke of her to anyone living who was not already inside it, which I did not yet know I had become.

* * *
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I REQUESTED THE LIVING witnesses through the proper channel, slow at the best of times and slower for an archivist of the fourth stack who has no business interviewing anyone.

The first I reached was the schoolmistress, Aldith Renn, retired and very old, living with a niece in the eastern quarter. I brought the form. I am trained to bring the form and to read the citizen the language as it stands, to confirm that the record is accurate, that the affection occurred as described. She held the paper at arm’s length and read her own name and the date and the seal, and her own signature beneath it. She did not deny it was hers.

“That is my hand,” she said. “I signed that.”

“And the partner,” I said. “Liora Mere.”

She looked at the name for a long time. The niece brought tea. The clock did the work clocks do in a room where no one is speaking.

“I never loved anyone called Liora,” she said at last, and there was no distress in it, only a mild puzzlement, the look of a person told she had been to a city she has no memory of visiting. “I loved Margarethe. Forty years. She died in the spring.” She tapped the paper. “But that is my signature. I would know my own hand.”

I checked the cross-index that evening. There was no registration for any Margarethe. Forty years of a love the woman swore by, and the Registry held nothing. The only affection it had preserved on her behalf was for a Liora she insisted she had never met.

I told myself the old forget. I told myself the city is large. I told myself a great many things
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