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The methodology report arrived in Yuna's inbox at 6:31 AM, which was sixteen minutes later than Hyerin had promised, and Yuna had already noted the discrepancy in the way she noted most things: without comment, filed.

She opened it at 6:47, once her tea had steeped exactly four minutes and she had confirmed, by the particular quality of light falling across the Han River below, that the day was going to be overcast. The forecast had said as much, but Yuna preferred to verify.

The report was forty-one pages. She began at the executive summary, as she always did, then moved immediately to the methodology section, then to the raw data appendix, then back to the executive summary again. Reading from the inside out, she would have said, if anyone had ever asked. No one had. The habit was so established it no longer registered as a choice.

Her office at Naeun Dynamics occupied the northeast corner of the twenty-third floor, which meant that in summer the morning light came through the floor-to-ceiling glass at an angle that required the blinds, and in winter the river went grey and silver and the towers on the opposite bank looked like the memory of towers rather than the things themselves. It was December. Yuna had not adjusted the blinds in three weeks.

The office was, by the standards of Naeun Dynamics' twenty-third floor, spare. Two monitors, one for working documents and one for secondary reference material, arranged at an angle she had determined, through iteration, was optimal for dual-task focus. A single plant in the east corner, a Zamioculcas zamiifolia, which required watering every fourteen days and had not died yet. A filing system color-coded by project phase that her team had learned to navigate through observation, the way new employees always learned the things their supervisors did not think to explain. A clean desk, except for the report she was reading, the pen she used to annotate it, and the tea.

The pen was ordinary: a 0.5mm rollerball in black, replaceable. She went through roughly one every six weeks. She had never bought a different kind.

She read through the methodology section and found two errors and one structural choice she disagreed with but could not, on reflection, argue was technically wrong. She marked all three with the same annotation symbol, a small bracketed asterisk, and moved on. Junior researcher work was rarely the problem it presented as; it was usually the symptom of a question that hadn't been asked clearly enough upstream. She would need to look at the original project brief.

The project brief was in the second drawer of her filing system, in a folder labeled, in her own handwriting, Q4 REGULATORY — PENDING. She opened the drawer.

The face-down photograph was in the second drawer too, where it had been for four years.

She did not look at it. She found the brief, closed the drawer, and returned to her desk.

The brief, as she had half-suspected, was the problem. The framing of the research question had been imprecise in a way that would have seemed like flexibility at the time and had produced, four months later, a methodology that was technically defensible and substantively incomplete. She made a note to speak with Hyerin about the distinction between a question that is unanswerable and a question that has been asked wrong, and she was halfway through drafting the note when the door to her office opened.

She had not heard the knock, which meant Jisoo had not knocked.

Baek Jisoo came in the way she always came in: unhurried, already mid-thought, with the particular air of someone who had organized the room's furniture in her head before she arrived. She was fifty-one and looked, consistently, as though she had chosen fifty-one with care and was pleased with the selection. Her coat was wool, well-cut, in a shade of deep charcoal that Yuna recognized as the coat she wore when she expected a conversation to matter.

"You're here early." Jisoo settled into the chair across from Yuna's desk without being invited. This was not unusual.

"I'm always here at this time."

"I know." Jisoo's tone held a particular quality, fond and faintly proprietary, that Yuna had long since stopped analyzing. "Is that Hyerin's Q4 report?"

"Yes."

"And?"

Yuna set down her pen. "The methodology is salvageable. The brief needs revision. I'll speak with her this afternoon."

Jisoo nodded, as though this were the answer she had expected, which it probably was. Jisoo had been expecting Yuna's answers correctly for eight years. "Good." A pause, comfortable enough to contain something else. "There's a meeting I'd like you to know about before it happens. A request came in from the regulatory liaison office in Brussels."

Yuna looked at her.

"A consultation," Jisoo said. "That's how it's been framed. Someone named Varga, Tomás Varga, regulatory affairs. He'll be in Seoul next Thursday."

"What kind of consultation?"

"Policy framework. Certification methodology." Jisoo picked up the stapler from the corner of Yuna's desk and set it down again, a gesture Yuna had seen her make in dozens of offices over eight years and had never fully decoded. "I don't have the full scope yet. But his office requested you specifically."

Yuna waited.

"I'll know more by Monday," Jisoo said. "I wanted you to have the week to prepare." She stood, smoothed her coat. "Your plant is doing well."

"I water it on a schedule."

"Of course you do." The tone was genuinely warm, and Yuna received it the way she received most warmth: with appreciation and a slight, barely perceptible adjustment, like a well-calibrated instrument accounting for external pressure. "Thursday. I'll send you the brief when it comes in."

After Jisoo left, Yuna sat for a moment with the particular silence that followed her departures. Then she picked up her pen, pulled the methodology report toward her, and continued reading.

By seven thirty her team began arriving in the order she had come to expect: Hyerin first, five minutes early, with the expression of someone who had checked her inbox twice on the commute and found nothing catastrophic; then the two junior analysts, Songmin and Bora, in conversation that ceased at the threshold of the main office in the manner she had never directly discouraged and had never needed to directly encourage. The team functioned well. This was, in Yuna's assessment, the result of clear expectations maintained consistently over time, and had nothing to do with fear. She was confident of this. She was almost confident of this.

She met with Hyerin at nine.

The meeting took thirty-seven minutes. Yuna walked her through the brief, the methodology, and the three-color annotation system, which Hyerin knew but did not always interpret correctly—the red asterisk meant the error required immediate correction, the blue meant it required discussion, and the black was the one she had used this morning, which meant the element was worth examining but did not yet have a verdict. She explained the question framing problem without assigning blame for it, because the problem was not Hyerin's fault in the way that mattered, and blame was, in any case, a blunt instrument. She gave specific direction. She asked one question, at the end, that was not directive: "What were you trying to show in section four?"

Hyerin answered. It was a good answer. Yuna told her so, specifically: "The instinct in section four is right. The method needs to catch up with it." She watched Hyerin's expression do the thing it always did—the small recalibration of someone who had expected criticism and received something more complicated, and was adjusting. Yuna did not find this satisfying, exactly. It was more neutral than that.

After Hyerin left, she reviewed two additional documents, approved a budget allocation for Songmin's sub-project, declined a speaking invitation from a conference in Osaka on the grounds of scheduling conflict (which was true) and disinterest in the panel topic (which she did not include in the declination), and read through the abstract of a paper that had been forwarded by a colleague at Seoul National University with the note: thought you'd want to see this before it circulates.

The paper was by Ashida Rin.

Yuna read the abstract once, then a second time. Then she opened the second drawer and retrieved a folder that was not labeled, which was unusual for her, and which she had never discussed with anyone. Inside was a collection of documents: a printed preprint, heavily annotated in three colors; two peer review exchanges, one published and one from a journal that had ultimately passed; and a conference program from eighteen months ago with a single name circled.

She did not add the abstract. She read it a third time, noted the methodology, and flagged two sentences that she intended to come back to, then closed the document without responding to her colleague's email and returned the folder to the drawer.

The face-down photograph was still there. She did not look at it.

Outside the twenty-third floor windows, the Han River was the color of old pewter, and the towers on the opposite bank had their lights on already, even though it was morning, because in December the light never quite arrived.

Yuna picked up her pen. She had three more documents to review before noon.

She began reading.
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The borrowed office had three whiteboards, which was one more than the university had promised, and Rin had covered all three by the end of the first week.

She worked at a tempo that required space: the annotated printouts spread across the back table in a sequence that was not alphabetical and not chronological but was organized by a logic she could reconstruct in full at any moment, which was what mattered. The central whiteboard held the methodology tree for the funding proposal, branches and sub-branches in three colors of marker, with corrections made not by erasure but by notation—arrows, bracketed alternatives, small flags that read things like this assumes X, verify and Dasom: check the 2022 EU dataset here. The secondary boards held supporting material: references, counterarguments, two competing frameworks drawn in parallel columns so she could look at them simultaneously without moving her head.

The onigiri was from the convenience store on the ground floor, which was the only food option within reasonable distance and which Rin had evaluated, on day two, as adequate. She ate it at her workstation without ceremony, reading a peer review that had arrived that morning and which she found, as she found roughly forty percent of peer reviews, insulting.

"He hasn't read section three," she said. "He's responding to his idea of what section three says."

Dasom Lim looked up from her laptop. She was twenty-seven, sat with exceptional posture that she attributed to a childhood of dance lessons she had hated, and had been working with Rin for two years in the way that people work with someone whose pace they have matched out of genuine interest rather than professional obligation. "Which part?"

"The predictive variance argument. He's calling it 'speculative' because he hasn't engaged with the empirical foundation in 3.2." Rin turned the review over and wrote something on the back, which was a habit Dasom had catalogued along with the others. "Speculative. As if the model isn't derived from seventeen years of incident data."

"Are you going to say that in the response?"

"I'm going to say it more precisely than that."

Dasom returned to her screen. Outside the borrowed office, the Busan campus went about its midday business: footsteps in the corridor, the sound of a seminar beginning two doors down, the particular administrative hum of a building that had been built for another purpose and adapted. The university had offered Rin the office for three months, which was more generous than the arrangement required, and she had accepted with the efficient gratitude of someone who had learned not to accumulate more than she could transport.

"Paragraph four," Dasom said, without looking up. "You've cited yourself four times."

"It's a response to a review that contains zero citations. I think we can manage four."

"The editor's going to flag it."

"Let the editor flag it."

Dasom made the small sound that meant she was deciding whether to argue. She decided not to. "The funding proposal third section. You've switched tenses twice."

"Which instances?"

Dasom highlighted them. Rin crossed the room, looked, and corrected both without sitting down, then returned to her workstation. The review response was open on her screen alongside the proposal alongside a secondary window containing the paper she was currently reading, which was unrelated to either, and which she had opened at eight this morning and had been returning to in the intervals between tasks in the way she returned to most things she found genuinely interesting: repeatedly, from different angles, until she had read all the way around the idea.

"You know being right isn't the same as being heard, right?"

Rin looked up.

Dasom was reading the review response. Her expression was neutral in the particular way that meant she was not neutral. "Four self-citations, the thing about seventeen years of data, and this last paragraph, where you..." She scrolled. "Where you say, and I'm reading directly: 'The reviewer's engagement with the empirical literature appears to conclude in 2019.'"

"It does."

"I know. I'm just asking whether being right about that is the point, or whether being published is the point, because they're not always the same thing."

Rin was quiet for a moment. She picked up her pen, turned it over once without writing anything, and then set it down. "Revise the last paragraph," she said. "Keep the substance."

Dasom nodded, already typing. She did not say anything further about it, which was, in Rin's experience, the most effective thing she could have done.

The afternoon moved in the way productive afternoons moved: incrementally, with the occasional interruption of genuine difficulty and the satisfaction of working through it. Rin revised the review response, completed the third section of the funding proposal, and spent forty minutes in a video call with a researcher in Singapore who was working on adjacent material and had a question about Rin's original dataset, which Rin answered in detail because the question was precise and she found precision rewarding. Dasom ran the preliminary analysis on a secondary dataset, flagged a discrepancy in the third quartile, and was correct about the discrepancy.

At four-thirty, an email arrived from a Brussels address.

The sender was Tomás Varga, Office of the Regulatory Liaison, EU-APAC Technology Ethics Initiative. The subject line was: Proposed Research Collaboration—Formal Invitation.

Rin read it twice.

Then she read it a third time, more slowly, in the way she read things when her first response was strong enough to warrant checking.

The email was six paragraphs. It explained, in the measured language of someone practiced at delivering information that would not be welcome, that the regulatory body had reached a methodological impasse. That two competing frameworks for AI ethics certification had produced a deadlock in pending legislation. That a resolution had been proposed and agreed upon at the funding level, which was to say agreed upon before anyone had asked her. That she was being invited—the word "invited" doing considerable work—to participate in a ninety-day research residency in Incheon, jointly funded by the regulatory body and the two institutional sponsors, for the purpose of co-authoring a synthesizing framework document.

The fifth paragraph contained the name of her co-author.

The email called it an "invitation." The timeline was already set. The residency space had already been arranged. The regulatory window, Mr. Varga noted, closed whether they submitted or not.

Rin sat very still.

Outside, the late afternoon had turned the Busan campus into a wash of gold and long shadow, the particular quality of winter light that arrived just before it gave up entirely. A student passed the office door in a hurry. The seminar two rooms down had progressed to Q&A, voices rising in the measured way of academic disagreement.

"Rin?"

She looked up. Dasom had stopped typing and was watching her with the precise, careful attention of someone who has learned to identify the quality of a silence.

"I'm fine."

"I didn't ask."

Rin turned back to the screen. She read the fifth paragraph again. The name sat there in plain text, eleven characters including the space, as straightforward and immovable as an empirical finding. She had spent three years citing that name in the specific register of a person who uses a citation to mean something other than agreement, and now it was here in an email from Brussels as though the preceding three years were context rather than a verdict.

She closed the email.

"Something came in," she said.

"I can
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