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Chapter 1: The Body That Blinked

The body on Examination Table Seven had been declared empty twelve minutes before it looked at Saelis Dorran.

Until that moment, the morning had contained nothing she did not understand.

The Imperial Registry of Transference had opened at the seventh bell beneath a sky the colour of old pewter. Clerks had lit the blue-glass lamps along the eastern galleries, conductors had tested the silver-thread seals in the licensed chambers, and petitioners had begun forming their orderly lines beneath the carved declarations of bodily law. Every corridor smelled of lamp oil, sealing wax, cold stone, and the faint metallic sweetness left by magic after a consciousness crossed from flesh to flesh.

Saelis had arrived before the first bell, as she always did when sleep had proved uncooperative. She had arranged three disputed identity files by risk, corrected two junior examiners’ signature comparisons, and rejected an application in which a supposedly consenting donor had signed with a hand that had been broken on the date of witnessing. She had drunk half a cup of tea and forgotten the rest until a skin had formed across the surface. The predictability of the work had steadied her.

Then Chamber Four had sounded its failure chime.

The chime was not loud. Nothing in the Registry was permitted to sound panicked. It rang three restrained notes through the stone, delicate as a spoon against crystal, and every trained official within hearing distance knew that somewhere a transfer had departed from its approved path.

Saelis had reached the observation gallery while the silver threads were still burning out.

Now she stood beside Table Seven with her long fingers resting on the edge of the blackwood frame. The brass identity seal at her throat felt colder than the room. Beneath the white examination sheet lay the donor body: a woman perhaps thirty-eight years old, broad through the shoulders, with work-thickened palms, a badly healed break in the left little finger, and a crescent scar beneath the chin. Her hair had been shaved for the transfer crown. Six circular marks remained along her scalp where the conductor’s needles had entered.

The body’s eyes were closed.

Saelis knew she had seen them open.

“Again,” she said.

The attendant at the opposite side of the table blinked. He was a new man, barely old enough to have completed his first year of chamber service. His Registry coat sat too stiffly on his shoulders, and the cuffs were spotless. “Senior Examiner?”

“Read the termination record again. From the beginning, not the summary.”

He swallowed and lifted the slate. “Donor identity: Mera Venn, citizen registration eight-four-two—”

“The procedure, Elsin.”

“Yes. Of course.” His eyes moved down. “A standard remunerated exchange under Health Continuance provision. Recipient: Lady Orthen Vale, citizen registration one-one-seven. Donor consent witnessed by House Magistrate Pell and licensed physician Daro Senn. Transfer initiated at seven forty-three. Silver-thread cohesion at ninety-seven percent. Recipient consciousness accepted the donor body at seven forty-five. Donor consciousness entered the recipient body at seven forty-six. At seven forty-seven, the recipient body suffered cardiac seizure. Resuscitation failed. Donor consciousness ceased with the body at seven fifty-one. Residual signature in the relinquished donor body fell beneath legal cognition threshold at seven fifty-four. The vessel was declared empty at seven fifty-six.”

“And Lady Orthen?”

“Stable. Conscious. Speaking to her household physician in Recovery Two.”

“Does she remember the seizure?”

“No, Senior Examiner. She was already established in the donor body.”

Saelis looked again at the woman beneath the sheet. Mera Venn’s body had belonged, for the past twenty minutes, to Lady Orthen Vale. The wording mattered. The body had been relinquished under contract; ownership of its labour, movement, medical treatment, and reproductive use had transferred for an initial term of twenty years. Mera had been promised Lady Orthen’s younger, more delicate body in exchange, along with payment sufficient to settle her family’s debts. That body was now dead.

The Registry’s conclusion was simple. Mera Venn had died inside the body she had agreed to receive. Lady Orthen had survived inside the body she had purchased. The remaining flesh on Table Seven contained no legal person.

The remaining flesh looked toward Saelis again.

It was not dramatic. The eyelids did not fly open. No breath caught in the throat, no hand rose from beneath the sheet. The right lid lifted by less than the width of a fingernail, showing a line of dark iris. The eye moved toward Saelis and stopped.

Elsin made a sound that he attempted to turn into a cough.

“You saw it,” Saelis said.

“Post-transfer contractions can involve the ocular muscles.”

“That is a sentence you were taught. It is not an answer to what you saw.”

His face had gone pale. “I saw movement.”

“Directed movement?”

“I don’t know.”

“You looked at me when it happened.”

“I looked because you were speaking.”

“I was not speaking.”

The young attendant lowered the slate. He had the frightened expression of someone who understood that truth and employment had become opposing choices. Saelis knew the expression well. It had appeared on witnesses in fraudulent consent hearings, on conductors asked to explain missing silver, on clerks who had been told to alter dates and later discovered that the alteration had helped bury a person.

She softened her voice without making it gentle. “You are not being accused of anything. Tell me exactly what occurred.”

Elsin stared at the body. “The eyelid lifted. The eye moved to you. It seemed to stop when it found you.”

“Thank you. Record that as an independent observation.”

His fingers tightened around the slate. “The chamber report has already been sealed.”

“Then add an examiner’s supplement.”

“I would need authorisation from Chief Dast.”

“You have mine.”

“Senior Examiner, with respect, your authority permits you to suspend an identity conclusion. It does not permit me to amend a conductor’s sealed procedural record without the chief examiner’s mark. If I enter a supplement before he approves it, the system will name it an unauthorised contradiction. I could lose chamber access.”

“You could. Or you could help prevent a living woman from being taken to the rendering rooms.”

Elsin flinched at the bluntness. Empty bodies were not officially rendered. They were medically reclaimed, a phrase broad enough to encompass anatomical study, organ removal, alchemical reduction, bone-salt production, and any other use approved by the state. The Registry preferred language that did not remind its employees that flesh remained human after law ceased to recognise the person inside it.

Saelis pulled the sheet lower, uncovering the woman’s right arm. The skin was warm. That proved nothing; the body had been occupied until recently, and its heart still beat with the slow assistance of a stabilising charm. The hand lay palm upward, the fingers slightly curled.

“Mera,” Saelis said.

Elsin shifted. “The body cannot hear you.”

“Mera Venn, my name is Saelis Dorran. I am an identity examiner. If you can understand me, move one finger.”

Nothing happened.

The blue-glass lamps hummed. Beyond the examination-room doors, a trolley rattled over the join between two floorstones. Somewhere farther down the corridor, a woman laughed with the raw, astonished relief of someone waking safely in a new body.

Saelis watched the hand.

“Mera, I cannot help you unless I know you are present. Move the first finger of your right hand.”

The thumb twitched.

Elsin breathed out too quickly. “Electrical residue.”

“I specified the first finger.”

“You said finger. The thumb is anatomically—”

“Do you often become pedantic when terrified?”

His mouth closed.

Saelis leaned nearer. The woman’s breath moved shallowly through parted lips. “Mera, move the finger beside your thumb.”

The forefinger dragged against the blackwood table. It moved perhaps half an inch. The nail made a faint dry sound.

Once.

Then again.

Saelis’s own pulse struck hard beneath her jaw, but her hands remained steady. She had spent years learning not to reward the impossible with visible fear. Fear made observers unreliable. Fear made officials reach for familiar explanations even when familiarity had already failed them.

“Elsin, secure the door.”

He did not move.

“Now.”

The command broke his hesitation. He crossed the room, set the brass latch, and pressed his chamber seal against it. A line of blue light travelled around the frame.

Saelis took a clean signature strip from the instrument cabinet. The strip was no wider than ribbon, woven from silver wire and treated vellum. She laid one end across Mera’s wrist and pressed the other beneath the reader’s glass tongue.

The reader awoke with a low vibration.

At first, only one pattern appeared: a sequence of amber loops opening and closing in the glass. Lady Orthen Vale’s signature. Saelis had examined it before the transfer and knew its peculiarities—the doubled hook after the third turn, the narrow gap where childhood fever had damaged the continuity of memory, the bright flare associated with a minor gift for heat magic.

The pattern belonged to Lady Orthen, though Lady Orthen no longer occupied the body.

That was normal. Flesh held traces. A recently vacated body might retain a previous occupant’s magical signature for hours, sometimes days, particularly after a long residence. Those traces were not consciousness. They were impressions, like warmth left in a chair.

Saelis adjusted the reader’s sensitivity.

The amber loops widened. Beneath them, almost invisible, a grey line pulsed.

It did not resemble residue. Residue faded evenly. This line contracted when the dominant pattern pressed against it, then gathered itself and returned.

Saelis increased the depth one degree.

The grey line divided into a small, intricate lattice.

Elsin whispered, “There are two.”

“There are two signatures,” Saelis corrected. “We have not yet established what the second represents.”

“You spoke to it.”

“I spoke to the woman. The reader is separate evidence.”

“But if she died in the other body—”

“Then this should be impossible.”

The word seemed to enlarge the room.

Saelis copied the reading onto an independent strip. She did not use the Registry archive. Any entry into the central system would be visible to supervisors and, she had begun to suspect, to persons outside the Registry who had no lawful reason to know what identity examiners discovered.

The grey signature pulsed faster beneath the amber pattern.

“Pain?” Saelis asked quietly. “Are you in pain, Mera?”

The forefinger scraped once.

“One for yes?”

Another scrape.

“Can you control the body?”

The finger did not move.

“Can you control your hand?”

A long pause. Then one scrape, so weak that the nail barely sounded.

Saelis removed her own glove and placed two fingers against Mera’s wrist. The pulse was steady but slow. “Can you hear everything in this room?”

One scrape.

“Can you see me?”

One.

“Were you conscious during the transfer?”

The finger jerked hard enough to strike the table twice, three times, then continued in a frantic, irregular tapping.

Mera’s mouth opened. No voice emerged. The muscles of her throat strained beneath the skin.

Saelis caught the hand before the nails could tear. “Stop. You have answered. Do not injure yourself.”

The tapping continued against her palm.

“I believe you.”

The hand became still.

For one dangerous instant Saelis felt the full weight of what those three words had done. Belief should not have been a treatment. In the Registry, belief was supposed to follow evidence, not substitute for it. Yet the body beneath her hand had calmed because someone had finally admitted that the person inside it existed.

A seal clicked in the corridor.

Elsin looked toward the door. “Someone is overriding the latch.”

Only three ranks could override a senior examiner’s temporary seal: the registrar, the chief magical-signature examiner, and Registry Security.

The blue line around the frame turned white.

Saelis removed the independent strip from the reader and slid it beneath the inner cuff of her sleeve.

The door opened.

Ivrik Dast entered first. His shaved scalp reflected the blue light, and the scar through his eyebrow made his expression appear more severe than it was. His fingertips were stained permanently silver from years of signature ink. He wore no gloves. Ivrik considered gloves a confession that one feared the tools one claimed to master.

Behind him came Director Vemric Ardo.

Vemric’s body had been selected for strength and pain resistance, though no official record named the selection criteria so plainly. He was broad through the chest, with blunt features and close-cut dark hair. His hazel eyes were unexpectedly mild. That mildness had disarmed more petitioners than open menace would have done.

Ivrik surveyed the room. His gaze paused on the reader, the uncovered arm, Elsin’s pale face, and Saelis’s bare hand around Mera’s wrist.

“Explain,” he said.

Saelis released the hand carefully. “The declared empty vessel shows directed ocular and manual response. A secondary magical signature remains active beneath Lady Orthen’s residue. I have suspended the termination conclusion pending full examination.”

Ivrik approached the reader. “There is no active secondary signature in the chamber report.”

“The chamber report is wrong.”

“That conclusion has not yet been established.”

“The conclusion that no second signature exists is already disproved.”

His blue-black eyes sharpened. “Do not perform certainty for me, Saelis. You know that recently transferred bodies retain layered traces. You also know that muscle groups may respond to magical discharge. A movement that appears directed is not necessarily conscious, and a residual lattice is not necessarily a person.”

“Mera answered questions.”

“Did she answer questions, or did you interpret spasms according to the pattern you hoped to see?”

“I did not hope to see this.”

“No examiner hopes for an anomaly, yet anomalies flatter us. They suggest that ordinary procedure was insufficient until we arrived.”

Saelis met his gaze. “Ask her something.”

Ivrik’s jaw shifted.

“Ask a question I could not predict,” she continued. “Use a response sequence I have not established. If this is residue, the result will be meaningless. If it is not, every minute we spend defending the sealed report prolongs a woman’s confinement.”

Vemric closed the door behind him. He did not relock it. “The body is scheduled for removal in twenty-three minutes.”

“Then cancel the removal,” Saelis said.

“The removal order was issued by the medical authority attached to Lady Orthen’s contract. Registry Security cannot suspend it without an identity basis.”

“I have given you one.”

“You have described an observation. Chief Dast determines whether it constitutes an identity basis.”

The structure of the exchange was familiar. No one refused responsibility. Responsibility simply moved in a circle until time completed the action that no official wished to own.

Ivrik rested two silvered fingers on Mera’s wrist. He watched the hand rather than the face.

“If you understand me,” he said, “move the smallest finger on your left hand.”

Nothing happened.

Elsin’s shoulders lowered with visible relief.

Ivrik waited. “Move the smallest finger on your left hand.”

The left arm remained beneath the sheet.

Saelis pulled the covering aside.

The hand was strapped to the table.

For a second, none of them spoke.

The restraint was narrow and white, nearly invisible against the sheet. It had not been present in the initial chamber record. A metal pin secured it beneath the table’s edge.

Vemric’s mild eyes changed first. Not widening, not hardening; simply losing their distance.

Saelis unfastened the strap.

Mera’s smallest finger lifted.

It trembled in the air and fell.

Ivrik removed his hand from her wrist as though the skin had burned him.

“Who applied the restraint?” Saelis asked.

Elsin shook his head. “She arrived covered. I did not prepare the table.”

Vemric turned to him. “Who delivered the body?”

“Two medical porters from Chamber Four. I know one by sight, but I do not know his name. They had the correct seals.”

“Did either remain?”

“No, Director.”

Vemric stepped to the wall speaking tube and pressed the security mark. “Seal Examination Corridor East. No bodies, personnel, records, or equipment leave until I release the corridor. Detain the Chamber Four porters and the conductor. Use quiet authority. Do not announce an emergency.”

A voice crackled through the tube. “Understood.”

Ivrik adjusted the reader himself. The dominant amber signature appeared again. He narrowed the surface scan, then opened the deeper bands one by one. Saelis watched his fingers. They were exact, but the smallest tremor moved through the right forefinger.

The grey lattice surfaced.

Ivrik stared at it for a long time.

Then he pressed a control Saelis had not used. A black grid descended across the glass. The grey pattern blurred and nearly vanished.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“Applied the Registry cognition filter.”

“The filter is suppressing the second pattern.”

“It is classifying the pattern beneath the threshold for independent identity.”

“By making it invisible?”

“By removing biological and magical noise.”

“That is not noise.”

“The filter says it is.”

Saelis looked at him. “Who calibrated the filter?”

Ivrik did not answer.

The question settled between them more heavily than accusation. Signature readers were trusted because they appeared impersonal. They transformed magic into pattern, pattern into legal identity, and legal identity into property, marriage, inheritance, criminal responsibility, bodily ownership, and death. An examiner could be bribed. A witness could be coerced. A reader was supposed to be incapable of ambition.

But a reader displayed only what it had been built to display.

Vemric said, “Run the older calibration.”

Ivrik’s eyes flicked toward him. “That system was retired nine years ago.”

“Is it available?”

“In the archive instruments.”

“Then use it.”

“The archive instruments are not certified for active conclusions.”

“Neither is a body that answers questions after being declared empty.”

Ivrik looked displeased, which Saelis suspected was how he concealed fear. “The old readers cannot distinguish complex residue from cognition. We abandoned them because they produced false continuities after traumatic transfer.”

“Then compare the results,” she said. “If the same pattern appears under two systems, we will know the new filter is removing something real.”

“We will know only that two machines disagree.”

“That would already be more honest than one machine pretending there is nothing to discuss.”

Vemric’s gaze moved to Saelis. “You will not speak of this outside the examination chain.”

“Mera Venn’s advocate must be notified.”

“Her advocate represents her estate. Legally, Mera Venn is dead.”

“Legally, that conclusion is suspended.”

“Not yet.”

Saelis could feel anger beginning to narrow her judgment. She pressed it down. “Director, someone restrained a body that was supposed to be incapable of movement. Someone sealed a report in which an active signature had been filtered from view. Someone issued a removal order quickly enough that this body would have left the Registry less than half an hour after the failed transfer. Whatever title you give Mera at this moment, the evidence indicates deliberate concealment.”

Vemric listened without interrupting. When she finished, he said, “And deliberate concealment means the persons responsible may know how to erase evidence. If you alert an advocate before we identify the compromised officials, you may cause every related record to disappear. I am not asking you to ignore the woman. I am asking you to understand that protecting her may require silence for several hours.”

His answer was reasonable. That made it more difficult to resist.

Saelis glanced at Mera’s face. The eyes were closed again. Beneath the white sheet, the smallest finger moved once.

“I will remain with her,” Saelis said.

“No,” Ivrik replied. “You will return to your office and document your observations from memory. I will conduct the examination.”

“You did not see the first response.”

“Elsin did.”

Elsin looked as though he wished he had not.

Ivrik continued, “Your presence may influence subsequent responses. You have already established yourself as the object of attention. We need independent testing.”

Saelis knew he was correct. She disliked him for being correct after spending several minutes resisting the evidence.

She replaced her glove. “Do not use the cognition filter as the sole basis for any conclusion.”

“I do not require procedural instruction from my senior examiner.”

“Apparently the machine does.”

The scar through his eyebrow whitened. “Go.”

Vemric opened the door. “Examiner Dorran, a moment.”

She followed him into the corridor.

Security officers had already appeared at both ends. They stood at ease, not blocking passage so much as making passage feel inadvisable. Clerks continued working in the adjoining rooms, heads bent over slates, while pretending not to notice the sealed doors.

Vemric walked with Saelis toward the narrow window overlooking the Registry’s inner court. Rain had begun to spot the glass.

“You have a habit,” he said, “of treating opposition as evidence of corruption.”

“I have a habit of noticing when officials defend a conclusion before examining the facts.”

“Chief Dast has spent twenty years distinguishing consciousness from residue. His caution is not guilt.”

“I did not call it guilt.”

“You rarely need to call a thing by name. Your silence does the work.”

Saelis looked at his reflection in the window. “And you have a habit of sounding reasonable while a decision is being made elsewhere.”

A lesser man might have pretended not to understand. Vemric did not. “The transfer system saved my life three times. The first body I was born into would not have carried me past twenty. The second was destroyed in military service. The third developed nerve collapse after six years. I know what the system can do when it works, and I know how many citizens would die if public trust failed in a single day.”

“One living woman is not a public-relations complication.”

“No. She is a living woman, if your conclusion is correct. She may also be evidence of a defect that affects thousands of transfers. That is precisely why I will not allow an uncontrolled announcement.”

“Trust built on concealed defects is not trust.”

“Trust is never built on complete knowledge. Neither is government, medicine, marriage, or love. People act because the alternative to acting is paralysis.”

Saelis thought of a different face, a different voice, a man she could not reliably recognise and did not reliably trust. She disliked Vemric for placing love among institutions that required managed ignorance.

“I will file my report,” she said. “I will not alter it.”

“I have not asked you to.”

“You were about to.”

Vemric’s gaze rested on her for a moment. “I was about to ask whether you removed anything from the reader.”

The independent strip lay beneath her cuff, sharp against the skin.

Saelis did not tap before lying. That habit belonged to someone else.

“No,” she said.

Vemric’s hazel eyes remained gentle. “Then file your report.”

She walked away without hurrying.

Her office occupied a narrow room above the eastern galleries. It contained two desks, six shelves, a locked cabinet of disputed signatures, and a window that faced a brick wall. Tressa Halm sat on the corner of Saelis’s desk, holding the abandoned cup of tea up to the light.

“This has developed citizenship,” Tressa said. “I believe it has formed a government and declared the saucer disputed territory. Shall I summon Security, or are they occupied arresting breakfast elsewhere?”

Saelis shut the door. “Why are you in my office?”

“Because mine contains three petitioners, one weeping aunt, and a clerk who has decided that whispering makes his questions less foolish. Also because I have news, and I wanted to enjoy your face before you arranged it into official disappointment.”

Tressa hopped down. In her original body, she was compact and strong, with tawny skin, broad shoulders, and lively black eyes. Her brown hair was braided close to the scalp in a pattern she changed every few weeks. Today the braids curved behind one ear and ended in copper beads that clicked when she moved.

Saelis removed her wet outer coat. “I do not have an official expression for your news.”

“You have an official expression for weather.”

“The weather is usually guilty.”

Tressa smiled, but the smile did not settle. She reached into her coat and produced a cream envelope sealed with green wax.

The crest belonged to the Ulvo Contract House.

Saelis did not touch it. “What have they offered?”

“Good morning to you as well.”

“What have they offered?”

“A consultation. An assessment. A possibility.” Tressa turned the envelope between her fingers. “They are expanding their administrative placement programme. Contracted occupants with Registry experience can enter private service, diplomatic offices, or senior civil appointments. House Ulvo believes I would be suited to a body currently held in educational trust.”

“Held by whom?”

“The house.”

“Previously owned by whom?”

“The consultation includes the full provenance.”

“That means they did not put it in the invitation.”

“It means an invitation is not a contract.”

Saelis crossed to the washstand and poured cold water over her fingers. A faint line of signature ink had marked her glove and bled through near the nail. She scrubbed it away. “Why you?”

“Because I am intelligent, charming, adaptable, underpaid, and insufficiently appreciated by my closest friend.”

“Tressa.”

“Because I have eleven years of Registry experience and no family name that frightens ministers. Because House Ulvo can place a respectable mind into a socially acceptable body and sell the result to offices that pretend they choose on merit.” She laughed once, without humour. “You see? I understand the offer perfectly. I am not wandering into a chamber because someone promised me prettier cheekbones.”

Saelis dried her hands. “What body?”

Tressa’s eyes dropped to the envelope. “Twenty-four years old. Healthy. Tall. Trained in three court languages. Minor resonance sensitivity. No dependent children, no marriage attachment, no inherited disease markers. The house says the body was relinquished under a lifetime scholarship contract.”

“Lifetime for whom?”

“The original occupant received education, medical care, and a settlement for her parents.”

“Where is she now?”

“In another placement.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only answer I have before the consultation.”

Saelis heard herself becoming colder and could not stop. “Do not sign anything that permits medical delay of withdrawal. Do not accept a body whose original owner cannot be interviewed independently. Do not permit memory partition. Do not surrender the location of your body to house custody, and do not agree to behavioural safeguards under any description.”

Tressa’s mouth tightened. “I said consultation.”

“And I am telling you what they will hide beneath softer language.”

“You are telling me what a foolish woman might fail to notice. I am not one.”

“I did not say you were.”

“You did not need to. Your silence does the work.”

The borrowed phrase struck too close to Vemric’s accusation. Saelis looked at her friend more carefully.

Tressa placed the envelope on the desk. “My mother’s landlord raised the rent again. My youngest sister has been accepted to the engineering academy, but the place is worthless without fees. My brother’s hand is worsening, and the physician says he will lose two fingers if he continues at the glassworks. I can continue being clever in this body for another thirty years and still never earn enough to move all of them out of debt. House Ulvo is offering a signing payment larger than my salary for six years.”

“They are not offering it because they respect you.”

“No institution pays anyone from respect.”

“They are purchasing control.”

“And the Registry does not?” Tressa stepped nearer. The copper beads in her braids clicked softly. “We sell our hours, our judgment, our silence, and eventually our eyesight to this building. You accept that bargain because the uniform fits your idea of duty. Do not pretend your contract is pure because no one asked you to change skin.”

Saelis felt the automatic answer rise: the Registry served the law; House Ulvo served buyers. The words no longer felt as stable as they once had.

A woman lay one floor below, conscious in a body the law had classified as empty. A machine had hidden her.

“What exactly is the term?” Saelis asked.

Tressa’s anger faltered. “Five years, with review after two.”

“And your body?”

“Maintained by the house.”

“Where?”

“They have medical residences.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Then learn before you sign. Demand the right to visit it. Demand independent medical examinations and a named advocate who is not paid by the house. Make every promise specific enough that a magistrate cannot reinterpret it after you are inside.”

Tressa watched her. “Is that your blessing?”

“No.”

“Your permission?”

“You do not require my permission.”

“Then what is it?”

Saelis picked up the cream envelope. The green wax was warm from Tressa’s hand. “It is me trying not to confuse fear with authority.”

For a moment Tressa said nothing. Then she took the envelope back.

“Something happened downstairs,” she said.

Saelis kept her expression still.

“Half the eastern corridor is sealed. Vemric arrived before the chamber porters were detained, which means Security knew there was a problem before Security was officially told. Ivrik passed me without correcting my improperly fastened collar. You look as though someone has shifted the foundation of the building by half an inch and left you to prove it. What happened?”

“I cannot discuss an active examination.”

Tressa gave her a long look. “That sentence has never sounded so much like an apology.”

“It is not one.”

“No. You dislike apologies because they admit the past cannot be edited.” She tucked the invitation inside her coat. “I will attend the consultation tomorrow. I will not sign anything before you read it. That is not permission for you to insult me while reading.”

“I do not insult people while reading. I annotate.”

“There is the woman I know.”

Tressa reached the door, then paused. “Saelis, if this offer is dangerous, I need you to explain the danger without asking me to remain poor for my own protection. I cannot feed my family with your principles. Bring me something more useful than disapproval.”

She left before Saelis could answer.

The room seemed smaller after the door closed.

Saelis sat at her desk and removed the independent signature strip from beneath her cuff. The grey lattice shimmered faintly under the office lamp, compressed beneath the amber residue of Lady Orthen. She placed the strip beside a blank report slate.

For several minutes, she did not write.

Every report began with a category. Valid continuity. Disputed continuity. Residual memory. Identity drift. Unlawful displacement. Fraudulent consent. The categories were meant to transform experience into a form the law could address.

None of them described a person awake beneath another person’s signature.

Saelis selected Disputed Continuity because it was the nearest available lie.

She had written the first three lines when someone knocked once and entered without waiting.

Registrar Aunett Krail closed the door behind her. She was tall and narrow, with deep-brown skin, close-cut iron-grey hair, and a face made severe by years of refusing to waste expression. Her Registry coat had no ornament except the black bar of senior authority at the collar.

“You removed evidence from an active reader,” Aunett said.

Saelis did not cover the strip. “Vemric asked whether I had.”

“And you lied.”

“Yes.”

“Poorly?”

“I believe convincingly.”

“That is not what I asked.” Aunett crossed to the desk and examined the strip without touching it. “Where is the official copy?”

“There may not be one. The cognition filter suppresses the secondary signature.”

Aunett’s eyes remained on the grey lattice. “Did Ivrik see it before the filter was applied?”

“Yes.”

“Did Vemric?”

“Yes.”

“Then the evidence is not solely yours to protect.”

“It may be solely mine to preserve.”

Aunett looked up. “You have become fond of dramatic distinctions.”

“A woman was restrained after being declared incapable of movement.”

“I know.”

The answer came too quickly.

Saelis’s hand stilled above the report slate. “How?”

Aunett pulled out the second chair and sat. “Because this is not the first body to move after an empty declaration.”

Rain ticked against the narrow window.

“How many?” Saelis asked.

“I do not know.”

“That is not credible.”

“It is precise. I know of four cases in eleven years. In two, the movements stopped before independent examination. One body was removed under an emergency medical order. One was reclassified as severe residue and transferred to a research hospital. I do not know how many cases never reached me.”

Saelis heard the blood in her ears. “You knew.”

“I suspected.”

“You altered records to hide fragmented citizens from the palace. You recognised duplicate signatures. You knew the readers transmitted information outside the Registry. And you never told me that empty bodies had answered questions.”

Aunett’s expression did not change, but fatigue deepened around her eyes. “I never saw one answer a question. I saw reports of movement, conflicting signatures, and unusually rapid removal orders. Suspicion is not knowledge, however much anger wishes to simplify the difference.”

“You allowed the cases to disappear.”

“I kept copies.”

“Where are the people?”

“I do not know.”

“Then copies did not protect them.”

“No.” Aunett accepted the accusation without defence. “They protected the possibility of proving later that they existed. At the time, I believed that was the most I could do without losing access to every record.”

Saelis stood. “That is the argument institutions use when they wish to preserve themselves through another person’s suffering.”

“It is also sometimes true.”

“Truth does not absolve cowardice.”

“No. But courage does not repair mistakes made without strategy.” Aunett leaned forward. “Listen to me before you decide that disgust is a plan. The removal order for Mera Venn did not originate in Chamber Four. It was attached to Lady Orthen’s contract six weeks ago. If the donor body displayed post-transfer anomaly, it was to be delivered immediately to a private medical facility. Someone anticipated this outcome.”

Saelis sat again slowly. “The contract specified what would happen if Mera remained conscious?”

“The language says persistent somatic echo. It does not say consciousness.”

“Who drafted it?”

“House counsel for Lady Orthen. The witnessing physician also works for the Ulvo Contract House.”

Tressa’s cream envelope seemed to reappear on the desk between them.

“Daro Senn,” Saelis said.

Aunett nodded. “He has certified eighty-seven remunerated exchanges in the past two years. Twelve involved donors later classified as medically unavailable for follow-up.”

“Dead?”

“Unavailable.”

“Which means no one looked.”

“It means the records do not permit us to know.”

Saelis placed the independent strip into a black evidence sleeve. “I need those files.”

“You need to complete the report in front of you. If you request all eighty-seven cases now, the request will be visible.”

“To whom?”

“That is the question we have not answered.”

“Vemric?”

Aunett’s mouth thinned. “Vemric is dangerous because he believes systems deserve time to correct themselves. That is not the same as knowingly serving whoever designed this concealment. Do not accuse him without evidence.”

“I did not.”

“Your silence will.”

Saelis almost laughed. “Everyone has become an expert in my silence today.”

“Perhaps because you use it like a blade.” Aunett rose. “Write exactly what you observed. Give the official report to Ivrik. Keep the independent strip somewhere safer than your office. Do not access the related cases from your own seal.”

“You are instructing me to investigate?”

“I am instructing you not to be careless. What you choose to investigate is rarely affected by instruction.”

Aunett reached the door.

“Registrar.”

She stopped.

“Will Mera remain here?”

“For tonight. I have suspended the removal under an archival discrepancy review.”

“Does Vemric know?”

“He knows I am using a procedural nuisance to delay him. He does not know whether I believe the nuisance is real.”

“And Ivrik?”

“Ivrik believes only what he can prove without destroying his career.”

“That may soon become very little.”


































































