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In Which a World Is Placed Under Review, and Nobody Is  Particularly Surprised

The Office of Designed Worlds did not exist at the beginning of the universe, because at the beginning of the universe there was a brief administrative period during which nobody could agree on what the universe was for, and institutional infrastructure tends not to precede the resolution of its primary purpose. What the Office did was arrive shortly afterward, when the broader question of universal purpose had been set aside in favor of more immediately solvable problems, which is how most large questions get handled, and has been, more or less, ever since.

It was located beyond the visible universe, in a region that had no particularly apt description in any of the eleven thousand languages the Office had formally processed, though a number of philosophers on a number of worlds had come close by independently arriving at phrases that translated, more or less, as “out past the bit you can see.” The Office had a policy on unsolicited metaphysics from client civilizations, which was to file them correctly and not engage. The policy had a filing code. The forms to request access to the filing code were available upon written application. The written application form was twelve pages long. This was considered streamlined.

The building itself was large in the way that only institutions with a genuine indifference to human scale manage to be large. Not threatening. Not impressive. Simply larger than was necessary and furnished with the muted determination of an organization that has been doing the same essential thing for so long that the décor has stopped being a choice and become, instead, a kind of sediment. The walls were a color that had once been called Institutional Beige and was now called, by the staff, simply “the walls.” The carpeting had been replaced twice in the Office’s operational history, both times with carpeting that looked identical to what it replaced, which was either a failure of imagination or a triumph of institutional continuity, depending on how you felt about carpeting.

There were windows. They looked out on the region past the visible universe, which, given its nature, offered a view of approximately nothing. Several members of staff had individually submitted requests over the years for a different view. These requests had been reviewed by the Committee for the Aesthetic and Environmental Wellbeing of Professional Spaces, which had met three times, produced no formal recommendations, and was currently pending reconvening. The windows remained.

On the fourth floor, in an office that was not quite large enough to be important and not quite small enough to be ignored, Reginald Foss was at his desk.

He had been at his desk, in various permutations of the same seated position, for an indeterminate number of years. The indeterminacy was not poetic. It was administrative. Foss’s official start date had been obscured by a series of records-management transitions, none of which had been handled especially well, and the current best estimate from the Bureau of Personnel Documentation was that he had been employed at the Office for somewhere between four and six hundred years, with the most frequently cited figure being somewhere around five, which Foss thought of as “optimistically low.” He had not pushed for clarification. The clarification would require forms, and the forms would require reviewing, and reviewing would take time, and time, in the experience of Reginald Foss, had a way of turning formal processes into archaeological projects. He had let it go. The desk remained. He remained. The work remained. This was the essential structure of things.

His title was Senior World Auditor, Third Grade. The notation in parentheses after his title, on every official document that bore his name, read: “Pending Reclassification.” This notation had been there for three hundred and forty years. The reclassification itself—to Senior World Auditor, Second Grade, which would have involved a modest adjustment to his workspace allocation and a different color of lanyard—had been approved, in principle, at the departmental level, reviewed favorably by the Sub-Committee on Professional Advancement (Audit Division), forwarded to the Committee on Professional Advancement (General), and was now residing in the Office of Final Approval, which was processing a backlog that the most recent internal estimate suggested would require between eight and twenty-two more years to clear, depending on resourcing.

Foss had been informed of this estimate four years ago. He had noted it in his personal log with the brevity of a man who has long since stopped expecting the note to be actionable. He had then returned to his work, which was the auditing of worlds, which he did with great precision, no particular enthusiasm, and the specific dignity of someone who has decided that the quality of the work is the only variable still entirely under his control.

On his desk, organized into five categories that had been developed over centuries of personal experience and were not reflected in any official Office filing schema, were the current contents of his professional life: a stack of completed audit reports awaiting final processing, a second stack of partially completed audit reports awaiting his return to them, a third stack of pre-assignment reading material for prospective audit cases, a filing tray for incoming documents that had been, in Foss’s view, optimistically named “In” on the premise that something would also, at some point, be going “Out,” and a small rock from a world in the Vennath sector that he kept on his desk for reasons he had never explained to anyone and did not intend to.

He was, at the moment in which this account begins, reviewing the pre-assignment reading material for a routine compliance matter in the Gellard system—a world that had been developing ahead of its parametric schedule, which was almost certainly the result of a Client nudge applied without proper notification, which was almost certainly going to require a twelve-week field review, which Foss had been in the process of negotiating his way out of via the formal Conflict of Interest Disclosure process, on the grounds that he had audited the Gellard system once before and felt his objectivity was therefore compromised. This was technically legitimate. It was also not the real reason. The real reason was that the Gellard system had weather that Foss found genuinely oppressive, and he had learned, over several centuries of professional auditing, that there was no requirement to spend twelve weeks somewhere depressing when there were other auditors who could be assigned instead. He was reviewing the documentation for this reassignment request when his incoming document tray, which he had privately come to think of as “the tray of new obligations,” produced a sound.

It was a soft sound. It was the sound of a document arriving. It was also, in Foss’s professional experience, which was extensive enough to have developed something approaching a sixth sense for incoming complications, a sound with a particular quality to it. A weight. Not every document that arrived in a receiving tray sounded weighted. Most of them were routine—forms and notifications and cross-departmental memos and the periodic updates from the Committee for the Monitoring of Previously Reviewed Outcomes that arrived on a quarterly schedule and contained, as far as Foss could determine, precisely the same information as the previous quarter’s update, reformatted. This sound was different. It had the quality, he thought, of something that was going to require his full attention.

He looked at the document.

It was a Review Notice. Standard form, standard header, standard Office seal in the upper left corner—the seal depicting an open hand holding a small sphere, with the Office’s official motto beneath it: “Designed to Specification. Administered with Diligence. Reviewed as Required.” The motto had been considered in its early years to be somewhat on the nose and had been submitted to the Committee on Official Institutional Messaging for review on four separate occasions over the past several centuries. The committee had reviewed it each time, produced a short list of alternatives, commissioned a follow-up review of the alternatives, received the results, and concluded that “Designed to Specification. Administered with Diligence. Reviewed as Required” was “the most operationally accurate description of the Office’s function available in the approved vocabulary range,” and had declined to change it. The motto remained. Four committees’ worth of effort had confirmed the original, which was, in Foss’s view, either a very efficient use of institutional resources or a very inefficient one, and he had spent enough time thinking about it to know that it was probably both simultaneously.

The world under review was designated, in the Office’s internal catalogue, as World 7,432,811-B.

Internal designation: Bellwether.

Assessment type: Quadrimillennial Review. This was a standard interval—the four-thousand-year review that every commissioned world was subject to once it had been operating long enough to generate meaningful data about its developmental trajectory. Most worlds reached their four-thousand-year review without significant incident, were assessed, received either a continuation authorization or a scheduled decommission notice depending on their performance against the original commissioning parameters, and the file was closed. Foss had personally conducted forty-seven quadrimillennial reviews in his career at the Office. Forty-three of them had been straightforward. Three had required extended field assessment. One had required a formal Interdepartmental Inquiry that was still technically open, though nobody had added anything to it in sixty years.

He read the status field. It said: “Formal Dispute—Client Parties.”

Foss read this with the expression of a man who has received precisely the news he expected and finds no comfort in having expected it. He placed the Review Notice in the center of his desk, adjusted it so that its edges were parallel to the desk’s edges—a habit so deeply ingrained that he no longer noticed doing it—and read the remainder of the filing.

The clients attached to World 7,432,811-B were identified, in accordance with the Office’s strict and rigorously enforced Client Nomenclature Policy, as The Aspirational Contractor and The Adversarial Contractor. The Nomenclature Policy had been introduced approximately two thousand years ago following a series of incidents in which clients had been referred to in official documentation by names, epithets, or descriptions that one party or another had found objectionable, legally significant, or theologically loaded. The Policy’s solution had been to replace all identifying client designations with functional descriptors drawn from an approved vocabulary set developed by the Office’s Language and Designation Committee. The result was a naming system that was precise, unambiguous, legally defensible, and—in the opinion of nearly everyone who used it, though nobody had formally submitted that opinion to any committee—completely unhelpful for any purpose involving actual human understanding. The Office knew this. The Office had a form for submitting concerns about policy effectiveness. The form had a review cycle. The review cycle had a backlog. The naming convention remained.

The Aspirational Contractor had filed, on the fifteenth day of the standard pre-review period, a Termination Recommendation. The grounds, summarized in the three-line precis attached to the Notice, were: failure of the commissioned world to develop sufficient moral complexity within the specified parametric range; sustained pattern of behavioral repetition without adaptive transformation; overall assessment of “performance complete, outcomes below specification.” The Aspirational Contractor wanted Bellwether ended.

The Adversarial Contractor had filed, on the seventeenth day of the same period, a Continuation Request. The grounds were: developmental trajectory within acceptable variance; evidence of emergent adaptive capacity; overall assessment of “performance ongoing, outcomes within projected range.” The Adversarial Contractor wanted Bellwether to continue.

Two clients, two opposing positions, one world, and a four-thousand-year-old question about whether the thing they had built together had worked. The Office, as always, would produce an independent audit. Foss was aware, from long professional experience, that the word “independent” in that sentence was doing considerable work.

* * *
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THERE WAS A PROCEDURE, at the Office, for the handling of client disputes arising from scheduled reviews. There were, in fact, forty-two procedures, organized into a hierarchical framework of primary procedures, secondary procedures, supplementary procedures, and procedural supplements that clarified the application of the supplementary procedures in cases where the primary and secondary procedures were found to be insufficient. Navigating the procedural framework for a disputed quadrimillennial review required, as a preliminary step, correctly identifying which of the forty-two procedures applied to the specific combination of dispute type, review category, client relationship status, and world classification in the matter at hand. This identification was itself a process, governed by a decision-tree document that was available upon request from the Bureau of Procedural Classification. The request form was nine pages. The response time was, officially, fourteen days, though in Foss’s experience the response was more accurately described as “eventually.”

The standard response to a formal client dispute in a quadrimillennial review was assignment of a Senior Auditor to conduct a field assessment, produce a preliminary recommendation, and submit that recommendation to the relevant review committee for adjudication. The audit was meant to be independent of both client parties. The recommendation was meant to be based solely on the auditor’s professional assessment of the world’s performance against its original commissioning specifications. The committee was meant to review the recommendation in good faith and issue a ruling within ninety days of submission.

This process had been described, in the official Office handbook, as “a rigorous and impartial mechanism for resolving matters of world continuance in a manner consistent with the Office’s founding mandate.” Foss had read this description many times and found it accurate in the way that descriptions of organizational processes are accurate: it was true of the process in its ideal form, which was a form the process achieved only intermittently, under favorable conditions, when no significant competing interests were involved. When significant competing interests were involved—and in a disputed quadrimillennial review, significant competing interests were structurally guaranteed—the accuracy of the description became more aspirational than operational. Foss thought of it, privately, as a very good sentence about a somewhat different thing.

He added the Bellwether Notice to the stack of pre-assignment reading material. He returned, briefly, to his Gellard reassignment documentation. He then set the Gellard documentation aside and looked at the Bellwether Notice for a moment longer than was professionally necessary.

The name Bellwether was an internal designation, assigned by some cataloguer long ago whose original reasoning was not preserved in any file Foss had been able to locate. The Office had a policy on internal world designations, which was that they should be “descriptively neutral, functionally distinguishable, and free of valence.” The designation Bellwether was, depending on your interpretive framework, either neutral or the precise opposite of neutral, and it had presumably passed some review at some point without anyone raising the question. This was not unusual. Things passed reviews at the Office with some regularity that might have been examined more closely had the relevant reviewing body had more time, better resources, and a slightly different mandate. The name remained. Four thousand years later it was attached to a world that was now being considered for termination. Foss thought there was probably something there, and thought this in the professional way, which was to note it and file it and not allow it to become a position until the evidence warranted a position.

* * *
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THE DEPARTMENT OF CATEGORICAL Assurance occupied the sixth floor of the Office building, above Foss’s department and below the Senior Review Committee, in a location that had been selected, according to the building’s original floor plan, on the basis of “functional adjacency to oversight mechanisms,” which was a phrase Foss had always found puzzling given that functional adjacency and actual adjacency are not the same thing, and the Department of Categorical Assurance had demonstrated, over a long operational history, a remarkable capacity to be physically near oversight mechanisms while remaining epistemically distant from them.

The Department’s mandate was to provide institutional certainty on matters where certainty was required. In practice, it provided institutional certainty on all matters, because the Department had never encountered a matter on which it did not have a confident position. This was not because the Department had particularly good information. It was because the Department had a philosophy about certainty that held, essentially, that certainty was a precondition of effective administration, that effective administration was the Office’s purpose, and that therefore generating certainty was always preferable to generating doubt, even in situations where doubt was the more epistemically honest response. The Department expressed this position with great confidence. It was difficult to argue with a department whose primary characteristic was an impervious confidence in its own conclusions. Several people had tried. The Department had been certain that they were wrong. The people had eventually moved on. The Department remained confident.

Foss had a complicated professional relationship with the Department of Categorical Assurance, which could be summarized as follows: he recognized that the Department provided a service the Office genuinely needed, which was the appearance of institutional confidence during the processing of outcomes that were, in fact, profoundly uncertain; he understood that without this service the administrative machinery of the Office would be significantly harder to operate; and he found the Department’s fundamental approach to reality—which was to decide what was true and then be very certain about it—professionally offensive in a way he had learned, over several centuries, to keep to himself. The Department was confident about many things. It was confident about world termination outcomes, post-review administrative processes, client dispute resolutions, and field audit methodologies. It was confident about all of these things with equal force, regardless of whether the thing being described was genuinely understood, partially understood, substantially misunderstood, or not understood at all. The Department called this “consistency of institutional voice.” Foss called it, in his personal log, other things.

Adjacent to Categorical Assurance, in terms of both physical location and institutional function, was the Committee for the Review of Potentially Correctable Outcomes. This committee was responsible for examining cases where an auditor’s preliminary field assessment suggested that a world, while not performing within its original parametric specifications, might be capable of returning to specification with targeted administrative intervention. The Committee was intended to provide a middle path between outright termination and full continuation—a pathway for worlds that were, in the Committee’s formal language, “underperforming but remediable.”

The Committee met quarterly. It had a full roster of twelve members, a chair, and a vice-chair. It produced, on average, two formal recommendations per year. The recommendations went to the Senior Review Committee for consideration. The Senior Review Committee reviewed them on a schedule that was, officially, monthly, and, practically, whenever sufficient agenda items had accumulated to justify a meeting, which was approximately twice yearly. Of the last forty recommendations submitted by the Committee for the Review of Potentially Correctable Outcomes, thirty-one had been approved, four had been rejected, three were pending, and two had been returned to the Committee for supplementary documentation that the Committee was still compiling.

One of the two-pending-supplementary-documentation cases had been referred by Foss. This was the Vennath matter, and it had been pending supplementary documentation for eleven years, because the supplementary documentation required a type of climate modelling that the Office’s current analytical tools could not perform at the requisite resolution, and the procurement process for upgraded analytical tools had itself been in review for seven years. Foss checked on it occasionally. It remained pending. He had developed, over eleven years, a professional relationship with its pending status that was something between resigned acceptance and a very quiet form of ongoing fury that he expressed only in the margins of his personal log.

To request a review from the Committee for the Review of Potentially Correctable Outcomes, an auditor was required to submit a standard Request for Committee Consideration form. The form was forty-seven pages long. The forty-seven pages covered: the world’s basic commissioning parameters; the specific ways in which current performance deviated from those parameters; a preliminary assessment of whether the deviations were structural or circumstantial; a proposed corrective intervention framework; an estimated timeline for re-evaluation; supporting documentation from the field assessment; a declaration that the auditor had read and understood the Committee’s remit, scope, and limitations; and, on page forty-six, a note explaining that the completed form should be submitted alongside a completed Form PCI-7, which was the form required to formally request the right to submit the forty-seven-page form.

Form PCI-7 was twelve pages long. It had been eight pages long when it was first introduced, and had been expanded to twelve following a comprehensive review of its adequacy conducted by the Sub-Committee on Form Adequacy, which had determined, following four months of deliberation, that eight pages was insufficient to properly capture all the prerequisite information required before a forty-seven-page form could responsibly be made available. The Sub-Committee had also recommended that the expanded twelve-page version be reviewed again in fifty years. That review had produced a recommendation that it remain at twelve pages. This was considered a significant result and had been filed accordingly.

Foss had submitted Form PCI-7 six times in his career. He had submitted it with the same feeling each time, which was the feeling of a man who understands that a thing is necessary and finds it necessary in a way that does not make it any less absurd. The Office’s documentation infrastructure had been developed incrementally over a very long period, each addition made in response to a specific problem, each problem genuinely real, each solution reasonable in isolation and collectively producing a system that required a twelve-page form to access a forty-seven-page form to request a committee review of whether a world might possibly deserve a second chance. Foss had thought about this system a great deal. He had concluded that it was a very accurate reflection of the universe’s general relationship with good intentions.

* * *
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HE READ THE BELLWETHER Notice through twice more, making small notations in his margin system. The notation system was personal, developed over centuries, and used a shorthand that would have been opaque to anyone else in the Office. A small circle meant the item was factual and unambiguous. A line through the circle meant it was factual but required verification. A question mark in parentheses meant he had doubts but no evidence yet. A double underline meant he had found something he intended to return to. A small asterisk, used rarely and only in cases of genuine concern, meant something was wrong in a way he could not yet fully articulate.

The Bellwether Notice received, in total: three circles, one lined circle, four parenthetical question marks, two double underlines, and one asterisk.

He set it aside. He picked up the Gellard reassignment documentation. He set that aside too. He looked at the small rock from the Vennath sector on his desk. He had brought it back from his original assessment visit to the Vennath system, more than a century ago, before the world had begun its long drift from specification. It was a pale grey, almost white, and very smooth, and it had come from a riverbed near a city that no longer existed. He did not know what had happened to the people of that city specifically, because the records on sub-civilizational dissolution events were maintained at a level of granularity that did not include individual cities, only regions, and the region had been marked in the file as “reintegrated into the broader population,” which was technically accurate and said nothing about any particular city or any particular riverbed or any particular stone. He did not think about this often. He thought about it now.

Then he picked up the Bellwether Notice again, and began, with the careful efficiency of a craftsman who takes his work seriously precisely because the alternative is too heavy to carry, to understand what he was going to be required to do.

The Office of Designed Worlds had been founded, according to its official historical record, “to meet an identified need in the administration of the known universe.” The record was, in Foss’s experience, the most concise institutional history he had ever read, and it raised, if you read it carefully—and Foss was someone who read things carefully—a question that the record did not answer. An identified need implied an identifier. Someone had decided the universe needed an office like this one. Someone had decided that worlds should be designed, and administered, and reviewed. The Office’s own records did not say who. They cited an initial founding authority and then moved immediately to the establishment of the first departmental structures, and the founding authority was never named, and the question of who had decided that entire civilizations should be manufactured and reviewed and, in many cases, ended, was not addressed anywhere in the official record that Foss had been able to locate.

He had been meaning to look into this for some time. He added it to his list of things to look into, which was a list he kept separately from all his official files, in a small notebook that he carried in his inside pocket and which was written in a handwriting so compressed and personal that even he occasionally had trouble reading it.

The notebook had been with him for a very long time. He had never mentioned it to anyone at the Office. Some things, he had come to believe, were better kept in a form that did not have a filing code.

He opened the Bellwether file.

It was, at first read, a standard commissioned world. Geography, climate, biological development, civilizational emergence, early cultural formation. The design choices were competent—Foss could see this immediately in the way you can see the quality of cabinetry in the proportions of a door. The coastlines were economical. The river systems were well-distributed. The mountain ranges in the central continent were doing their job with a minimum of ornamentation. Someone had known what they were doing. Someone, or possibly two someones, had built this world with craft and care and with a specific outcome in mind.

The world had been running for four thousand years. Four thousand years of births and deaths and wars and harvests and prophecies and plague and music and building and forgetting and building again. Four thousand years of people living their lives in the specific, unrepeatable way that people in any world live their lives—with no idea who had arranged the room they were born into, or why.

Foss had reviewed more than two hundred worlds in his career. He had long ago stopped thinking of this as something other than a job. He thought of it as a job now, opening the Bellwether file and beginning his preliminary assessment. He thought of it as a job with the specific focus of a professional who knows that the quality of the attention is the only protection, even a small one, against the weight of what the job actually is.

He made a note. He made another note. He turned to the next section of the file.

Outside his window, the region past the visible universe offered, as it always had and presumably always would, its unchanging view of approximately nothing.

The forms were, as always, in process.
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In Which Mara Gault Finds a Number That Doesn’t Add Up, Which Is Her Entire Job, and Yet

Anvrath was a city that had, by all measurable accounts, gotten things approximately right. Not perfect—Anvrath’s civic history was not without its collapses, its moral failures, its periods of prolonged and uninspiring mediocrity—but right in the specific, accidental way of cities that have been doing the work long enough to develop something approaching competence. The streets in the old quarter followed the logic of a settlement that had grown from a river crossing, which was to say they followed the logic of water and convenience and the accumulated decisions of several thousand people over several hundred years, none of whom had ever sat down together and planned anything. The new quarter had been planned. The new quarter was, in the opinion of most people who lived in the old quarter, very much what planning looked like when nobody had been walking the streets for long enough to understand why they ran the way they ran.

The world that contained Anvrath was called Edendure, which was a name of disputed etymology. The three most commonly cited explanations were: that it derived from the old eastern root word for “persistence,” or that it was a contraction of an archaic phrase meaning “land that holds,” or that it had simply been the name of an early settlement that the mapmakers had applied to the surrounding region through the standard process of cartographic convenience and nobody had ever formally corrected. All three explanations had their advocates, and all three explanations had their discontents, and the question of which was right had, over the centuries, produced the specific kind of low-grade scholarly dispute that outlives everyone who originally found it interesting and becomes, eventually, a kind of institutional decoration—present in every history of the region, cited by every new researcher, and resolved by none of them.

What was not disputed was how Edendure looked. From the eastern lowlands, where Anvrath sat in the broad valley of the Mirren River, the landscape rose through farmland and forest into the foothills of the Carath Range, which occupied the eastern horizon with a settled, massive presence that everyone in Anvrath had grown up accepting as simply the way the east looked. The mountains were large and grey and permanent-seeming, and their permanence was so complete that the people of Anvrath had long since stopped seeing them as a feature of the landscape and begun treating them as a fact of reality, in the same category as weather and the direction of the river and the general tendency of institutions to disappoint.

They were, if you looked at them at a certain time of the morning, when the light came from the northeast and caught the ridgelines at a low angle, extremely good mountains. Not merely large. Not merely permanent. Good in the sense of being exactly what mountains in that position, at that elevation, with that relationship to the prevailing weather systems of the eastern plain, ought to be. They looked, someone with an eye for it might have said, as though they had been placed there. This would have been meant as a compliment. It was, though no one in Anvrath would have had any reason to know this, also a description.

* * *
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THE BUREAU OF RECORDS occupied the second and third floors of the Civic Administration Building on Founding Square, which had been the civic center of Anvrath for four hundred years and which showed this in the way that buildings used continuously for four hundred years show it: with the specific, accumulated character of an institution that has been repaired so many times, in so many places, by so many different hands, that it has ceased to look like any one thing and begun to look like a record of everything that has ever been done to it. The original stone was still visible in the basement walls and in the eastern facade. Everything above the ground floor had been replaced at least once. The roof had been replaced four times, the windows seven times, the internal layout of the second floor so many times that the oldest plan in the Bureau’s own records bore only a theoretical relationship to the room Mara Gault sat in every day.

Mara sat at the third desk from the left in the third row from the window, which was a position she had occupied for eleven years and which had certain well-established properties. The light from the window reached her desk at mid-morning in winter and not at all in summer, owing to the angle of the building and the canopy of the trees along the square’s northern edge. The chair was adjustable in theory and in practice was adjusted to one position only, which had been her position for so long that she no longer remembered if she had chosen it or arrived at it by the same process of gradual accommodation that produces all settled arrangements. The desk had, in its left bottom drawer, a small collection of reference materials that were not in the Bureau’s official catalogue, maintained by Mara on the logic that a cataloguer of municipal discrepancies required access to things that were themselves, occasionally, not where the official record said they ought to be.

Her job was finding numbers that didn’t add up. This was the precise description of her job, as stated in the Bureau’s internal role definition, and it was also an accurate description of what she actually did, which was not always the case with job descriptions, and she had always appreciated the alignment. Specifically, she reviewed the Bureau’s collected records—census data, property surveys, geological assessments, civic infrastructure reports, historical land use documents, trade records, population movement data—and identified instances where the numbers were inconsistent with one another, with established facts, or with what a reasonable person would expect to find given what the surrounding numbers said. She then documented these inconsistencies, categorized them by probable cause and likely administrative pathway to resolution, and submitted them to the relevant sub-bureau for correction.

In eleven years, she had submitted four hundred and twelve discrepancy reports. Three hundred and eighty-nine of them had been processed, resulting in corrections to the official record. Seventeen were pending, at various stages of review. Six had been returned to her for supplementary documentation that she had supplied, in each case within a week, and which had then re-entered the review process at the beginning and not, as she had initially assumed, at the stage at which they had been returned. This was something she had learned about the review process in her second year, when the first returned report had gone back to the start and she had spent several days establishing that this was not an error but a policy, described in Section 4, Paragraph 9 of the Bureau’s internal procedural handbook. She had read the handbook in its entirety during her first week and had not, at that point, fully understood the passage. She understood it now. She had noted it. She had not been particularly surprised by it, because by the time she understood it, she had already been employed long enough to understand the Bureau, which had a consistent relationship with the people it was designed to serve—one of genuine intention, imperfectly expressed.

She found, on a Thursday in early autumn, the geological survey.

It was not where she had been looking. She had been looking for a discrepancy in a series of property valuations in the Mirren delta district, which had shown a pattern of underreporting that she suspected was either a systematic assessment error from the 1840s or evidence of a now-concluded private arrangement that someone had forgotten to correct from the official record once it was no longer operative. This kind of thing was common in property records. People made arrangements, arrangements ended, and the records that had been adjusted to reflect the arrangements were rarely adjusted back with equal diligence. The delta district discrepancy had been straightforward so far. She had expected it to remain so.

The geological survey had been filed in the same reference bundle as the delta district property records because someone, at some point in the intervening century and a half, had applied the wrong subject classification to it and it had resided, incorrectly cross-referenced, in the property section of the regional records rather than in the geological assessment section where it belonged. This kind of misfiling was also common. She encountered it regularly. She noted it, corrected the classification, and, before returning the document to its proper location, read it briefly, because geological assessments occasionally bore on property records and she had learned not to dismiss adjacent information without at least a glance.

The survey was dated one hundred and ninety-seven years ago. It was a standard regional geological assessment of the eastern territories, conducted under the authority of the then-Department of Civic Infrastructure and Land Management, signed by a senior surveyor whose credentials were certified in the accompanying documentation. It covered topography, mineral composition, water table levels, soil classification, and the likely stability of the eastern slopes for purposes of planned agricultural expansion into the foothills.

On page fourteen, in a section dealing with drainage patterns in the mid-elevation foothills, the survey referred to—in passing, as a geographic reference point for the drainage catchment area being described—the Carath Range. It described the Carath Range as the dominant topographic feature of the eastern region, noted its approximate elevation and extent, and used it as the primary reference point for the drainage model that the survey was mapping.

Mara read this and made a note. Then she read it again and sat still for a moment.

The Carath Range had not existed one hundred and ninety-seven years ago. The Carath Range had been documented for the first time, as a named geological feature in the official civic record of Edendure, sixty-three years ago. Before that point, the eastern horizon from Anvrath had been, according to every historical account, every period painting, every traveler’s description, and every prior official survey on record, a line of hills. Not small hills, but hills. The elevation data in the historical record was consistent and clear: the eastern region had risen gently from the lowland plain to a range of moderate hills, maximum elevation approximately four hundred meters, which had then declined again toward the central plateau. What now stood in the east was a mountain range with peaks above two thousand meters. It had, by the account of the people who had watched it happen, risen over the course of approximately fifteen years, in a process the geological record described as “unprecedented in rate and scale,” which was a description that had been accepted into the civic understanding of the Carath Range the way most unprecedented things get accepted into civic understanding: with some initial disruption, followed by a period of philosophical adjustment, followed by the mountains becoming simply the way the east looked.

That was sixty-three years ago. The survey on her desk was one hundred and ninety-seven years old. The survey described the Carath Range as it currently stood.

Mara checked the certification date on the survey documentation. The certification was from the original period—the authentication stamps, the official seals, the chain of custody documentation attesting to the survey’s provenance and the integrity of the original record, were all consistent with a document that was one hundred and ninety-seven years old. She checked the paper. She checked the ink. She checked the handwriting against two other certified documents from the same surveyor, which the Bureau held, and which were undisputedly from the period. The handwriting matched. The paper was period-consistent. The authentication was sound.

The survey was authentic. The dates were certified. The mountains were indisputably there. The record was indisputably wrong.

She sat with this for a moment. Then she opened her personal log and wrote:

Geological Survey 1847-ETA-12: certified document, authenticated provenance, references Carath Range as established topographic feature. Carath Range documented in official record from 63 years ago. Survey predates first official record of the range by 134 years. Authentication is sound. Document is not a forgery. Mountains are real. Note the problem. Proceed.

She closed the log. She pulled the survey’s original classification error into a separate note for filing. Then she drafted a discrepancy report.

* * *
[image: ]


THE BUREAU OF RECORDS’ process for submitting a discrepancy report was, in Mara’s professional experience, one of the more functional processes in the civic administration of Anvrath, which was not the same as calling it well-designed. It had three steps. In step one, the auditor submitted the discrepancy report to the Bureau’s internal review desk, where it was logged, assigned a reference number, and directed to the appropriate sub-bureau for investigation. In step two, the relevant sub-bureau reviewed the discrepancy, determined whether it fell within its jurisdiction, and either accepted it for investigation or returned it with a redirect notice indicating the correct sub-bureau. In step three, the sub-bureau to which the report was correctly directed conducted its investigation and either corrected the record or filed a formal finding explaining why correction was not warranted.

This process worked reliably for the majority of discrepancy reports that Mara submitted, which were the ordinary kind: census errors, valuation inconsistencies, missing property records, boundary disputes arising from imprecise surveying, records that had been updated in one location but not in the others that referenced them. These were, in the large and largely functioning machinery of Anvrath’s civic record-keeping, the expected noise in the system—the kind of errors that large accumulations of records will always produce, and that a process like the one the Bureau had developed existed to manage. The process was adequate to the errors it had been designed to handle.

A discrepancy of the kind Mara had found was not the kind the process had been designed to handle. It did not fit neatly into any of the Bureau’s existing discrepancy categories. It was not a census error. It was not a valuation inconsistency. It was not a missing record or a boundary dispute or an update that had propagated incompletely. It was, as best Mara could characterize it for purposes of the form, a case where a certified historical document contained accurate information about a physical feature that had not existed at the time the document was produced. She filed it under “Historical Record Inconsistency—Type 4: Factual Content Inconsistent with Independent Evidence,” which was the closest available category and was not, she noted in the form’s supplementary description field, exactly right.

She submitted the report on a Friday morning.

The following Wednesday, she received a return notice from the internal review desk. The notice informed her that Discrepancy Report GDR-4419 had been received and logged, that its reference number was GDR-4419, and that it had been directed to the Sub-Bureau of Historical Documentation for initial review. The notice thanked her for her submission and noted that standard processing time for Type 4 Historical Record Inconsistency reports was four to six weeks.

On the Thursday of the week after that, she received another notice. This one was from the Sub-Bureau of Historical Documentation. It informed her that Discrepancy Report GDR-4419, received and logged under reference number GDR-4419, had been reviewed by the Sub-Bureau of Historical Documentation and determined to fall outside the Sub-Bureau’s jurisdictional scope, as the discrepancy described in the report concerned a geological matter rather than a historical documentation matter, and had accordingly been redirected to the Sub-Bureau of Geological and Physical Records for further review. The notice further noted that the standard processing time for cases redirected between sub-bureaus was an additional two to four weeks from the date of redirection. The notice thanked her for her patience.

She opened her personal log and wrote:

GDR-4419: redirected from Historical Documentation to Geological and Physical Records. Redirection on grounds that discrepancy concerns a geological matter. The discrepancy concerns a geological matter described in a historical document. Both sub-bureaus have a reasonable claim to jurisdiction. Neither has accepted the report. Anticipated outcome: further redirection. Filed. Waiting.

Three weeks after the redirection notice, she received a communication from the Sub-Bureau of Geological and Physical Records. The communication informed her that Discrepancy Report GDR-4419, received via internal redirection from the Sub-Bureau of Historical Documentation, had been reviewed by the Sub-Bureau of Geological and Physical Records and determined to fall, in the considered assessment of that Sub-Bureau, primarily within the domain of historical documentation rather than geological records, as the substantive question raised by the report concerned the accuracy of an historical document rather than the current state of the geological record, which was not in dispute. The Sub-Bureau of Geological and Physical Records had accordingly redirected the report back to the Sub-Bureau of Historical Documentation. The communication noted that in cases of jurisdictional uncertainty between sub-bureaus, the standard resolution process involved a joint review by the Bureau’s Jurisdictional Determination Committee, which met quarterly, with the next meeting scheduled in eleven weeks. The communication thanked her for her understanding.

Mara read this. She read it again. She opened her personal log.

GDR-4419: returned to Historical Documentation by Geological and Physical Records. Report now classified as jurisdictionally disputed. Referred to Jurisdictional Determination Committee. Committee meets in eleven weeks. Projected total elapsed time from initial submission to jurisdictional determination: approximately four months. Investigation has not yet begun. The mountains remain. Note the irony. Proceed.

She submitted a second discrepancy report. This one she filed under a different category—“Record Authentication Anomaly: Certified Document Containing Information Inconsistent with the Historical Record—and addressed it directly to the Sub-Bureau of Record Authentication and Integrity, bypassing the initial review desk on the grounds that it constituted a different discrepancy from a different angle of the same problem and therefore was not a duplicate submission. She noted this explicitly in the supplementary description field. She assigned it reference number GDR-4422, since three other reports had been filed in the intervening period, and submitted it.

Four days later, she received an automated acknowledgment from the Sub-Bureau of Record Authentication and Integrity confirming receipt of GDR-4422 and noting that it had been logged and would be reviewed in the standard four-to-six-week processing window. She noted this in her log with a brevity that indicated she had not expected a different result and found no particular satisfaction in having anticipated the one she got.

Two weeks after that, she received a notice from the Sub-Bureau of Record Authentication and Integrity informing her that GDR-4422 had been reviewed and found to duplicate, in substance, a report already in the Bureau’s system under reference number GDR-4419, which was currently awaiting jurisdictional determination by the Jurisdictional Determination Committee. GDR-4422 had accordingly been consolidated with GDR-4419 and would be considered in parallel with that report’s resolution process. The notice thanked her for her diligence in submitting additional supporting documentation and noted that the consolidation did not affect the existing processing timeline.

She opened her personal log and wrote:

GDR-4422 consolidated with GDR-4419. Both reports now pending Jurisdictional Determination Committee. Nine weeks remaining. The report has been filed twice, routed to three sub-bureaus, returned once, redirected twice, consolidated once, and investigated zero times. The mountains remain. Second log entry this month about mountains that should not exist. Noted.

* * *
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WHAT WAS NOTABLE, MARA had observed over eleven years of finding numbers that didn’t add up, was that the Bureau’s processes were not badly designed in any individual step. Each step had been developed for a reason. The initial review desk existed because undirected reports caused confusion. The sub-bureau routing system existed because different kinds of discrepancies genuinely required different kinds of expertise. The jurisdictional determination process existed because the alternative—two sub-bureaus both claiming or both refusing a report simultaneously—was worse. Each mechanism was the solution to a problem that had existed before it. The problem was that the problems the mechanisms solved were not the same problems that the mechanisms then created, and the new problems did not have mechanisms because they had not existed yet at the time the mechanisms were designed.

This was the fundamental nature of institutional processes, in Mara’s professional view. They were always exactly as adequate as the problems they had been built to solve and exactly as inadequate as the problems they had not anticipated, and the ratio of the first to the second was permanently uncertain because you could never know which problems you had not anticipated until you had failed to anticipate them.

She did not find this insight especially comforting, but she found it accurate, and accuracy was, in her professional life, the value she consistently placed above comfort.

The Carath Range was visible from the Bureau’s third-floor window on clear days, which in autumn was most days. Mara had looked at it, from that window, many thousands of times over eleven years. She looked at it now with a slightly different quality of attention than she had brought to it before.

The mountains were the right size for mountains. They had the right color, the right profile against the sky, the right relationship to the clouds that gathered around their upper slopes in the late afternoon. They had the texture that mountains develop over centuries of weathering, the gullies and ridgelines and scree slopes that speak to long geological processes. They looked, in every observable respect, exactly as they should look.

Sixty-three years ago, they had not been there. And one hundred and ninety-seven years ago, someone had described them as though they had.

Mara was, by training and by temperament, a person who required explanations to be internally consistent before she accepted them. She had a high tolerance for complexity and a low tolerance for incoherence. The universe, in her experience, was often complex. It was not, in her experience, incoherent. When something appeared incoherent, it meant either that the available information was incomplete or that someone’s model of the situation was wrong. The appropriate response in either case was the same: document what you know, identify what you don’t know, and proceed with the investigation until the incoherence resolves into complexity, which it always did, eventually, given sufficient patience and sufficiently good records.

She had good records. She had considerable patience. She had, at the moment, two misfiled discrepancy reports, one pending committee review, and a survey on her desk that described mountains that had arrived sixty years after the survey said they were already there.

She added the survey to the left bottom drawer, behind the uncatalogued reference materials and beside a folder she had started three weeks ago that she had labeled, with the provisional accuracy of a working title, “Eastern Survey Anomalies.” The folder contained, so far, one document.

She opened her personal log and made a final note for the day:

The problem with finding numbers that don’t add up is that you eventually have to consider the possibility that you’ve found a number that doesn’t add up not because someone made an error but because someone wrote down the right answer to a different question than the one you thought they were answering. The survey is accurate. The mountains are real. The dates are certified. All three of these things are true simultaneously. The reconciliation is not yet visible. Begin looking.

She closed the log, straightened the documents on her desk with the efficiency of someone for whom order is not a preference but a professional discipline, and went to get her coat. Outside, across the rooftops of Anvrath’s old quarter and above the canopy of the square’s northern trees, the Carath Range occupied the eastern horizon in its usual position, exactly as large as it always was, and exactly as permanent-seeming, and exactly as unlikely, if you happened to be looking at it with the right kind of attention, as it had always been and as nobody, until this particular Thursday in early autumn, had thought to notice.
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Chapter Three
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In Which the File on World 7,432,811-B Reveals Itself to Be Considerably Longer Than Expected

The complete file on World 7,432,811-B, internal designation Bellwether, ran to forty thousand and twelve pages, not counting the appendices, which ran to a further six thousand pages and were themselves followed by a supplementary appendix section that the Bureau of File Management had at some point decided to label Appendix Volume II rather than Appendix, in what Foss recognized as the specific curatorial cowardice of someone who had understood that the document was too long and decided that renaming the overflow was more tractable than actually reducing it.

The appendices were not immediately his concern. The file itself was his concern, in the sense that it was his professional obligation to be acquainted with its contents before conducting a field assessment of the world it described, and in the sense that forty thousand pages was, even by the standards of a quadrimillennial review, a document that suggested either an unusually well-documented world or an unusually active filing culture at the Office during the period of Bellwether’s commission. Foss had encountered files of this length before. He had encountered files longer than this before, though not many, and not without some sense that the length itself was a form of information about how the case had been managed. Files grew long for reasons. The reasons were not always flattering to whoever had been managing the file.

He requested the summary.

The summary was eight
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