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SUSPENDED

The manifest posted itself into fourteen archives at 0600 Accord standard, without ceremony, because the record-keepers did not believe in ceremony either, and Yara Osei read it standing up in a borrowed room on Meridian Station with a cup of coffee going cold in her hand.

ACCEPTED DELEGATION, HUMAN RECORD, FIRST ATTENDANCE.

DELEGATE, COMMUNITY: DOSS, SANA.

ANALYST: WATANABE, PEI.

OBSERVER, SCIENTIFIC: SOLLIS, MAREN.

INVESTIGATOR: —

The fourth line was not blank. Blank would have been kinder. The fourth line said, in the record-keepers’ flat translated idiom, SEAT HELD. CONDITION OUTSTANDING. It had said that for nineteen days, ever since Commander Farro had relayed the list across the dark and stood in the frame afterward with the expression of a woman who has just read a friend’s diagnosis aloud, and every morning at 0600 the manifest reposted itself, and every morning the fourth line was the same, and every morning Yara read it anyway, because reading things was what she was instead of a person.

Seat held. Condition outstanding. An eleven-thousand-year-old institution keeping a chair empty in front of fourteen systems, the way you keep a porch light on.

Ninety-seven days until the convention voted on the acknowledgment. Ninety-three until the last relief convoy that could legally sail under the Accord’s charter left the dock she could see from this window if she leaned, which she did not.

At 0640 the summons came in from the Institute, eleven hundred hours away by ship and half a second by channel, and it was not the kind of summons you leaned around.

The Board of the Cassini Institute, in special session, gives notice of a general review of all certified records held by Y. Osei, investigator of record, being twenty-three records, C-114 through C-137 inclusive. The investigator’s attendance is required. The investigator’s participation is not.

She read it twice. The last sentence was the whole document. She had sat on that board’s side of the table for other people’s reviews — twice in eleven years, both for fabrication, both ending in removal — and the sentence had never once been drafted that way, because the sentence had never once needed to distinguish between a witness and an exhibit.

They convened her at 0900, nine faces assembling above the borrowed desk in the grey half-light of the Institute’s hearing room, a place she had always liked for its acoustics and would never hear the same way again. Joffe sat at the centre, in his shirtsleeves, an old man built like a closing argument, and he did not look like a man conducting an ambush, because he wasn’t. He looked like a man performing surgery on a colleague without anaesthetic, with consent, slowly.

“Dr. Osei. For the record: this review was not occasioned by any complaint, any allegation, or any request from any Accord body. I want that stated first because within a day fourteen systems will assume otherwise.” His voice was even. “It was occasioned by a communication from the record-keepers, relayed through Commander Farro, twenty days ago, which the board has now read into its minutes. You know the communication.”

“I know it.”

“Say it anyway. The method prefers it.”

“‘There is one section the instrument has never filed. We have read the second record for eighty-six years. We are not in a position to accept an incomplete account of the accountant.’” She recited it the way she recited everything, cleanly, at an even weight, and heard how much worse it sounded in her own voice, which was of course why he had asked.

“An institution outside human space has declined our investigator on grounds of incompleteness,” Joffe said. “The board can respond to that in one of two ways. It can treat the claim as unverified and defend you, which the Accord’s remaining friends would enjoy enormously. Or it can do what it is chartered to do, which is to check.” He let the silence do a length of work. “We are opening every record you hold. All twenty-three. Every finding of fact will be re-derived from source. Every section will be audited for completeness against everything the Institute can lawfully know. It will take some weeks. You will not touch a live case while it runs. I am required to tell you that you may have counsel present, and I am required to ask you a question, and you are not required to answer it, and everything from this point forward is the formal record.”

The recording glyph came up in the corner of the frame, small and amber. She had watched that glyph come up over the shoulders of a hundred witnesses. It looked different from this side. It looked like weather.

Joffe folded his hands.

“Dr. Osei. The Institute’s annual protocol asks its investigators one question about every record they have ever filed: has anything occurred which the record, to remain complete, must now contain? You have answered that question in writing two hundred and forty-one times over eleven years.” He paused, not for effect — she knew him; he was giving her the last exit, the chance to hear the door before it closed. “I am now asking it to your face, once, about all of them at once. Is there anything you have not filed?”

The room was eleven hundred hours away. The coffee was cold. Somewhere below her feet, eight levels down, was a sealed corridor with three blue handprints on the wall in descending sizes, and somewhere past the edge of mapped space was an empty chair, and in the archive under this hearing, fourth name from the top of her first record, was a clerk, forty-one, true and complete and missing.

Eleven years of no addendum. Typed with steady hands, two hundred and forty-one times, into a rectangle of light that did not know anything.

“Yes,” Yara said.

Nobody moved. The glyph burned amber. One of the nine — Ovesen, structural audit, a man she had trained — closed his eyes slowly, the way you do at a sound you have been bracing for so long that its arrival is almost a mercy.

“Yes,” she said again, because the first one had been eleven years coming and the second one was hers. “There is a death consequent on my first certified record that I have never filed. The record is C-114. The death is Elin Kade, junior clerk, Relay Operations, aged forty-one. She lost her post, her pension, her licence, and her partner in the fourteen months following certification, and then she hanged herself, and I have known it since the week it happened, and I have answered no addendum every year since, and every fact in the record is true, and the record is not complete, and I have known that too.”

The sentence she had built eleven years ago — the record did not kill Elin Kade; the Accord’s response did — stood somewhere behind her in the dark of her own architecture, load-bearing, unsaid. She did not say it. Saying it here would have been asking nine auditors to certify it for her, and some cold accurate thing at the centre of her already knew it would not survive audit, and had perhaps known for eleven years, and had kept it unfiled precisely so that nothing so vulgar as a check could ever be run.

Joffe did not thank her. Thanking her would have been a comment, and he was better than that. He said, “Will you file it?”

“I don’t know.”

“That is an honest answer and a disqualifying one. You understand that. An investigator who holds a known material omission and has not yet decided whether to correct it cannot certify anything for anyone.” He said it without heat, a man reading dosage off a label. “Y. Osei is suspended from certification, effective on this word, pending the outcome of the general review and the resolution of the declared omission. The suspension is not a finding. It will feel like one. That can’t be helped.”

He reached to close the session, and stopped, and for a moment the formality went out of him and what was left was very old and very tired and had signed her petitions for eleven years.

“Two hundred and forty-one times, Osei,” he said. “I countersigned every annual return you ever filed. Which means I certified your no addendum eleven times myself, on the strength of your hand, and never checked, because you were the instrument that didn’t need checking.” He shook his head slowly. “The board will audit your records. Somebody else will have to audit that.”

The glyph went out. The faces went away. The room on Meridian came back around her — the desk, the window, the cold cup — and she sat in it for some time, suspended, in the full engineering sense of the word: held, off the ground, by something above her that had not yet decided.

Then she did the thing she had already known she would do when she woke that morning, before the manifest, before the summons, the thing the yes had been clearing a road for.

She opened the civilian transit registry — not the Institute’s travel office, which was closed to her as of nine minutes ago, but the public counter, the one used by people — and bought passage to the third system, one berth, one bag, paid from her own account for the first time in eleven years. The fast packet left in five hours and took eight days. Destination field: ANSERRA SETTLEMENT. Purpose-of-travel field, required by a statute older than the Accord’s shame, one line, and she looked at the rectangle of light for a long moment, and for once in her life she told it the exact truth and nothing procedural about it.

To see a room.
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ELIN KADE

The packet was called the Sable Runner and it carried nineteen passengers, grain futures brokers mostly, third-system people going home ahead of the convention because everyone in fourteen systems with somewhere to be was getting there while the instruments that moved them still had law under them. The lounge screens ran convention coverage around the clock. Yara learned, in eight days of passing through that lounge to reach the galley, more than she wanted to know about what her species did with a countdown: the feeds had built a graphic, a golden numeral suspended over a rendering of the Accord’s founding hall, and every morning the numeral was smaller, and every morning the brokers glanced at it the way sailors glance at glass, and went back to repricing wheat.

She spent the eight days in her berth with Case C-114.

Not the summary. Not the sections she could recite. She had pulled the full certified record from the public archive before departure — four hundred and eleven pages, and she had noticed the page count for the first time in eleven years with a sensation like missing a stair — and she read it end to end, at a stranger’s pace, the way she had taught a decade of junior investigators to read hostile documents: assume you have never met the author; assume the author is hiding something; find the shape of what’s missing by the way everything else leans.

It took her four days. The record was magnificent. That was the horror of it, and she made herself sit inside the horror without flinching, because flinching was the whole disease: seventeen names indicted, a genuine fraud genuinely mapped, and the coercion sections — thirty through thirty-three, the ones Renash Tor said could be taught — rising out of the middle of the document like a defence counsel’s closing, meticulous, unanswerable, establishing beyond any honest doubt that the junior clerk fourth from the top had been driven into every act the record charged her with. Everything leaned. And where it leaned, at the base of it, in the place a stranger’s eye went hunting for the missing thing, there was no harm section for the record itself, because in 2376 the method did not imagine it needed one, because the record was an instrument, and the instrument was neutral, and the author of Case C-114 had been twenty-seven years old and certain the way only instruments are certain.

On the fifth day she opened the deposition transcript.

She had not read it since certification. She had told herself, in the years when she still audited her own avoidances, that there was no need — she had been there; primary sources outrank memory. That was true, and it was also the sentence of a woman who knew exactly what was in the transcript and had arranged never to stand in front of it again.

INTERVIEW OF KADE, E., JUNIOR CLERK, RELAY OPERATIONS. HEARING ROOM THREE. INVESTIGATOR PRESENT: Y. OSEI. DURATION: ONE HOUR, FORTY MINUTES.

She read it in the berth with the drive’s hum in the deck plating, and the woman came up off the page the way the dead do, feet first, in fragments of syntax. Elin Kade had been precise. That was what the transcript preserved that memory had spent eleven years sanding smooth: the clerk had answered every question in complete sentences, dated everything, qualified nothing she couldn’t source — and twice, twice, she had corrected the investigator’s own timeline, and both corrections ran against her own interest, tightening the case on herself, because the dates as Yara had them were wrong and Elin Kade did not permit wrong dates to stand in a record with her name on it. Line 214: I’m sorry, Investigator, it wasn’t the ninth. It was the seventh. The ninth would look better for me, but it was the seventh.

A keeper of records. Yara sat with that for a long time while the golden numeral shrank in the lounge behind her. The universe had a taste for this, and she had stopped pretending otherwise somewhere in the dark between systems: the whole trilogy of her life was populated by people who wrote things down — a technician with two commendations for it, an archivist with twenty years of it, a rigger who kept a duplicate log, a sister who signed a paper yard-book in the rain — and the first of them all, the founding member, the one her instrument had been calibrated on, was a junior clerk who corrected dates against herself in a deposition that could end her, because the record was the record.

And then line 421, at the end, past the formal close, in the thirty seconds while the recording still ran and the clerk gathered her coat. She had asked one question. Yara had remembered the question every year at 0547 on a morning in early spring, and had answered no addendum, and here it was in the flat idiom of transcription, unweathered, exact:

KADE, E.: The part about why. The pressure, what they held over me — that goes in the same document? At the same weight? On the same page as what I did?

OSEI, Y.: Everything goes in the record. Both things, at equal weight. That’s the method.

KADE, E.: Then I’m glad it was you. Whatever happens with the board. I want to say that — I’m glad it was someone thorough. Thank you.

She had thanked her. That was the entry. That was the section under the section, the finding beneath eleven years of no addendum: Elin Kade had walked into hearing room three with everything to lose, met the instrument that would destroy her, recognised it as the first honest thing in the whole machinery that had her by the throat, cooperated with her entire precise heart — and thanked it, on the record, in complete sentences, because she believed the both-things method meant that when fourteen systems read what she did, they would be made to read, on the same page, at the same weight, why.

The Accord read one half.

Yara closed the transcript somewhere in the sixth day and did not open anything else for the rest of the passage. The brokers repriced wheat. The numeral shrank. On the eighth day the Sable Runner fell down the long approach to the second colony world of the third system, and the hull began to sing faintly against atmosphere, and she sat in her berth with her one bag packed and understood that she had just done, for the first time, the thing she had come to do everywhere for the rest of this record: she had read her own file the way a stranger would.

The stranger’s finding was one line. The subject trusted the instrument, and the instrument was trustworthy, and she is dead.

—
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Anserra had weather. That was the first thing, stepping off the packet’s shuttle onto the open field, after eight days of hull air and ninety-seven minus eight on every clock she owned: the third system’s second colony world had an honest sky, grey as dock plating, and a wind with rain in its intentions coming off the western catchments, and eleven years ago a woman had lived under this sky and Yara had never once, in four hundred pages about her, recorded what the sky did.

The record knew the address. Section 12, respondent’s particulars: KADE, E., RESIDENCE: 4 CANAL ROW, TERRACE LEVEL, ANSERRA. She had typed it in 2376 off a personnel file and never thought of it as a place. It was forty minutes from the field by trackline, in a district built the decade Anserra stopped being a camp and started being a town: low pale terraces along a working canal, freight barges, wet slate, a market smell of bread and fuel cells. People lived here the way people lived everywhere the Accord’s grain arrived on time — busily, unwatched, in the middle of things.

The notary’s office was over a chandlery at the head of Canal Row, and the notary was a small precise woman named Berec who had been expecting no one for eleven years and showed it.

“The Kade estate.” She said it the way you take an old file down: both hands. “You’ll understand I have to ask your standing.”

“I have none,” Yara said. “I’m not here for the Institute. The Institute has, in fact, suspended me, which I’ll happily document. My name is Yara Osei. I wrote the record that—” and here the sentence she had prepared on the packet, the clean procedural sentence, was suddenly not available, and what came out instead was smaller and true. “I wrote the record.”

Berec looked at her for a long time. Notaries were the sediment of a society, Yara had always thought; everything settled through to them eventually, deaths and debts and the true names of things, and they developed in consequence a flat unshockable courtesy that was the closest thing the third system had to a priesthood.

“I know who you are,” Berec said. “I executed the estate. I have held the standing instruction for eleven years, and the standing instruction anticipates you.” She took out an actual paper folder, and from it an actual page, and turned it around on the desk. “I’m permitted to show you this. I am not permitted to editorialise, which is a shame, because I have had eleven years to compose the editorial.”

The page was an instrument of instruction to the estate’s executor, dated eight months after Elin Kade’s death, signed in a strong square hand: RIN KADE, SISTER, SOLE BENEFICIARY.

The flat at 4 Canal Row is not to be cleared, let, altered, or sold. It is to be maintained, heated, and kept at my direction and my expense out of the estate, indefinitely. If a person from the Cassini Institute ever comes — and one will; they are a completing kind of people — the executor is instructed to admit them without message, comment, or welcome, and to give them the key, and to tell them one thing: that everything in the flat is exactly where it was, except the photographs, which I took, because the faces are mine and the rest is theirs.

“She said you’d come,” Berec said, standing, taking a worn brass-coloured key from the folder — a physical key; the terrace level predated palm locks and nobody had ever modernised a street the Accord wasn’t watching. “Eleven years ago she sat where you’re sitting and said it the way you’d cite a regulation. They file everything, sooner or later. One of them will come to file this.” The notary held the key out flat on her palm, and her unshockable courtesy flickered, once, at the very bottom. “Number four. Second door past the mooring bollards. I heat it every winter, Dr. Osei. Eleven winters. Whatever you came to do — do it properly.”

—
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The door opened on stiff hinges into cold clean air and the smell of a sealed decade: mineral, papery, faintly sweet, the smell of dust that has finished falling.

Yara stood on the threshold and did what she always did first, which was nothing.

It was a small flat, two rooms and a galley, terrace-standard, and it was not a shrine and it was not a ruin. It was Tuesday. That was the thing that reached her first and worst: the flat was stopped at an ordinary moment of an ordinary week eleven years deep. A cup and one plate stood in the galley drainer, washed, waiting. A grey work coat hung on the second hook — the second, not the first; the first hook was empty, and had been empty, she understood after a moment, since before the death, because that was the partner’s hook, and the partner had gone in month nine of the fourteen. A folded blanket squared on the arm of the chair by the window that looked at the canal. On the table, a stylus lying diagonally across a tablet whose battery had died sometime in the first year, at whatever page it had died on.

Furniture still in it. The phrase from her own preliminary notes, eleven years old, secondhand even then, some constable’s line she’d filed and never once stood inside.

She stepped in and closed the door and the canal sounds went away.

She knew this room. That was the obscenity of it. She had never been here, and she knew it the way you know a room in the dark, because she had built it once out of documents: Section 12, the residence; Section 19, the seized correspondence, itemised, retrieved from the table by the window; Section 30, the coercion findings, which established — thoroughly, at equal weight, four full sections, the finest documentary work Renash Tor had ever seen from a human being — that the pressure applied to Elin Kade had been applied here, in the evenings, by channel, in this chair, under this lamp, by a supervisor who knew exactly what a junior clerk with a pension and a partner and seventy hours of accrued leave could not afford to lose. Yara had cited this room. She had entered it into evidence. It had been, to her, for eleven years, a five-character string: 4CNLR.

The file had a room in it all along. She walked it now the way she walked scenes, obliquely, touching nothing, and the room answered her record line by line like a witness who has waited a decade to be deposed.

The respondent’s participation in the falsified coordination returns commenced in the fourth quarter of 2374. Here was the work alcove, the terminal long dead, and pinned above it a paper duty rota for a Relay Operations section that no longer existed, in handwriting that got smaller toward the end of the year.

The respondent raised objections through channels on three occasions. Here, in the drawer of the table by the window — the one drawer she allowed herself, because Section 19 had already opened it once with a warrant and she was only following her own citation — were the flimsies of those three objections, the actual flimsies, kept, ordered, dated, each one stamped RECEIVED — NO ACTION, and under them a fourth, unsent, undated, which the warrant team had photographed and she had read in facsimile eleven years ago and here was the paper itself, and the paper knew things the facsimile hadn’t: that it had been folded and unfolded so many times the creases had gone soft as cloth.

The respondent’s cooperation was secured by explicit reference to her partner’s residency status. Here was the empty first hook.

And nowhere — she went around the two rooms twice, slowly, in the failing grey light, rain arriving at last on the terrace roofs like something remembering how — nowhere was there anything the record had gotten wrong. That was the finding she had come eight days to stand inside, and it stood all around her: every fact true. The rota was where the rota should be, the flimsies said what she’d filed that they said, the hook was empty in exact accordance with Section 30. She had documented this room without ever entering it and she had documented it correctly, and the room had gone on from her document to become this — a stopped Tuesday, a coat that would never be collected, pale unfaded rectangles spaced along the wall where a sister had come one day with a box and taken down every face.

Truth at full weight, and the weight had landed here, and the record of the landing was a drainer with one cup in it.

She stood in the middle of the room until the light was gone. She did not photograph anything. She had no standing, no case number, no live authority to attach an image to, and she discovered, standing there with empty hands in the dark of a dead woman’s sitting room, that this was the first scene of her adult life she had ever attended as only a person, and that she had no idea, none, professionally or otherwise, what a person was for.

On the way out, her lamp crossed the galley doorway and caught the ceiling, and she saw that the light fixture there was newer than every other fitting in the flat — a plain domestic pendant, third-system standard, eleven years old.

Somebody had had to replace the original. She stood under it for a long time.

Then she locked the door of 4 Canal Row on its stopped Tuesday, and walked back along the canal through honest rain, and at the notary’s night window she did not return the key, because the instruction had said give them the key and said nothing at all about taking it back, and Rin Kade did not draft loosely.

She was being given the room. The completing kind of people. Filed, she thought, with total clarity and no comfort whatever: she had just been served, eleven years late, with the one exhibit her record had omitted, by opposing counsel who had known her better than she knew herself.

Berec’s window went dark above the chandlery. Somewhere across the canal district, twenty minutes away by trackline, at an address the notary was permitted to disclose, the opposing counsel in question was, at this hour, probably eating her dinner.

Tomorrow, then. Ninety-seven minus nine.
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE SISTER

Rin Kade ran the number-two settling house of the Anserra municipal water authority, a job Yara spent an hour learning the shape of from public filings because she could not help it, and the shape was this: forty-one thousand people drank what Rin Kade certified, daily, and in nineteen years of returns there was not one corrected entry.

A keeper of records, then. The universe had a taste for this and Yara had stopped pretending otherwise.

She also learned — public filings; the Accord archived its refusals as diligently as its grain — that in the fourteen months between certification and the death, R. KADE had petitioned the Accord disciplinary directorate twice. The first petition asked the board to read Sections 30 through 33 of record C-114 — the coercion findings — before finalising the strike-off of E. Kade’s licence. DISPOSITION: NOTED, OUT OF SCOPE. The second, four months later, was one paragraph and asked, in effect, for anything: review, delay, transfer of the pension question to a tribunal that could weigh coercion. DISPOSITION: NOTED, NO STANDING — a sister, it turned out, had no standing in the destruction of a sister.

Two petitions. Both citing Yara’s own sections, accurately, with the page references right. In fourteen months the only human being in fourteen systems who tried to make anyone read the other half of Yara’s record was the woman she was about to ambush at a plant gate, and the Accord had answered her twice with the institutional equivalent of the rectangle of light: noted.

Yara went out to the settling house at shift change with no plan she would have certified. The rain had settled into the long grey patience the locals didn’t remark on. The gate was steel mesh, the yard beyond it all tanks and weirs and catwalks, and at 1800 the day shift came out through the gate in ones and twos, and Rin Kade came out last, because of course the one who signed the returns came out last.

She was recognisable from the public record and would have been recognisable from nothing: a tall square-handed woman in authority waterproofs, younger than Elin would have been, with the particular economy of movement that Yara had seen in Dena Sok and the freight foreman and every other person who maintained the world for a living. She saw Yara from ten metres. Yara watched her see: the flat check, the identification — no surprise at all, and that was its own small horror, one of them will come — and then Rin Kade altered course by four degrees and walked past her, close enough to touch, eyes forward, through the rain, toward the trackline.

“Ms. Kade. My name is—”

Nothing. Not a hitch in the stride. Yara did not follow. She stood in the rain and let her go, and came back the next morning, and stood across the road from the gate at 0550 as the day shift went in, and Rin Kade walked past her again, incoming, eyes forward, four degrees, and the gate closed.

She did not try a message. Rin had had eleven years to accept a message and had instead drafted an instruction that admitted Yara to a flat without message, comment, or welcome. The terms were set. Yara had spent her whole working life reading the terms other people set in documents; she could read these. She was allowed the room. She was not owed the woman.

She came back at 1800 anyway, a second evening, because leaving without being refused to her face felt like one more thing done by channel, at a distance, out of the weather, and she had had enough of herself at a distance to last the rest of her life.

Shift change. Ones and twos. Then Rin, last, signing the yard log at the gatehouse with the gatekeeper holding a rain cape over the page — a paper log, a settling house that didn’t trust the automated one, and Yara filed that in the place where she kept things that hurt in ways she had no category for. Rin came through the gate, and checked, and this time she stopped.

Ten feet of rain between them. The trackline hummed somewhere behind the tanks. Rin Kade looked at her the way her sister’s room had looked at her: without appeal, without mercy, without one single fact out of place.

Yara had prepared nothing, in the end. Preparation was for people with standing. She said the only thing that was true and hers: “I’m not here to ask you for anything. I came to see it. I should have come eleven years ago. There’s a death I have never filed, and I’ve said that out loud now, to my board, and before I decide what I do about it there was a room I had to stand in, and —” she heard herself, the investigator, the instrument, eleven hundred hours of training reaching for a clause, and shut it off, and stood there in the rain with empty hands for the second time in two days. “Her record is true and it is not complete. That’s all I know so far. I thought you were owed hearing it from the mouth.”

Rain on the tanks. Rain on the road. The gatekeeper had gone inside. Somewhere down the canal a barge sounded its horn, twice, freight-patient, and Rin Kade stood in her authority waterproofs with the yard log’s ink safe and dry behind her and looked at the woman who had written four hundred true pages about her sister, and when she finally spoke it was quietly, and evenly, and it was the worst thing anyone had ever said to Yara in her life.

“You didn’t lie.” A barge-length of silence. “That’s what I can’t forgive. If you’d lied I’d know what to do with you.”

She said it the way her sister’s flimsies had been folded: soft at the creases from long handling — a sentence worked over so many hundred nights it had gone smooth, the single distilled return of eleven years of certified water. Then she turned and walked to the trackline, and did not look back, and the platform took her, and the rain went on doing the only thing it knew how to do.

Yara stood at the gate a long time.

She had answers for lies. That was the whole of her, when you audited it. Eleven years, twenty-three records, an entire discipline, a charter, a method, a creed recited to a stranger in an airlock corridor — all of it was apparatus for what to do with lies, a magnificent machine with one intake. Show it a falsehood and it would find the fact; show it a suppression and it would find the document; show it Renash Tor and it would lose on points but know, at least, what game was being scored. And Rin Kade had just stood in the rain and shown her the one thing in fourteen systems her machine had no intake for — a harm made entirely out of truth, done to the letter, by the book, no lie anywhere in it to seize — and told her, precisely, like a woman certifying a return: unprocessable. If you’d lied I’d know what to do with you.

There was nothing to do with her. That was what the sentence meant. Hatred needs a defect to fasten on, and Yara had not supplied one, and so eleven years of a sister’s grief had been left circling with its full charge and nowhere to land — kept, ordered, dated, maintained at her direction and her expense, indefinitely, like a flat nobody would ever live in again.

The record is not a weapon, she had told Sana Doss once, staking everything on it. It is a record. She walked back through the rain to the trackline with the brass key to 4 Canal Row in her pocket, and behind her forty-one thousand people’s water went on being exactly what a Kade had certified it to be, and she understood that she believed her own creed now the way Berec heated the flat: eleven winters running, out of an estate, for no one.

The packet for the fourth system left at 0400. Eighty-seven days on the clocks. She had a berth on it, and no standing, and a key she had not been asked to return, and somewhere ahead of her, at the far end of eight days of hull air, was a freight bay where the man who kept the account of people like Elin Kade — number 74, she was number 74 — was working sixteen-hour days to feed the survivors of the truth Yara had not yet even told.

She slept none of the first night out, and did not file the fact, there being nowhere left to file anything.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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THE FREIGHT BAY

Meridian Station announced the relief operation before you ever saw it. Two days out, the packet began threading inbound grain traffic; a day out, the traffic had a queue; by final approach the queue had a geometry, lit lanes of bulk carriers stacked eleven deep off the ring like sentences waiting to be filed, and the packet’s own crew came off the flight deck to look, because nobody working freight in the fourth system had ever seen Meridian’s dock ring at full stretch.

She docked at 2200 with nowhere she was expected until morning, and so she did the thing she had been not-doing for eleven months, since the decommissioning, since a school bell went into a crate while she stood in an empty corridor: she went down.

Deck twelve, and then the eight levels below it that did not appear on the transit maps anymore — had never appeared on them, that was the original crime, and now appeared on them differently, as CLOSED SECTIONS, PENDING SUCCESSOR DETERMINATION, which was the new crime, or the new mercy; fourteen systems had not decided which and had put off deciding along with everything else. The lift she remembered was locked out. The stair beside it was not, because stairs never are, and she walked down eight flights of switchbacks with her footsteps coming back at her off the concrete, into the amber.

They had left the amber lights on. Somebody — some registrar, some Calla Voss of the lighting grid — had decided that a decommissioned habitat level still needed its emergency circuit, and the emergency circuit down here had always been the amber one, and so the city below stood empty in the exact light it had lived in for four generations. The painted walls ran on into it, block after block: the ochre course along the market row, the blue-washed lintels, the curtained window frames looking out at nothing, curtains gone now, frames repainted by no one. Her steps were the only traffic. Eleven months ago there had been forty-two thousand people breathing down here and the air system, still running at habitation spec because nobody had filed the form to lower it, made the corridors feel not abandoned but held — a lung kept inflated, a flat kept heated, eleven winters, out of an estate.

She had not planned a route and her feet had one anyway. The school was four blocks in, off the second stair, and the corridor outside it was where the three blue handprints climbed the wall in descending sizes, and she stopped in front of them the way everyone had always stopped in front of them, because they were the whole argument in three prints and nobody had ever needed to caption them.

Somebody had screwed a transparent conservation panel over the wall.

It was museum-grade, edge-sealed, dated eleven weeks ago, and in its lower corner was etched a small legend: PRESERVED AT THE INSTRUCTION OF MERIDIAN CIVIC ASSOCIATION NO. 4, IN TRUST FOR THE PERSONS COUNTED HEREIN. She stood in the amber light reading nine words for much longer than nine words take, and it was there, of all places, two hundred metres of dead city from the nearest living person, that a voice behind her said, “They argued about the panel for a month.”

Jaro came up the corridor with a hand lamp he wasn’t using and a cataloguer’s satchel over his shoulder, twenty years greyer than twenty years should have made him, entirely unsurprised to find her there, because the stair she had used logged its door cycles to the association now and he was the association’s archivist and he read the log the way other men read weather. “Half of us said sealing it behind a panel made it an exhibit, and we had not spent four generations being anybody’s exhibit. The other half said that without the panel, in forty years it’s a repainted wall in a freight annex, and the hands are gone the way everything down here is gone.” He stopped beside her and looked at the prints, smallest at the top, the way you hang them when the wall belongs to the children. “The panel side won by eleven votes. Everything with us is votes now. We got a taste for it.” He said it without bitterness, which was somehow worse. “Hello, Dr. Osei.”

“Jaro.” She had last seen him across a corridor on the worst night of Book Two of her life, recording six honest hours of Renash Tor. “You stayed.”

“Somebody had to hold the ground lease.” A dry flicker. “The association took the sub-levels in trust from the interim executive — a peppercorn instrument, one page; his office drafted it in an afternoon, and it is watertight, I had it checked by three jurisdictions. It turns out a legal person can own what a community couldn’t. We are learning what else that’s true of.” He nodded down the corridor, deeper in, toward the old market. “Come and see the archive before you go up to his grain. You’ll pass it anyway. Everyone does, now. That’s not an accident either.”

The old market hall had become the association’s holdings: rank on rank of bonded conservation crates in the amber light, each one catalogued in Jaro’s hand-lettering on cards in brass frames, four generations of a dissolved city boxed and labelled and owned, at last, by its own. He walked her down the rows without narration until she stopped, because she had known it would be here and had not prepared for it anyway: a crate the size of a footlocker, mid-row, no different from its neighbours, its card reading only — SCHOOL BELL, LEVEL FOUR PRIMARY, BRONZE, 2311–2387. RANG FOR EVERY CHILD. CONDITION: COMPLETE.

“Condition complete,” Yara said, when she could.

“I write the cards,” Jaro said. “It’s the only editorialising I get.” He stood with her in front of the crate, and the air system breathed for the empty city, and after a while he said, in the tone of a man who had decided something on the walk over: “You never asked me what I wanted. I told you that once, the year we all voted. You never did ask, afterward. Ask me now. I’ve been saving the answer and I’m getting old.”

“What do you want, Jaro?”

“I want the record kept where the people are,” he said. “That’s the whole of it. Twenty years I catalogued a channel nobody upstairs believed in, and the lesson wasn’t the channel. Records rot when they’re kept at people, Doctor — kept over them, about them, away from them. They keep when the people can touch the crates.” He looked at her sidelong, amber light in the seams of his face. “Your Institute keeps the honest account of fourteen systems eleven hundred hours away from every person in it. His Ledger” — no name needed, down here least of anywhere — “is honest as bone and he keeps it in his own coat. And the only archive in human space that forty-two thousand people can walk into and touch is this one, and we are the ones everybody agrees got dissolved.” He let that sit exactly as long as it needed, a man who had learned his timing from four generations of waiting. “You’re going up to the freight bay in the morning. You’ll see something up there that everyone sees and nobody reads. Read the name on the grain, Dr. Osei. Then come back down sometime and tell me who dissolved.”

Bay N-9 had been the grain transshipment head for the outer-system corridors for thirty years. What it was now took Yara a full minute of standing on the gallery to parse, and she was trained.

The bay was a kilometre of moving cargo. Thousand-ton grain lots in bonded cradles, rank on rank, stencilled in a livery she had never seen — not Accord blue; a plain slate-grey with a plain sans-serif legend — being walked by loader teams into holds at a tempo that read, from above, like time-lapse. Cold-chain medicine containers in their white jackets ran on a separate line with a separate crew, because you do not let anyone tired near the insulin. Tally boards the size of bulkheads carried running totals in three columns: LADEN, BONDED, REQUIRED, and the REQUIRED column was the largest number Yara had seen outside astronomy, and the other two columns were climbing toward it in increments of a thousand tons like a man bailing a sea.

And it was 0300 station time, and the bay was at full tempo, and it had been at full tempo, the packet’s mate had told her, around every clock for five weeks.

She found the livery first, because the livery was a document and documents came to her hand. The slate-grey legend, up close, on cradle after cradle, read: HELD IN TRUST — MERIDIAN CIVIC ASSOCIATION NO. 4 — SUCCESSOR-NEUTRAL BOND. She stood in front of it and worked it out, and then stood a moment longer, because it deserved standing for.

The grain was not Accord property. That was the trick, and it was beautiful, and she knew whose it was before she saw him. Accord property lapsed with the charter — everything the Accord owned would freeze in the eleven-day gap while fourteen legally orphaned systems drafted a successor, and grain frozen in a bonded warehouse feeds no one. So somebody had spent five weeks moving title, lot by lot, out of the Accord entirely and into trust with the only institutions in fourteen systems guaranteed to survive the charter’s death because they had never depended on it: the civic associations of the resettled 42,000. The citizenship structures Renash Tor had built to win Book Two of Yara’s life were standing in a freight bay holding the food that would outlive the government that issued them. His own instrument, twice over.

“Dr. Osei.”

She knew the voice before she turned. Four years had roughened it; a freight bay had roughened it more. Soren Maks stood at the foot of the gallery stair in a loader crew’s high-visibility rig, a manifest board under his arm, greyer than his file image, thinner than his sentencing hearing, and entirely unmistakably himself: the man who had carried a legacy code for eighteen years without using it, and had then asked the Institute’s best investigator to write down everything he was, and had gone to prison on the strength of her sentences, and was looking up at her now with an expression she had no right to and received anyway — plain, unbilled courtesy.

“They told me you were inbound,” he said. “I asked the dockmaster to flag your packet. I hoped you’d come down before the convention circus starts.” He gestured, economically, at the kilometre of moving cargo. “Well. You’re standing in the argument. Come see it properly.”

They walked the bay floor. It took an hour, and he narrated it the way he had once narrated eighteen years of surveillance to her, in order, at even weight, sparing himself nothing. Out on licence at the half-term, he said — the review board’s reasoning had cited, of all things, the completeness of the record of his offence: a man so thoroughly documented was a man the licence system could actually supervise, and there was a finding for her collection, the record as key as well as blade. Terms of licence: approved employment, approved residence, no access to Accord information systems, which disqualified him from every job he had ever held and every job he was any good at except, it turned out, the oldest one there was.

“Logistics is just internal affairs for objects,” he said, deadpan, watching a grain cradle swing. “Everything wants to be somewhere it isn’t, and lies to you about where it’s been. I run intake tally, night side. Sixteen hours most days. It’s the first work I’ve done since I was thirty that I can explain to a stranger in one sentence, and I sleep” — he considered, fairly — “better than I did for eighteen years, at any rate.”

“You don’t ask how I sleep.”

“I read the manifest line like everyone else.” He said it gently, and did not look at her. “Seat held, condition outstanding. Fourteen systems doing crossword puzzles about what the condition is.” A pause, at the exact weight of a man laying a fact where she could reach it. “For whatever it’s worth, Dr. Osei: I asked you to file me. I have never once regretted it. It cost what it cost, and I knew the price going in better than you did — that was the whole reason I came to you, because you were the only instrument that wouldn’t discount it.” He stopped walking, and now he did look at her. “I’m not telling you what to do about your condition outstanding. I’m telling you the view from the far side of being completely written down. It is cold, and it is clean, and nobody can ever take anything from me again by threatening to tell the truth about me. There are worse countries to live in. That’s all.”

Then the bay’s tempo hiccuped — a cold-chain container flagged red on the line, some dispute of temperature telemetry — and Soren Maks was gone into it with his board, night-side intake tally, the most honest job description she had ever heard, and Yara stood alone in the middle of the argument, and let herself finally look at the far end of the bay, where she had been not-looking for an hour, at the open-fronted operations office with the light on, and the big unhurried figure inside it, in work clothes, at a standing desk, doing what he had been doing since before she docked and would be doing after she slept.

—
[image: ]


Renash Tor at work was somehow smaller than Renash Tor in a frame, and it took her a moment to resolve why: in every image fourteen systems had of him he was the fixed point and the room arranged itself around him, and here he was arranging himself around the room — stepping back for a tally runner, flattening against the desk to let a pallet jack pass, taking a flask of tea from a loader with a nod that thanked her without spending her time. The interim executive of the Accord, the man who had won every argument of Yara’s adult life, sixty hours a week in a freight bay, adjacent — she thought of Pei’s word, from another lifetime — always adjacent, and for once in his career, visibly, the residue was everywhere: every laden hold in the queue was his signature. He had simply found, at the end of thirty-one years, a way to write it in grain.

He saw her, of course. He had presumably seen her an hour ago. He waited until she chose to cross to the office, because he never spent what he could let her spend, and when she stopped in the doorway he set down his stylus and gave her the same unhurried attention he’d given her petition, once, in another book of her life.

“Dr. Osei.”

“Deputy Director.”

“Not for much longer, one way or the other. There’s tea.” There was; a second flask stood on the desk’s end, and she understood with a small interior lurch that it had been standing there since roughly the hour her packet docked, and that this, too, was pricing: he had calculated she would come, and had costed a flask of tea against being wrong, and had been right. “You’ve walked the bay. Ask me the real question. You’ve had an hour to draft it.”

She had. She asked it. “What’s the shortfall?”

Something moved through his face that in a lesser man would have been a smile — recognition, filed. Every journalist in fourteen systems asked him about the effort. The investigator asked about the gap.

“As of this morning: we hold or have under bond sixty-two per cent of what the two outer systems need to cross an eleven-day charter gap plus the realistic re-ratification overrun, which the convention’s own secretariat models at a further nine to twenty days and everyone pretends not to have read. Sixty-two per cent, trending to seventy, maybe seventy-one, by the last legal sailing.” He said the numbers the way Vance had said cardiac arrest: the mechanism, and real, and not the point. “The constraint is not grain. Grain exists; I can get grain. The constraint is bond-clean lift — hulls whose ownership survives the gap — and time. I am short roughly thirty per cent of the lift, and there is no thirty per cent to be had, because I have already taken everything that floats and isn’t nailed to the Accord’s own registry. I have been at this five weeks. I expect to fail by about a third, Dr. Osei. I file that expectation with you now, verbally, since you are the only person on this station who will neither quote it nor comfort me about it.”

“And the third that fails —”

“Dies,” Tor said, evenly, at the exact register of everything else, and picked up his stylus, and set it down again, the single wasted motion she had ever seen from him. “Your analyst is refining the projection now. His secretariat brief lands tomorrow, ten hundred, one deck up. I’ve asked that the Institute’s investigator of record be listed to attend — suspended or otherwise; the secretariat can list whom it likes and I like accuracy in the room.” He turned back to the standing desk, to the manifest that had not stopped moving while fourteen systems argued about founding lies, and gave her the last of it over his shoulder, without weight, which was how he delivered everything that had the most.

“You’ll want to see the number before it publishes,” he said. “So will I. I have a suspicion about the number.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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FOUR HUNDRED AND ELEVEN

The secretariat briefing room one deck above bay N-9 had been a corridor-facing tally office five weeks ago and still smelled of grain dust, and at 1000 station time it held eleven people, one channel frame, and no ceremony whatever.

Pei Watanabe assembled above the table at half a second’s lag from New Providence, and the sight of him did something to Yara’s sternum she declined to name. Thirty now. The glasses he didn’t need. Behind him not the analyst floor but a packing crate with his name stencilled on it, because he was boarding a ship in thirty-one hours to go to the place she had spent eleven years earning and one unfiled section losing, and neither of them had said one word about that since the manifest posted, and both of them, being what they were, had said it that way.

He presented standing, from four hundred hours away, to a room of secretariat staff, two convoy planners, the dockmaster, one suspended investigator, and Renash Tor, who sat halfway down the table’s side — not its head; she noticed; everyone always noticed, which was why he did it — and took notes by hand.

“This brief replaces the range published before the Colonial Court’s ruling,” Pei said. “The old figure — three hundred to six hundred excess deaths across the charter gap — was honest and coarse. It was built on two systems’ aggregate consumption against aggregate interruption. Since then I’ve had five weeks, the settlement-level registries the citizenship process created” — his eyes did not move to Tor; the sentence did — “and the actual lading data from this operation below us. The new model runs at the resolution of clinics and granaries. I can tell you where the gap bites, in what order, and how hard, as a function of relief coverage and gap duration.”

The projection bloomed over the table: two outer systems rendered as lattices of small lights, each light a settlement, each with its own thin margin drawn around it like an isobar.

“Three findings. First: the deaths are not starvation, mostly. Nobody credible models mass starvation in a three-to-four-week interruption. The deaths are the margins — dialysis and dosage, cold-chains breaking, clinic resupply, the elderly on managed regimens, neonates, the four thousand people in fourteen systems who are always, on any given day, eleven days from the end of a supply line nobody thinks of as life support until it stops. The gap doesn’t starve people. It audits them.” He said the verb precisely, and Yara watched it land around the table on people who had never framed it that way and would never frame it any other way again.

“Second: coverage matters more than duration, and coverage is what’s on the tally boards downstairs. At one hundred per cent pre-positioning, gap deaths approach the low dozens regardless of overrun. At zero, the old six hundred was optimistic. The operation below us is currently trending to deliver roughly seventy per cent coverage by last sailing.” He paused, exactly one breath. “Third finding. At seventy per cent coverage, across the plausible range of gap durations, the model’s ninety-per-cent confidence interval for excess deaths runs from three hundred and eighty to five hundred and twenty.”

He let the interval stand alone for a moment, the way she had taught him without ever meaning to teach anybody anything.

“The distribution isn’t flat. It peaks. The single most probable outcome — the mode, the number the model returns more often than any other number when you run it ten thousand times —”

He is twenty-nine years old, Yara thought, uselessly, he is standing next to a packing crate, and she watched his hand move, and knew what the number was going to be one full second before it resolved over the table, knew it the way she had known the searched room was wrong, in the body first, and had just time to think no —

“— is four hundred and eleven.”

The number hung in grain-dusted air in figures a hand high.

The secretariat staff wrote it down. That was all it was, to nine of the eleven people in the room and to every official who would read the brief by evening: a number, grim, useful, actionable, a target for the tally boards downstairs to eat away at. One of the convoy planners was already asking about the sensitivity to a twelve-day overrun. The dockmaster wanted the clinic-resupply sequencing. The brief moved on, because briefs move.

Yara did not hear the next four minutes.

Four hundred and eleven. Names, dates, what was filed, what it cost, who filed it. Thirty-one years of a private both-things archive in a grey ledger she had audited with her own hands, expecting inflation, finding conservatism. Four hundred and eleven people destroyed by true disclosures, fourteen of them hers, one of them a junior clerk from Anserra whose flat key was in the inside pocket of the jacket Yara was wearing in this room. The exact census of the harm of honesty, compiled by the man sitting halfway down the table — and now the same integer had come back out of an honest model as the most probable price of the largest true disclosure in human history, and it meant nothing, and she knew in her marrow that it meant nothing: a mode is a mode, the interval was wide, numbers recur, Pei’s model had never seen the Ledger, the coincidence was a coincidence and would not have survived one hour of her own cross-examination.

And it did not matter that it meant nothing. Some things arrive below the meaning line. The number sat over the table like the fourth line of a manifest, and Yara looked away from it, down the table’s side, at exactly the moment Renash Tor looked up from his notes.

He had stopped writing.

That was all. A man with thirty-one years of never one wasted motion had a stylus in his hand and a half-finished line under it, and for two seconds, perhaps three, he did not write. He was looking at the number with no expression she could have entered into any record — and she understood, with the strange lateral clarity that came to her at scenes, that she was the only person alive who could read the stillness, because she was the only other person in the room who knew the Ledger’s count, and he knew she knew it, he had watched her audit it, and so the two of them sat fifteen feet apart in a room of oblivious officials while a number that was the private sum of his life’s grief and the projected sum of her life’s method hung in the air between them a hand high, and each knew the other had seen it.

Say it, she thought, with something that was almost longing. Say it and it becomes small. One sentence — an odd echo, Doctor — and it’s a coincidence out loud, a thing two colleagues noticed, filed, discharged.

He looked at her for the length of half a breath. Then he looked down and finished the line he had been writing, and she turned back to the projection and asked Pei, in a voice that came out perfectly level, for the mortality sequencing at sixty-five per cent coverage, and neither of them said it, then or ever, and both of them knew that the not-saying was itself an entry somewhere, in whatever ledger it is that keeps the account of the things the honest cannot afford to speak aloud.

—
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The brief published at 1300. By 1500 it was in fourteen archives and the number was in every feed in human space, doing what numbers do, becoming a fact, becoming a stake, becoming a flag planted by both sides at once: four hundred and eleven reasons to vote no, said the three governors’ systems by evening; four hundred and eleven reasons the convoys must be funded, said the eleven’s. She watched the number leave the room where it had been a shudder between two people and go out into the world to be useful, and thought about instruments, and what they know, and when.

Pei called her privately at 2200, off the record, from beside the packing crate, thirty-one hours minus twelve from departure. For a while neither of them managed anything.

“I checked it four ways,” he said at last, quietly. “I built the model to have never touched his Ledger. It hasn’t. Clean lineage, every input auditable. The number is honest, Yara. It’s just —” and she watched the analyst, the best quantitative mind of his generation, reach the edge of every tool he owned, exactly where she had been standing since 1004 that morning. “You were in the room. You saw him stop writing.”

“I saw it.”

“Somebody should file it,” Pei said. “The coincidence. Somebody should at least note it, formally — the projection equals the Ledger, dated, witnessed, no interpretation attached. That’s what we do. That’s the whole method. Things that mean nothing get filed too, because we don’t get to decide in advance what turns out to mean something.” A long half-second of lag, or of Pei. “And I’m not going to, and you’re not either. Are we.”

“No,” Yara said. “We aren’t.”

“Why not?”

She looked past his shoulder at the crate with his name on it, going where she was not, because of what she had not filed, and gave him the only complete answer she had left, which she would think about for a long time afterward, because it was the first time in her life she had ever said it about a true thing:

“Because some records aren’t ours to make.”

Pei took his glasses off, and cleaned them on his sleeve, and put them back on, and looked at her for a moment through the clean lenses and four hundred hours of dark.

“Eleven years too late,” he said, “but it does eventually take.”

He signed off before she could answer, which was the kindest thing available, and she sat in the borrowed room with the light off and the station humming its freight bay hum somewhere under everything, eighty-three days on the clocks, and did not file the number, and did not sleep, and downstairs in bay N-9 the tally boards climbed all night toward a total that everyone now privately called, though it appeared in no document anywhere, the four hundred and eleven.
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CHAPTER SIX
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THE OBSERVER DEPARTS

Maren Sollis called her the night before the departure, which nobody had warned her to expect, because nobody warned you about Maren Sollis.

The observatory director appeared above the desk in her travelling clothes amid the ruins of a packed office — shelves stripped, instrument cases stacked, and on the wall behind her, still mounted, the framed first page of the 847-transmission-event paper, which she was evidently leaving where it hung, in the building twelve Accord officials had once tried to make retract it. She did not say hello. Sixty-two years old and four hundred hours away, she looked at Yara for a moment with the frank calibrating attention of a woman who had spent her life deciding how much to trust instruments, and then she said: “I’m told the seat business is considered a delicate subject. I have never kept a delicate subject in my life and I’m not acquiring one the night before I leave the map. So: I reviewed your board’s findings. All of them, the annex included. I have some experience of institutions asking me to be ashamed of accurate work, and I want to be on the record with you before I’m out of range.”

“You’re on the record with everyone, Director. It’s your defining quality.”

“Four sentences,” Maren Sollis said, unmoved, and held up a finger for each. “Your data is clean. Your error bars are honest. The deaths are real and they are in the dataset now and they change the model — that is what data does, and only a fool or a coward resents the dataset for updating. And a person who files the update at full weight against herself is the only kind of colleague I have ever wanted, so when you finally repair whatever it is you’re repairing, I expect you out there, because the seat is correctly yours and I have never once held a corrected finding against the instrument that corrected it.” She lowered the hand. “That’s the four. The paper stands. So, in my assessment, does the investigator. Don’t reply; you’ll say something procedural and spoil it.”

She reached off-frame to end the call, and paused, and for just a moment the briskness went somewhere else and what was left was an old astronomer on the eve of the observation of her species’ life.

“A hundred and ten days of phase offset,” she said. “That’s what I contributed to all this — a discrepancy between light and the channel, promoted to evidence. Everyone told me the offset was an error, Dr. Osei. It was the clue. It usually is.” A last dry look, aimed with an astronomer’s precision. “Mind your discrepancies.”

The frame emptied. Twenty minutes later, as if they had queued in the corridor — and knowing Pei, there had been an actual queue, negotiated, scheduled — her screen lit again, and it was the analyst, glasses on, crate behind him, thirty hours out.

He talked shop first
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