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The One in the Chair
Jonas
Chapter One: Intake

The soul on the other side of Mira's desk was, as far as she could tell, extremely confused about being a teapot.

"I don't understand," he said. He was still shaped like a man — they always were, for the first little while, a kind of courtesy the Office extended before the sentence took hold. Early fifties, soft around the middle, wearing the cardigan he'd apparently died in. "I was a dentist. Thirty-one years. I had excellent reviews."

"I'm sure you did," Mira said, not looking up from the file. The file was unhelpful, as files usually were — a thin folder of a life reduced to a few dozen testimonies, each one a fragment of how somebody, somewhere, had carried him in their memory. "Says here you're being processed as a teapot. Ceramic. Good glaze, for what it's worth."

"A teapot."

"Could be worse. Had a man in here last month come through as a doormat. Nobody even remembered his name, just that he let people wipe their feet on him for forty years." She flipped a page. "You, at least, people remember fondly. Warm. Reliable. Always ready to pour something out for somebody else."

He sat with that, visibly trying to decide whether it was an insult.

"That doesn't sound bad," he admitted.

"It's not bad. Most people would take teapot." She finally looked up at him and allowed herself the smallest flicker of the thing that passed for kindness in this job — not softness exactly, but attention. "You want to appeal it?"

"Can I?" He sat up a little.

"Everyone can. Doesn't mean it goes anywhere." She pulled a fresh form from the drawer, already knowing how this would go. Most appeals died in a drawer somewhere above her pay grade, buried under centuries of other people's unfinished grief. But she asked anyway, every time, because the asking was the only part of the job that still felt like it mattered. "Tell me why teapot's wrong."

The man opened his mouth. He was soon to be porcelain, soon to be something that sat on a shelf and occasionally held something warm for people who loved him. For a moment he looked like he might actually cry, which the newly dead sometimes did, in the last minutes before the shape left them for good.

"I don't know," he said. "Maybe it isn't wrong."

Mira nodded slowly and stamped the file: No appeal filed. Case closed, in the quiet, unglamorous way most of them closed — not with a fight, but with someone deciding, in the end, that they could live with how they'd be remembered. Even if living was no longer quite the word.

She watched the shape of him thin at the edges, soften, go small and round and glazed, until there was a teapot sitting in the chair where a dentist had been. She logged it, tagged it for collection, and moved it gently to the shelf behind her desk. There it joined a coat rack, a sugar bowl that had, by all accounts, been a very sweet man, and a rather handsome mantel clock that hummed faintly when it was pleased.

Seventeen more intakes before her shift ended. None of them appealed. Hardly anyone ever did. People spent so much of their lives arguing about who they were, that by the time they died, most of them were almost relieved to be told, finally, definitively, what they'd amounted to.

Mira clocked out at an hour that had no real name in the Office, where time moved more like weather than a schedule. She walked home through a city that existed slightly sideways from the one the living used. Her flat was small and badly heated and smelled faintly of the tea she drank too much of, and in the corner by the window sat a chair.

It was a good chair, as far as chairs went — dark wood, a cushion gone a little thin at the edges, arms worn smooth in the places where someone used to rest their hands. Mira crossed the room, dropped her bag, and sat down on the floor beside it rather than in it, the way she always did.

"Long day," she said.

The chair didn't answer. Chairs didn't, not in words. But it creaked, once, softly, settling its weight the way it did when it recognised her voice — and the cushion, when she rested her head against it, was warm.

It shouldn't have been. There was no fire in the room, no sun through the window at this hour. But it was warm, every single evening, in the exact way her mother's lap used to be warm when Mira was small enough to still fit on it.

"I filed another one today," Mira said quietly, not really to the chair, more to the room, the way people talk to graves. "Teapot. Guy let it go without a fight." She picked at a loose thread on the cushion's seam. "I don't know how they do that. Just... accept it."

The chair creaked again — longer this time, a low settling groan that might have meant anything, or nothing. Mira had spent three years teaching herself to hear it say: I know, love. I know.

She didn't ask her mother's file number out loud. She didn't need to. It lived in her chest at all times, the way other people carried birthdays or old phone numbers. Four digits. Sealed, marked under appeal, pending review, for going on four years now. No movement, no hearing date, nothing but a small stamped notice, renewed every season, that said in the Office's flat, indifferent script: Case remains open. Do not resubmit without new evidence.

New evidence. As if a life could just produce more of itself, on request, for a daughter determined enough to go looking.

Mira stayed on the floor until the warmth of the cushion had worked its way properly into her, the way it did every night, and did not — not yet — let herself think too hard about where she might find new evidence.
Chapter Two: New Evidence

The letter was already on Mira's desk when she came in, and that was the first thing wrong with it.

Nothing arrived on a reaper's desk by itself. Files came up from Intake in grey folders, twenty at a time, each one stamped in the corner with the Office seal and the date, or whatever passed for a date in a place where Tuesdays came and went as they pleased. Memos came in grey envelopes, also stamped. There had once been a period when the biscuits in the break room were stamped, after an incident nobody would talk about.

This was not grey. It was a single folded sheet of cream-coloured paper, the heavy kind people buy for writing things that matter. It had been placed square in the middle of her blotter, neatly, the way you would leave something for someone you didn't want to wake.

Mira stood there with her coat half off and looked at it.

Then she smelled it. Lavender, very faint, and under that something close and papery: the smell of a drawer that had not been opened in a long time. A living drawer. Nothing in the Office smelled like that. Nothing in the whole sideways city did. The city smelled of dust and ink and, on bad days, the river.

Her body knew the smell before she did. Something tightened under her ribs, the way you flinch at a voice in a crowd before you have worked out whose it is. The bureau in the front room of the shelter. Third drawer down, the one that stuck. Her mother had kept the good paper in there, and the stamps, and a tin of mints she claimed were for the residents.

Mira sat down. She did not pick it up. Three years in this job had taught her that the worst things often arrived looking like presents.

When she did unfold it, her hands were not quite steady. She noticed that, disliked it, and unfolded it anyway.

It was her mother's handwriting. There was no mistaking the long loops, or the way every letter leaned forward as though it were late for something. Mira had seen that hand on shopping lists and birthday cards for the whole of her life, and then not at all for four years. She had to lay her other hand flat on the desk before she could read a word.

The letter began, "My Mira."

It went on, "I don't know if I'll send this. I've started it four times. You'll have heard by now what happened on Thursday night, and people will tell it to you in different ways, so I want you to have it from me.

"I won't put her name here. She's had enough people writing her down.

"She came to the office at two in the morning and said she couldn't breathe. She asked me to open the back door so she could stand outside and get some air. I had the key in my hand. Half the rules in that building say I should have told her no.

"But she'd spent eleven years with a man who locked doors on her, and I would not be one more person locking a door on her. So I opened it. She walked out, and she didn't come back, and you know the rest.

"What happened to her after that is mine to carry. I'm not asking anybody to take it off me. But I keep coming back to this, love. The mistake wasn't trusting her. The mistake was a world where trusting her wasn't safe. I would rather be wrong about that door than be the kind of person who keeps it shut.

"I hope it's you reading this. I hope you're not angry.

"All my love, always. Mum."

Mira read it three times. The third time, she made herself read it the way she read a file. Slowly, looking for the hole.

There wasn't one.

For four years her mother's case had been built out of other people's memories. Mira knew every one of them by heart. A trustee, who remembered that Elin let a vulnerable woman walk out into the night. A neighbour, who remembered hearing the door. A local paper, which remembered nothing at all except the headline and printed it anyway. Dozens of small, agreeing voices, and every one of them said the same word: negligent. Not one of them had ever asked why.

And here was why, in her mother's own hand.

The Office did not care much for feelings, but it was fond of its rules, and Mira knew the rules better than most people who wrote them. Testimony had to be consistent. One fair account did not outweigh many agreeing ones. But a primary account, in the dead person's own hand, carried a weight that nothing else did.

It was evidence. New evidence. Four years of stamped notices telling her not to come back without some, and here it was, on her blotter, smelling of lavender.

Something rose in her chest that she didn't recognise at first, because it had been so long. It took her a moment to name it. Hope. It felt less like a light coming on and more like a limb waking up after you have slept on it. It hurt.

A trolley rattled past her door. One of the Intake clerks, a narrow man with ink on his cuffs, was pushing the morning's files and talking to nobody in particular.

"Boundary Section had their lights on all night," he said. "All night. Somebody's in trouble."

Mira slid the letter under her blotter without thinking about it. She did it smoothly, the way you put a hand over a card, and then she smiled at him and said, "Isn't somebody always," and took her twenty grey folders.

She processed nine intakes before lunch. A bank manager who came through as a revolving door. A woman who had kept eleven cats and was gently, and to her obvious delight, becoming a cardigan. Mira stamped them and logged them and was kind in the small, practical ways the job allowed. All the while she could feel the letter under the blotter, the way you can feel the sun on your back without turning round.

Because the hope had a shadow, and the shadow was getting longer.

Letters did not cross from the living world. It was rare, it was expensive, and it was not allowed, in roughly that order. Somebody had opened that drawer. Somebody had carried this across a line that the Office spent a great deal of effort keeping in place, and then left it on her desk without so much as a note.

Nothing in the Office was free. Kindness always came with a form attached. If nobody had handed her the form yet, it only meant the bill was still on its way.

When the corridor was quiet, Mira took the letter out again and turned it over. She was looking for the one thing every piece of paper in the building carried: the little grey stamp, with its seal and its date. The stamp that said this had come through the proper channels and been seen by the proper eyes.

The corner was blank.

Everything that came into the Office was stamped. Everything. Which meant this letter had not come into the Office at all.

It had come in around it.
Chapter Three: The Supervisor

The supervisor's office was on the third floor, at the far end of a corridor that most people in the Office had no reason to walk down, behind a door with no nameplate.

Every other door in the building had one. Small brass rectangles, screwed in at eye level, polished by a man with a cloth who came round on what were probably Thursdays. This door had four little screw holes where a nameplate had once been, and a paler square of paint around them, and nothing else.

Mira had been up here twice in three years. Once on her first day, to be told where the forms were kept. Once when she had filed an appeal for a man who was being processed as a footstool and had won, which had apparently never happened before on that floor, and had required a conversation.

She knocked.

"Come in, Mira," said a voice, before she had said who it was.

The office was long and narrow and full of shelves, and the shelves were full of objects, not files. A row of pocket watches, a doll with one eye, a single riding boot, a small wooden music box with its lid shut. The archive downstairs kept what nobody came to claim, and the supervisor kept the archive. The most precious of the unclaimed things seemed to end up here, on his shelves.

He was sitting behind a desk with a lamp on it. He was not old, exactly. He had the kind of face that had stopped bothering to age, the way a house stops bothering to settle. Dark suit, pale eyes, a cardigan under the jacket that had been darned at the elbow by somebody who knew what they were doing. He was the oldest reaper anyone knew of. Some people said three hundred years. Some people said he had been here when the building was put up, and had told them where to put it.

His coat was on the stand by the door, and it was wet.

Mira noticed that the way she noticed most things, without deciding to. Dark at the shoulders. Damp along the hem. It did not rain in the sideways city, not properly. It drizzled now and then, out of politeness, but it did not rain.

"Sit," he said. "You've brought me something."

She had meant to explain first. Instead she took the letter out of her inside pocket and put it on his desk, and he picked it up, and as he took it his fingers brushed hers. They were cold. Not the ordinary cold of the building. Cold like someone who had been standing outside for a long time.

He read it once, slowly. Then he folded it along its old folds and laid it down between them and put one hand flat on top of it, as if it might blow away.

"Your mother," he said.

"Yes."

"She appealed at her own intake, I remember. Most people don't. They're too busy being surprised." He looked at the letter, not at her. "She told the intake officer that the classification was wrong, and when he asked her why, she said it wasn't her place to explain somebody else's business. Then she went quietly." He paused. "A year later, you came through intake yourself. And when they read you your sentence, you asked for a desk instead."

Mira said nothing. Most reapers had done the same, once. The Office offered the desk to the dead it thought would be useful, and a few of them said yes rather than become whatever they were going to become. It was not offered to everyone. It was never offered to the negligent.

"People who take the desk are usually running away from something," the supervisor said. "You were running towards it. You took her case on before you'd learned where the forms were kept."

"You remember that?"

"I remember most things. It's the one part of the job that gets easier." He tapped the letter. "Where did you find this?"

"On my desk. This morning. No envelope, no stamp. It smells of the drawer it was in." She heard her own voice go flat and careful, the voice she used on difficult intakes. "Who brings letters across?"

"The Office does not retrieve personal letters from the living world," he said. "It never has. It never will."

He said it the way people recite something they have said many times before.

"Then somebody outside the rules did," she said.

"Then somebody did something very reckless," he agreed. "Either it was a kindness, a foolish one, or someone wants something from you and is starting with a gift. In this building, Mira, I would not like to bet on which."

Behind him on the wallpaper there was a hook. A plain brass hook, screwed into the wall at shoulder height, with a faint outline around it where something had hung for a very long time and kept the sun off. Nothing hung there now.

"You know what this is," he went on. "If it is real, and I think it is, then it is the first primary account your mother's case has ever had. In her hand. From before. The panel would have to take it seriously."

"I know."

"And you also know what the Office will think about where it came from."

She did. She had known since the stamp. The Office had one great fear, and it was not the dead. It was the living, writing in. If one letter could cross, a thousand could. Every grieving family with a pen and a grudge. Every judgement turned into an argument. The whole careful machinery of memory and sentence, flooded.

"So what do I do?" she said. "Sit on it?"

"No." He said it more sharply than she had ever heard him say anything. Then, more gently, "No. I know how you work, Mira. You find the gap in the form, and you get through it before anyone notices it was there. It's served you very well. Don't do it this time."

She stared at him.

"File it," he said. "Formally. Openly. Cite the letter as primary testimony, and put it in writing that you don't know where it came from. Don't guess. Don't decorate. Let the panel see you hiding nothing, because they will be looking very hard for what you're hiding. Quiet gets you caught. Loud gets you a hearing."

"And if they ask how it got here?"

"Then you tell them the truth, which is that you don't know." He took his hand off the letter and slid it back across the desk to her. "One more thing."

She waited.

"If you find out where it came from," he said, "come to me first. Before you do anything with it. Before you tell anyone. Will you do that?"

There was something in the way he asked. Not an order. Mira had been given orders by this man, and they sounded like weather reports. This sounded like a favour.

"Why?"

"Because I have been here a very long time," he said, "and I would like to be useful to you before I am anything else."

She did not understand that. She put it away to understand later, next to the wet coat and the cold hands and the empty hook, without quite knowing why she was keeping any of them.

That night she filled out the appeal form at her kitchen table, in her best handwriting, with the chair a few feet away in the corner by the window. Case number. Appellant. Grounds. New evidence: one letter, handwritten, in the deceased's own hand.

At the line marked Origin, she held the pen over the paper for a long time.

Then she wrote, "Unknown," and signed her name underneath it, and for once in her life did not leave herself a way out.
Chapter Four: The Hearing

The hearing room had no windows. It had never needed them. It was a long, low room the colour of old bone, with a raised bench at one end and three chairs behind it. In the three chairs sat three judges whose faces never quite settled into anything you could remember afterwards.

Mira had tried, once, to describe one of them to a colleague over tea. She had got as far as "he had a nose" and given up.

She sat at the small table in front of the bench, alone, with the appeal file in front of her and her hands folded on top of it so that nobody could see what they wanted to do. Behind her were three rows of benches for the public. The public did not usually come. Today, in the very back row, there was one man.

He was thin and very neat and wore grey gloves, which nobody in the Office wore, and he had a notebook open on his knee. He did not look at Mira. He looked at the bench, and wrote, and looked at the bench again.

"Case four thousand, four hundred and seventy-one," said the judge in the centre. His voice was perfectly flat, like a table. "The matter of Elin, deceased, classified as negligent and rendered as a chair, being remembered chiefly as the one in charge, who sat in her chair while it happened. Appeal reopened on new evidence. The clerk will read the evidence into the record."

The clerk was grey. Most of the clerks were, after enough years, but this one had gone all the way: grey hair, grey skin, a grey voice that had read ten thousand pieces of evidence and expected nothing from any of them. He unfolded the cream-coloured letter with two fingers, the way you might pick up something that had been in a puddle, and began to read.

Mira had read it perhaps forty times by then. She had thought she was ready to hear it.

"My Mira. I don't know if I'll send this."

Her mother's words, in the clerk's dead voice, in that dead room. It was like hearing a song you love played on a broken instrument. The tune survived. Somehow that made it worse.

He read the part about the back door, and the key, and the woman who could not breathe. He read, "I would not be one more person locking a door on her." He read, "The mistake wasn't trusting her. The mistake was a world where trusting her wasn't safe." He read it all the way to "Mum," and folded it up again, and sat down.

Nobody spoke for a moment.

Then the judge on the left leaned forward a little. She was the drier of the two who ever said anything, and the one Mira privately thought of as the least dead.

"Well," she said. "That's not what the file says, is it."

"No, Your Honour," said Mira.

"The file," said the judge on the left, turning pages, "says the deceased let a vulnerable woman walk out into the night. This letter says the deceased opened a door for a woman who asked her to. Those are the same facts. They are not the same story."

"The panel notes," said the centre judge, flatly, "that the letter reframes the incident. Not as neglect of a duty of care, but as respect for the autonomy of the person in that care."

"It's a good letter," said the judge on the left.

Mira felt something rise in her chest and pressed it down again, hard, because she had sat in this room for other people's cases and she knew what a judge sounded like right before the word but.

"However," said the centre judge.

There it was.

"The provenance of the document is unverified. The appellant's own filing states that its origin is unknown." He looked at her, or his face pointed in her direction, which came to the same thing. "The panel appreciates the appellant's candour. The panel also observes that the document carries no Office stamp, which means it did not arrive by any route the Office recognises."

In the back row, the man in grey gloves wrote something down.

"Further," the centre judge went on, "the panel is bound by the principle of consistent testimony. One account, however persuasive, does not outweigh many agreeing ones. A primary account in the deceased's own hand carries unusual weight. It does not carry unlimited weight."

"So the letter's not enough," said Mira. She had not meant to say it out loud.

"The letter is not nothing," said the judge on the left.

The three of them leaned together for a moment, the way judges do, and murmured, and leaned apart.

"The classification of case four thousand, four hundred and seventy-one is suspended," said the centre judge. "Not overturned. Suspended. The deceased will remain as she is, but the sentence is no longer final. Should the appellant establish where this document came from, and establish that no boundary between the worlds was violated in bringing it here, the panel will reconvene and weigh it in full. Until then, this matter is closed."

He brought his hand down on the bench. There was no gavel. There didn't need to be.

Suspended. Mira sat with the word while the room emptied around her. It was more than she had had in four years. It was a door off its latch, not a door open.

She knew what was on the other side of that door, too. She had always known, and had always been careful not to look at it. A sentence that was overturned was lifted, and a soul whose sentence was lifted was released, at the next turning of the season, to go on wherever the released went. If Mira won, her mother would be free. And the chair in the corner by the window would be just a chair. And the condition attached to it sat in her stomach like a stone. Show where it came from. Show that nobody broke the rules to bring it.

She already knew that somebody had.

When she came out into the corridor, the man in grey gloves was standing by the door as if he had been waiting for a bus.

"An interesting letter," he said. His voice was quiet and precise, every word put down carefully, like cutlery. "I'm Crane. Inspector. Boundary Section."

"I know what the Boundary Section is."

"Everybody does," said Crane. "Very few people know what it's for." He tipped his head, almost politely. "Good afternoon."

He walked away down the corridor without hurrying, and she watched him all the way to the stairs.

At home she did not take her coat off. She went straight to the corner by the window and sat down on the floor beside the chair, and put her back against its legs, and stayed there.

"Suspended," she said.

The chair creaked. It was a short creak, rising a little at the end. Three years of listening had taught Mira most of what the chair could say, and this one she had heard a hundred times, usually when she came home late without explaining herself. It meant, well?

So she told it. All of it. The clerk's voice. The judge on the left saying it was a good letter. The man in the back row and his grey gloves. The condition. She talked until the window went dark and the street outside went quiet, or as quiet as a street got in a city that ran slightly sideways.

"So I have to find out who brought it," she said finally. "And if I'm right, whoever brought it broke every rule there is. Which means I win by proving somebody broke the rules, and the rule says I can only win if nobody did." She laughed, not very well. "You'd have liked that. You always said the forms were written by people who'd never met a human being."

The chair did not creak. But when she leaned her head back against the cushion, it was warm, the way it always was. And then, slowly, it seemed to settle more firmly around her, the arms pressing in a fraction, the old wood holding her the way a hand holds a shoulder when it wants you to stop walking for a second and listen.

Be careful, it meant.

"I know," Mira said. "I know, Mum."

She sat there until the warmth had got all the way into her. Then she got up, and took her coat off at last, and went to find a pen. If she was going to find out who had brought that letter across, she was going to have to start by finding out who could.
Chapter Five: Lost Correspondence

The woman on the other side of Mira's desk was becoming a diary.

A small one, with a leather cover and a brass lock, and she was taking it rather well. She was in her seventies, with very straight posture and a blouse buttoned all the way to the top, and when Mira read out the classification she only nodded, as though she had been expecting the post.

"Locked, I suppose," she said.

"Locked," said Mira. "People remember you as private. Hard to know. One testimony says you never once told anyone what you were thinking, in sixty years."

"That's not true. I told the cat."

"Cats don't testify."

"More's the pity." The woman folded her hands. "Can I appeal?"

"Everyone can." Mira reached for a form. "Tell me why diary's wrong."

The woman opened her mouth, and then shut it again, and Mira watched her think about it. Watched her imagine the hearing, the clerk reading out the reasons, the three blank faces weighing up whether she had been as closed as everybody said, and whether, if she hadn't been, she ought to explain what she had been instead.

"Actually," the woman said, "I think I'd rather keep it to myself."

Mira put the form back in the drawer. "That's allowed too."

She meant it. Some people wanted the door opened, and some people wanted to be left with the key. Her mother had understood that better than anyone. Mira was only just beginning to.

She logged the diary and put it on the shelf beside the teapot, and then, because there were no more intakes until after lunch, she shut her door and took out the letter.

She had decided to treat it like a case. That was the only way she could look at it for long without her hands doing that thing again. A case had facts. Facts could be listed.

The paper was good, heavy cream stock, the kind sold in proper stationers in the living world, in boxes of fifty with matching envelopes. When she held it up to the lamp she could see a watermark, a little crown above a word too faint to read. Her mother had bought a box of exactly that paper the Christmas before she died and had made a joke about it being too good to write on. That was a fact, though not one the panel would accept.

The smell was a fact. Lavender and old wood. The bureau drawer.

The missing stamp was the most important fact of all.

Then she did something she had not done in a long time. She took out her mother's whole case file, the thick one, and read the testimonies again. This time she was not looking for hope. She was looking for the shape of the thing.

There were forty-one of them. She had read them so often over three years that she had stopped really seeing them, the way you stop seeing the pattern on your own wallpaper. A trustee of the shelter. A neighbour. A woman from the council. A man who had sat on a committee with Elin once. A former volunteer. Each of them a short paragraph, a fragment of memory, the residue that her mother had left in other people's heads.

Halfway through, Mira slowed down.

The trustee remembered that Elin had let a vulnerable woman walk out into the night. The neighbour remembered hearing the back door, and thinking, as she put it, that somebody had let a vulnerable woman walk out into the night. The woman from the council remembered the night a vulnerable woman was allowed to walk out. The former volunteer remembered reading about it.

Walk out into the night. Walk out into the night. Again and again, in different handwriting, in different voices, the same five words.

People do not remember things in the same five words. Mira had processed thousands of testimonies. Real memories were messy. They got the day wrong and the weather wrong, and they remembered what somebody was wearing and forgot what they had said. Real memories did not rhyme.

She wrote the phrase on a scrap of paper and underlined it twice, and did not yet know what it meant. She put it in her pocket with the other things she was keeping to understand later.

After lunch she went down to the archive.

It was on the second floor, below the supervisor's office and under his authority, though he rarely came down. The public counter was a long wooden desk with a brass bell on it and a sign that said Lost Correspondence and Unclaimed Effects. Behind the desk sat the counter clerk, a woman with half-moon glasses and the expression of someone who had been asked stupid questions since before Mira was born.

"I'd like to see the crossing records," said Mira.

The counter clerk looked at her over the glasses.

"The record of anything brought across from the living world," Mira said. "Letters. Objects. Anything that came in by an irregular route."

"There are no crossing records," said the counter clerk.

"Because they're sealed?"

"Because there are no crossings. Crossings do not happen. Things that do not happen are not a matter of record." She said it with the calm of someone reading from a card that had been laminated a long time ago. "Is there anything else?"

"Somebody brought a letter across last week," said Mira.

"Then somebody did something that does not happen," said the counter clerk, "and you'll want the Boundary Section, not me." She rang the little brass bell, although there was nobody waiting behind Mira. "Next."

Mira went back upstairs with nothing.

There was an envelope on her desk when she got there. Grey, this time. Stamped in the corner with the Office seal and the date, the way everything was supposed to be. For a ridiculous moment she was almost glad to see something that had come the proper way.

Then she opened it.

Notice of inquiry, it said. The Boundary Section of the Office has opened a formal inquiry into a suspected breach of the boundary between the worlds, in connection with the appeal of Elin, deceased. The appellant is required to attend for interview. It gave a room number in the basement and a time the next morning. It was signed in very neat, very small handwriting. Crane, Inspector.

Mira read it twice. Then she sat down slowly.

She had been treating the letter as a case. Somebody else had just started treating her as one.

She thought about going up to the third floor. Come to me first, the supervisor had said, once you find out where it came from. But she hadn't found out anything. All she had was a smell, a missing stamp, and five words that too many people had used.

So she did what she always did. She said nothing to anyone, and folded the notice into her pocket next to the scrap of paper, and went back to work, and processed eleven more souls that afternoon with perfect, careful kindness, while the basement waited for her underneath the floor.
Chapter Six: The Boundary Section

The basement of the Office was colder than the rest of the building, and tidier than anywhere Mira had ever been.

The corridor was swept. The doors were numbered in black paint, every number the same height. Room nine had a table with nothing on it, two chairs, and a lamp that hung from the ceiling on a chain and did not swing. Crane was already sitting in one of the chairs. He had taken off one grey glove and laid it on the table, perfectly flat, and kept the other one on.

"Thank you for coming," he said, as though she had had a choice. "Sit down, please."

She sat.

He did not open a file. He did not have to. Mira had the feeling that everything he knew about her was arranged inside his head in the same way the basement was, swept and numbered.

"I want to begin," Crane said, "by telling you what this Section is for. People get it wrong. They think we're a sort of police. We're not. We're a sort of wall."

"A wall."

"Between the living and the dead. It isn't a very thick one. It never has been." He turned the loose glove a quarter turn on the table, squaring it. "The whole of this Office runs on one idea. That the dead are judged by how they are remembered, and that the memories are fixed. Finished. Nobody gets to add to them afterwards. That is what makes judgement possible at all."

"I know how judgement works, Inspector. I do it eighteen times a day."

"Then you know what happens if the living can write to us." For the first time something moved in his face. It was not anger. It looked, oddly, like fear. "Every family on earth with a pen. Every widow who wants her husband remembered as a better man than he was. Every son who wants his father remembered as a worse one. Letters, and then parcels, and then lawyers. Every sentence in this building turned into a negotiation that never ends. We would drown, Mira. Not slowly. All at once."

She had not expected him to sound sincere. It was harder to dislike a man who sounded sincere.

"I didn't write the letter," she said. "My mother did. Four years ago. While she was alive."

"I know. I've no doubt it's hers. That isn't the question." He took a small card from his inside pocket and laid it next to the glove. "Are you familiar with Article Nine?"

"Contraband," said Mira.

"Contraband," Crane agreed. "Anything brought across the boundary by an unlawful route. Article Nine is very short, and I'm very fond of it. It says that contraband taints the appeal of whoever trafficked it. Not the evidence itself. The evidence stays what it is. But if the person who brought it across is the person who benefits from it, their appeal is void. Struck. As though it had never been filed."

Mira kept her face still. "I didn't bring it across."

"And Article Nine has a second sentence," Crane said. "Where the trafficker is unknown, the beneficiary is presumed to be the trafficker unless another is shown."

There it was. She felt it land somewhere under her ribs, cold and exact, like the lamp above them.

"So unless I can show who did bring it," she said slowly, "you'll assume it was me."

"The Article will assume it was you. I don't assume anything. I'm very careful about that." He turned the card over. On the back was a small drawing of a key, the long old-fashioned kind, with a ring at one end. "I'll tell you something else, because I think you'll find out anyway, and I would rather you heard it accurately. The boundary isn't silent. When something crosses it, the boundary rings. Very faintly, like a wet finger on the rim of a glass. This Section listens for it."

"And it rang."

"Eight nights ago. The night before your letter appeared." Crane laid one finger on the drawing. "There were once a number of crossing keys in this Office. From the old days, when reapers still went across to collect the dead in person, before the procedure was changed. Every one of them was recalled and destroyed a long time ago. The archive keeps the register. I have read it. Every key is marked destroyed."

"Then it couldn't have been one of those."

"The ring had a particular note," said Crane. "Each key has its own. The one that crossed eight nights ago matches a key the register says was melted down two hundred years ago."

Mira said nothing. She was thinking about the archive counter, and the brass bell, and the woman with the half-moon glasses saying crossings do not happen.

"You see my difficulty," Crane said. "Someone in this building has a key that does not exist, and used it to bring you something. Either that someone is you, or it is somebody who cares a great deal about you. In my experience there aren't many of those in this Office. People don't usually come here to make friends."

"I don't have a key."

"Then find me who does. Before the season turns." He put his glove back on, finger by finger. "The inquiry closes then. If I have a name, I'll deal with that person, and your appeal stands or falls on the evidence. If I have no name, Article Nine will deal with you. I'm not your enemy, Mira. I'm a wall. Walls don't have opinions."

"Walls have people standing behind them," she said.

He looked at her for a moment, then inclined his head, as if conceding a small point in a game he was still going to win. "Good afternoon."

Out in the corridor, climbing the stairs back into the warmer air, Mira went through it the way she would go through a file.

Someone with access to the archive's old register. Someone who knew the letter existed, and where it was, and which drawer stuck. Someone who could leave it on her desk without being seen. Someone in the building early, before the morning files came up.

The clerk with ink on his cuffs came round the corner with his trolley and nearly ran into her.

"Sorry," he said. "Sorry, miss." He had the effects ledgers on the trolley today, the big green books where Intake recorded whatever the dead had in their pockets when they arrived. He pushed them up and down this corridor every morning, between Intake and the archive. Early. Before anyone else was in.

He had been the one who told her about the Boundary Section's lights.

Mira stood aside and let him pass, and watched him go, and felt the shape of a suspicion settle on him, the way a coat settles on a hook. It fitted badly. She knew it fitted badly. But it fitted, and she was tired, and it was the only hook she had.
Chapter Seven: The Door With No Nameplate

The boy was eight, and he was becoming a nightlight, and he was frightened.

He wasn't frightened of the nightlight. He seemed to quite like the idea, once Mira had explained it. A little lamp shaped like a moon, that came on when the room got dark and made the shadows go back where they belonged. He had had one, he told her, until he was six, and then his brother had laughed at him and he had made his mother take it away.

It was the edges that frightened him.

He kept looking down at his hands. They had started to go soft at the fingertips, the way they all did, the shape loosening as the sentence took hold. Most adults didn't notice until it was nearly done. Children always noticed.

"Is it going to hurt?" he said.

"No," said Mira. "It feels like falling asleep in the car. That's what people tell me."

"I don't want to fall asleep yet."

Regulation intake time was twenty minutes. The boy had been in her office for nineteen. There was a clock on the wall to remind her, and there was a man from the Boundary Section who had been sitting on the bench outside her door since that morning, to remind her of everything else.

Mira looked at the clock. Then she reached into her drawer, took out a hold slip, and signed it.

A hold slip let a reaper pause a sentence for review. It was meant for paperwork errors, a wrong name, a missing testimony. It was not meant for an eight-year-old who did not want to fall asleep yet. If anyone checked, she would have to explain herself, and with Crane's man on the bench outside, somebody would check.

"There," she said. "Now we've got as long as we like."

The edges of the boy's hands stopped going soft. He looked at them and then at her with enormous suspicion, as though she had done a magic trick and he wanted to see the other hand.

"How long?"

"Long enough for you to tell me about your brother," said Mira, "and whether he deserved it."

He did. At length. When he had finished, and laughed twice, and yawned once without noticing, Mira tore up the hold slip, and he went very gently, a little moon-shaped lamp on the chair, glowing faintly even in the daylight. She put him on the shelf next to the diary, where it was darkest.

The man on the bench wrote something down. Mira didn't care.

That night, she went back to the archive.

This time she went to the door behind the counter, which was locked, and which opened, as most locks in the Office did, to a reaper's master key and a certain amount of patience. She had told herself that she was going to look at the register. That she was going to find the old key list, and see whose initials were on the line that said destroyed, and work out whether the clerk with the ink on his cuffs could ever have got near it.

The register was where Crane had said it would be. A tall black book on a lectern. She found the page. A column of keys, each with a number and a date and the same word in faded brown ink. Destroyed. Destroyed. Destroyed.

Every entry had been initialled by the same person. The same small, upright hand. There was no name. In the column where a name should have been, someone had simply written, Keeper of the Archive.

There was a drawer under the lectern. It was not locked. Afterwards, Mira thought that was deliberate.

Inside was a single file. Old, its cover gone soft as cloth, tied with a ribbon that had once been red. The case number on the front had only three digits. It was an appeal file, like her mother's. The appellant's name had been scratched out so long ago that the paper had healed over it.

The deceased had been a girl of seventeen. Her name was Agnes. She had been remembered, by a village that had not liked her very much, as careless with other people's things, and she had been classified as a music box with a broken key. Underneath, filed over and over again, were appeals. Sixty years of them. The handwriting the same in every one, small and upright, getting a little shakier, then steadier, then shakier again. Grounds for appeal. New evidence. Request to reconvene.

And then, three hundred years ago, they stopped.

There was no ruling. No refusal. The last page was simply a form that had been started and never finished. Grounds for appeal, it said, and then nothing. As though the person writing it had put down the pen to go and get something, and had never come back.

Mira thought of the shelf in the supervisor's office. The row of pocket watches. The doll with one eye. A small wooden music box with its lid shut.

"I wondered," said a voice behind her, "how long it would take you."

He was in the doorway. Dark suit, pale eyes. His coat was dry tonight. He did not come in. He stood there with his hands at his sides, and for the first time since she had known him he looked exactly as old as he was.

"It was you," Mira said.

"Yes."

"You have a key."

"I kept one. When they recalled them. I wrote destroyed in the book, and I put it on a hook on my wall, and I looked at it every day for two hundred years." He said it plainly, as if reading out a list. "The night before your letter came, I took it down."

"Why?"

He was quiet for long enough that she thought he wasn't going to answer.

"Agnes was my sister," he said. "I filed for her for sixty years. And then one day I didn't. Nobody stopped me. Nobody noticed. Least of all me. I simply found, one morning, that I'd stopped expecting anything, and that it was easier. I took the job upstairs. I kept her where I could see her. I've been keeping her for three hundred years, and I've been very good at my job, and I have not once filed anything since." He looked at the folder in her hands. "Then you arrived. And I watched you do what I did, for three years. Every appeal you filed for a stranger, and every season the notice on your mother's file, and you getting a little quieter each time. I knew where you were going. I've been there. I couldn't watch you get there too."

"So you broke the boundary."

"I went to the shelter. It's someone else's office now. The bureau is still in the front room. The third drawer sticks." Something that wasn't quite a smile. "It was raining."

Mira looked down at the file. Agnes. Sixty years, and then a form with nothing on it. She thought about her own file, the thick one at home. She thought about how many more years she had in her before she put the pen down to go and get something, and never came back.

What would she be by then? Somebody who sat in a long room full of other people's things, telling young reapers to file openly, while she kept her own sister on a shelf?

Or something worse. Somebody who didn't even keep the shelf.

"Crane knows a key was used," she said. "He's got until the season turns. Article Nine says that if he can't name who brought it, it's me."

"I know," said the supervisor. "That's why I'm here. Tell him."

"What?"

"Tell him it was me. That was always the arrangement, Mira. That's why I asked you to come to me first. Give him my name and your mother's appeal stands on its own."

"You don't have a name," she said, and was shocked at how angry she sounded. "You took it off your door."

"Then tell him it was the supervisor. He'll know."

She put the file back in the drawer under the lectern, very carefully, and tied the ribbon again, the way it had been.

"No," she said.

"Mira."

"No," she said again, and walked past him out of the door, and did not look back, because she already knew what his face would look like and she did not want to see it.
Chapter Eight: A Clean Provenance

It came to her in the bath, which was where most of Mira's worst ideas came from.

The bath in her flat was short and the water was never more than lukewarm. She had been lying in it for an hour, staring at a crack in the ceiling, going round and round the same three facts like a dog that can't settle. Crane needed a name. The supervisor had given her one. She was not going to use it.

So she needed the letter never to have crossed at all.

She sat up so fast that water went over the side.

The dead did not arrive empty-handed. Whatever they had in their pockets when they died came with them, more often than people expected. Keys, mostly. Coins. Receipts. Once, memorably, a live hamster. Intake recorded all of it in the effects ledgers, the big green books the clerk pushed up and down the corridor every morning. Anything nobody claimed was sent to the archive counter, Lost Correspondence and Unclaimed Effects, and sat there until somebody remembered it.

And effects were not stamped. Mira knew that the way she knew all the small rules. They were too small and too many. They were logged, by hand, in the green books, and that was all.

The letter had no stamp. Crane had made a great deal of that. But a letter that had come over in a dead woman's pocket four years ago, been logged, been misfiled, and turned up last week in the archive would not have a stamp either. It would have exactly the history it had. A smell of the drawer it came from. No Office seal. And no crossing, because it had never crossed.

The ring Crane had heard eight nights ago would just be a ring. Something else, going somewhere else. He would never be able to prove otherwise. Article Nine needed a trafficker, and there would not be one, because there would not have been any trafficking. Her mother's appeal would stand on its own feet. Nobody's name would be given to anyone.

All it needed was one line in a green book, four years old.

She got out of the bath.

It took her three days. She was very good at it. That was the part she thought about afterwards, more than the rest. Not that she had done it, but how easy it had been, how naturally her hands had known what to do.

The effects ledgers for past years were kept in a storeroom behind Intake, on metal shelves, in date order. Nobody went in there. Mira went in on the first evening with a cup of tea, as though she had come to look something up, and found the book for the season her mother had died. She found the page. The entry said: Elin, deceased. Classified, chair. Effects: reading glasses, one pair. Door keys, a ring of four. Handkerchief.

Her mother had always had a handkerchief. Mira looked at the word for a long time.

On the second day she studied the hand of the intake officer who had written the page, a man who had since retired into whatever retired reapers became. He made his capital letters very large and his small ones very small. He crossed his sevens. She practised on scrap paper at her kitchen table until she could do it without thinking. She found an old bottle of the ink they had used then, in the back of a supply cupboard, gone a little thick.

On the third evening she went back into the storeroom and added one line under the handkerchief. It said: Letter, one, handwritten, folded. Unclaimed. To archive.

It looked as though it had always been there. She blotted it, and put the book back exactly where it had been, and went upstairs and wrote out a notice of correction to the panel, in her own hand and her own name. The appellant wishes to inform the panel that the origin of the document has been established. It appears in the effects of the deceased, recorded at intake, and was subsequently misplaced. No crossing took place.

She dropped it in the panel's tray at the end of the day. The clerk on duty glanced at it, stamped it, and put it in the pile for review. Just like that.

She was halfway down the corridor when the supervisor fell into step beside her.

"You've filed something," he said quietly.

"I've filed a correction."

"Mira." He did not raise his voice. He never did. "Whatever you've done, take it back. There is still time. Let me carry this."

"You've carried enough."

"That isn't your decision to make."

"I'm making it anyway." She did not stop walking. "Nobody needs your name now. Nobody needs anybody's name. The letter came over in her pocket and got lost in your own archive. Nobody broke anything. You get to keep your key and your shelf and your sister, and I get my mother back, and Crane gets to listen to his glass ring. Everyone wins."

"That's not how it works," said the supervisor. "Somebody always pays for the version where everyone wins. Usually it's the person who wasn't asked."

She did stop then, and turned to him. "Then don't ask," she said. "Just let me do this."

He looked at her with those pale, unageing eyes. Then he stepped back, out of her way, the way you step back from a door that someone has decided to close.

That night she sat down on the floor beside the chair, the way she always did, and leaned her head back against the cushion.

It was cold.

It was the temperature of the room, the temperature of any old cushion on any old chair. Mira sat very still. In three years it had never once been cold. It had been warm when she came home late, and warm when she came home angry, and warm on the nights she came home and said nothing at all.

She waited.

It warmed, eventually. Slowly, a little at a time, as though it was making up its mind. By the time she fell asleep there on the floor it was almost as warm as usual.

Almost.

She told herself it was the weather.
Chapter Nine: Sequestered

The man on the other side of Mira's desk was becoming a mirror, and he was furious about it.

"A mirror," he said. "A mirror. Do you know what I did for a living?"

"Sales," said Mira, reading from the file.

"I was very good at sales."

"So everyone says." She turned a page. "People remember you as charming. Persuasive. Always told them exactly what they wanted to hear."

"And what's wrong with that?"

"Nothing, until they looked closely and found it was themselves." Mira closed the file. "That's how mirrors work. You stand in front of one and it shows you what you brought."

He sat back. He was a handsome man, in a well-pressed suit, and he had the look of someone searching very quickly for the right thing to say, the way he must have done a thousand times. For a moment Mira almost felt sorry for him. He had spent his whole life getting away with things, and now he was going to spend the rest of it holding still while other people looked at their own faces in him.

"I want to appeal," he said.

"Everyone can." She reached for the form. "Tell me why mirror's wrong."

He opened his mouth, and smiled, and began to tell her. It was a good answer. It was fluent and warm and very convincing, and about halfway through it Mira realised it was exactly what she would have said, if she had been him. It was what she would have written on a notice of correction.

She stopped writing.

"You don't believe a word of that," she said.

The smile went out of his face like a light. He looked, suddenly, very tired. "No," he said. "But it usually works."

She filed it for him anyway. Then she put the mirror on the shelf, facing the wall, because she didn't want to look into it just then.

Crane came at eleven.

He did not knock. He stood in the doorway in his grey gloves, holding a thin folder, and the clerk who pushed the ledger trolley stood behind him, looking as though he wished the floor would open and take him somewhere else.

"I've read your correction," said Crane. "It's very good."

Mira said nothing.

"Very good," Crane repeated. "The hand is excellent. The ink is right. You even found the old bottle. I'd have missed it, I think, if I'd only had the green book to go on." He opened the folder. "But the archive keeps a copy."

Mira felt the floor of her stomach drop away.

"Every page of every effects ledger is copied into the archive registry at the end of each season. It's been done that way for four hundred years. Nobody ever looks at the copies, of course. Nobody needs to." He turned the folder round so that she could see. The same page. The same large capitals and tiny small letters, the same crossed sevens, copied out in a different, rounder hand. Reading glasses, one pair. Door keys, a ring of four. Handkerchief.

And then nothing.

"I do the copies," said the clerk miserably, from the doorway. "I'm sorry, miss. He asked to see them. I didn't know what he was looking for."

"It isn't your fault," Mira said, and found that she meant it. She had suspected him of crossing the boundary. He had never crossed anything in his life. He had just copied things out, every season, carefully, for nobody.

"I'm not here to arrest you," said Crane. "Forging an effects entry isn't a boundary offence, and the boundary is the only thing I'm interested in. You'll answer to the panel for the forgery, when it reconvenes. What I am interested in is that you've now told the panel, in writing, that no crossing took place. And I know that one did." He closed the folder. "So you know who brought that letter across. And you've decided to protect them."

"I don't know anything," said Mira.

"You know exactly who it was," Crane said, not unkindly. "Your correction proves it. People don't forge alibis for strangers." He took a second piece of paper from the folder and laid it on her desk. It was grey, and stamped, and signed in his very small hand. "Since the appellant has interfered with the record, the subject of the appeal is now evidence in a boundary inquiry. It will be held by this Section until the inquiry closes."

Mira read the paper. Then she read it again, because the first time the words had not gone in.

"The subject of the appeal," she said.

"I'm sorry," said Crane. And the worst thing was that he seemed to be.

They came for the chair that evening.

Two porters in canvas aprons, with a trolley, and Crane behind them on the landing, gloves on, not coming in. Mira stood in the middle of her own small room with her arms crossed and watched them, because she couldn't think of anything else to do with her body.

"Careful with it," she said.

"We're always careful, miss," said one of the porters, and he was. He tilted the chair back slowly, and the other one lifted the front legs, and between them they set it on the trolley as if it were made of glass.

The chair creaked.

It was a sound Mira had never heard it make before. Not a settling creak, or a well, or a be careful. It was long and low and uncertain, the sound of something old being moved from the only place it knew.

"It's all right," Mira said, and her voice did something she had not let it do in front of anyone for three years. "It's all right, Mum. It's only for a little while."

She did not know if that was true. She said it anyway.

The porters wheeled it out across the room, past the window, through her front door and onto the landing. Crane stood aside to let it pass. Then the porters took it down the stairs one step at a time, and the creaking went with them, fainter, and fainter, and then it stopped.

Crane was still on the landing.

"The inquiry closes when the season turns," he said. "You still have time to give me a name."

Mira shut the door in his face.

It was the most satisfying thing she had done all week, and it lasted about three seconds. Then she turned round, and there was the corner by the window, and there was nothing in it but a slightly paler square on the floorboards where the chair had stood for three years, keeping the sun off.
Chapter Ten: Floor

She sat on the floor anyway.

There was no reason to. There was nothing to lean against, nothing to talk to, nothing warm. But it was where she sat, at the end of a day. It was the shape her evenings had taken for three years, and she found her body folding into it before she had decided anything, knees up, back against the wall, in the corner by the window where the chair was not.

The floorboards were cold. The pale square where the chair had stood was colder still, or seemed to be. Above her the window was shut, the way it always was. It had been painted shut before she moved in, and in three years she had never once tried the latch.

Mira did not cry. She had not cried when she died, as far as she could remember. It had not been the sort of death that left time for it. A wet road, a delivery van, a Tuesday. She had not cried at her own intake either, when the officer read out what she was going to be, and she said, very politely, that she would rather have a desk. She had not cried in three years of sitting on this floor. She was not going to start now, for a piece of furniture.

She lasted about ten minutes.

When it was over she felt scraped out and oddly light, the way you feel after being sick. The street outside had gone quiet. Somewhere a long way off, a bell was ringing, slow and faint, the way bells rang in the sideways city, as if they were remembering a tune.

She said the letter out loud.

She had not meant to. It came out of her the way a song does when you're alone, because she had read it so many times that the words lived in her now, like her mother's file number. My Mira. I don't know if I'll send this. She said all of it, into the dark, to the empty corner. The back door. The key in her hand. The woman who couldn't breathe.

"I would not be one more person locking a door on her," Mira said.

She stopped.

She said it again, more slowly, and listened to it this time, the way she should have listened in the hearing room, instead of just being glad of it.

Her mother had had the key in her hand. Half the rules in that building had said no. And she had opened the door anyway, not because she was sure it was safe, but because it was not her door to keep shut. It was the woman's life. It was the woman's choice. Elin's whole job had been to keep people safe, and at the moment that mattered, she had decided that safe was not the same as locked in.

I would rather be wrong about that door than be the kind of person who keeps it shut.

And what had Mira done, since the letter came?

She had hidden it under a blotter. She had suspected a clerk because it was easier than looking up a flight of stairs. She had stood in a corridor and told a three-hundred-year-old man that she was making his decision for him, whether he liked it or not, and when he had asked her to let him carry his own weight, she had said no. She had written a lie in a dead man's handwriting so that nobody would have to choose anything at all, except her.

There was a knock.

She knew who it was before she got up. Nobody else ever came here. When she opened the door he was standing on the landing with his coat over his arm, dry, and his hands at his sides, and he looked past her into the room and saw the empty corner, and his face changed.

"They took her," he said.

"This evening."

"I'm sorry, Mira."

"Come in," she said. "There's nowhere to sit. I'm afraid that's rather the point."

He came in. He looked at the floor, and at her. Then, slowly, with the care of a man whose knees had been around for a very long time, he lowered himself down onto the floorboards beside her, back against the wall, coat folded on his lap. They sat there side by side, two dead people on the floor of a cold flat, looking at a square of slightly paler wood.

"I used to do this," he said, after a while. "With Agnes. Before I moved her to the office. I'd sit on the floor of my room and talk to her, and she'd just sit there on the shelf, being a music box. She never played. The key was broken. I used to tell myself that she was listening anyway."

"She probably was," said Mira.

"Perhaps." He turned his coat over in his hands. "I've come to tell you something, and I would like you to let me finish before you say no."

She nodded.

"I want to go to the hearing when it reconvenes," he said. "I want to stand up in that bone-coloured room, and tell the panel I crossed the boundary, and I took the letter out of the drawer, and I put it on your desk, and you knew nothing about it. And I want to do it under my own name." He paused. "I haven't said it out loud in three hundred years. I'm not entirely sure I still can."

Mira waited.

"Edmund," he said. Carefully, as if testing a floorboard. "My name is Edmund."

"Edmund," she said.

"Yes." Something in his shoulders let go. "That's the one."

"If you stand up and say that," said Mira, "Crane will have his name. Article Nine will be satisfied. And you'll be finished. They'll take your post. They'll probably send you for judgement. The real kind. The kind you've been avoiding since before this building was finished."

"I know."

"You'd be giving up everything."

"I'd be choosing it," said Edmund. "There's a difference. You of all people should know there's a difference." He glanced at her. "Your mother knew."

She thought about the key in Elin's hand. About a woman who asked for air.

It was his life. It was his choice. And it was not her door to keep shut.

"All right," Mira said. Her voice came out very small. "All right, Edmund."

He nodded once, as though something had been signed.

"But I'm going too," she said. "I'm withdrawing the correction. All of it. I'm going to tell them what I wrote in that book, and why, before Crane gets the chance to." She felt the shape of it as she said it, terrifying and simple. "No more gaps in the form. No more getting through before anyone notices. I'm going to stand in the middle of that room and tell the whole truth and see what it does."

"It may cost you the appeal," said Edmund.

"Then it costs me the appeal."

He looked at her. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled. It changed his whole face. It made him look, for a second, like somebody's brother.

"Loud," he said. "Not quiet."

"Loud," said Mira.

They sat on the floor until the window began to go grey. Neither of them said much. At some point, without quite meaning to, Mira leaned her head against his shoulder, and it was not warm, exactly. But it was not cold either.
Chapter Eleven: Testimony

"An umbrella," said the old woman. "Do they mean I was useful when it rained, and then got left in the hall?"

She was small and broad and somewhere past eighty, with hands that had done a great deal of washing up, and she had not sat down yet. Mira had a feeling she was not a woman who sat down much.

"They mean you kept people dry," said Mira. "You held the coats at funerals. You walked your neighbour's children home from school for eleven years."

"And nobody thought to ask who was holding the umbrella over me. You hold one over somebody else, you get the rain down your back." The woman sniffed. "Is there any point appealing?"

Mira thought about the question properly, for the first time in a while. Not the polite version she asked eighteen times a day.

"I don't know," she said. "But I'd like to hear why it's wrong. Sit down. Tell me."

The woman sat. It took a quarter of an hour. Mira wrote down every word of it in her best hand, and read it back, and the woman nodded and said, "Yes. That's what it was like." Mira filed it. She had no idea whether it would go anywhere. She filed it anyway, and meant it.

Then she went up to the panel's office and asked for her correction back.

The clerk on duty looked at her with polite confusion. "It's in the pile for review."

"I know. I'm withdrawing it."

"On what grounds?"

"On the grounds that it's false," said Mira. "I wrote the entry it refers to, this week, in the storeroom behind Intake, in someone else's handwriting, with old ink. I'd like to put that in writing, please, with my name on it. And I'd like to ask the panel to reconvene on my mother's case as soon as it can."

The clerk stared at her. Then, very slowly, he reached for a fresh form.

Crane came down to her office within the hour. He did not stand in the doorway this time. He came in and shut the door behind him and stood in front of her desk, and for once he did not seem to know what to do with his gloves.

"You've confessed to forgery," he said.

"Yes."

"In writing. Before anyone made you."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because it was true," said Mira. "You told me you were a wall, Inspector. I've decided I don't want to be one."

He studied her, the way he might study a ring on the boundary that didn't match any key he knew.

"You understand that I'll put that confession in front of the panel," he said. "I'll argue that hiding the route makes you part of the trafficking. A beneficiary who forges a record to cover a crossing is going to look very much like a trafficker."

"I understand."

"And you still haven't given me a name."

"You'll get one," said Mira. "At the hearing. From the person it belongs to."

Crane was quiet. Then he nodded, once, very precisely, as though filing something away in that swept and numbered basement in his head.

"Then I'll see you there," he said.

That evening she climbed to the third floor with her mother's thick file under her arm, and spread it across Edmund's desk, among the pocket watches and the one-eyed doll and the music box.

"The letter is one account," Edmund said. "A good one. But the panel will set it against forty-one agreeing testimonies, and one doesn't outweigh many. That's the rule."

"I know," said Mira. "That's what I want to show you."

She took the scrap of paper out of her pocket. It had been there since the day she went down to the archive counter, folded and refolded until it was soft. Five words, underlined twice.

"Walk out into the night," Edmund read.

"Count them."

They counted. Mira read the testimonies aloud, and Edmund made a mark every time the words appeared. It took most of the evening. By the end there were thirty-six marks on his sheet of paper.

And the oldest testimony of all, the one that had formed first, was not from a person. It was from the local paper, the way an institution remembers things. A headline.

Shelter boss let vulnerable woman walk out into the night.

"They didn't remember her," said Mira. "They remembered the headline. Thirty-five people read the same sentence, and the sentence became the memory, and the memory became my mother." Her voice shook and she let it. "That isn't forty-one agreeing accounts. It's one headline, repeated thirty-five times by people who didn't know they were repeating it."

"Echoes," said Edmund softly.

"And the other five?"

The other five did not mention the night, or the woman, or the door at all. One remembered Elin's laugh, which was too loud for libraries. One remembered the tin of mints. One remembered that in thirty years she had never once locked her own front door, because, she said, you never knew who might need to come in.

Mira sat back.

Edmund was looking at her with an expression she did not recognise at first. Then she did. It was the face of someone watching another person do the thing he had stopped being able to do.

"You'll have to say all of this out loud," he said. "In that room. With Crane in the back row."

"I know," said Mira.

Outside the window, the season was beginning to turn. You could feel it in the Office the way you feel weather coming, a stillness, a change in the air. The panel had set a date. It was the last day before the inquiry closed.
Chapter Twelve: Reconvened

The hearing room was exactly as it had been. Long and low and the colour of old bone. Three chairs behind the bench, three faces that would not stay in the memory. The grey clerk at his little table. No windows.

The difference was the back row. Last time there had been one man in it. Today it was full.

Word had got round. Mira saw the young clerk from Intake, the one who copied the ledgers, sitting very upright, as if he were in church. She saw the counter clerk from the archive, half-moon glasses pushed up into her hair. And at the far end, alone, with his notebook open on his knee, Crane.

Edmund sat beside her at the small table. He had put on a clean shirt and brushed his coat. He had not said a word since they came in. His hands were folded on the table in front of him, very still, the way her own hands had been the first time.

"Case four thousand, four hundred and seventy-one," said the centre judge, flatly. "Reconvened at the request of the appellant. The panel notes that the appellant has withdrawn a notice of correction and admitted, in writing, to falsifying an entry in an effects ledger. The panel notes also that a Boundary Section inquiry is attached to this matter. Inspector."

Crane stood. He did not come forward. He spoke from the back row, quietly, and the room was so silent that he did not need to do anything else.

"On the night before this letter appeared," he said, "the boundary was crossed using a key the Office believed destroyed. Article Nine holds that contraband taints the appeal of whoever trafficked it. The appellant knew who carried the letter across. She then forged a record to hide the route it came by. The Section's position is that hiding a crossing is part of making one. She is party to the trafficking, whoever held the key. The Section asks that the appeal be struck."

He sat down. He did not look pleased. He looked like a man who had laid a table correctly.

"The appellant may respond," said the centre judge.

Mira stood up. She had been awake most of the night deciding how to begin, and in the end she had decided not to decide. She would say it in the order it happened, and let it land where it landed.

"I forged the entry," she said. "Everything the Inspector says about that is true. I knew who had brought the letter, and I didn't want him to pay for it, so I tried to make it look as though nothing had crossed at all. It wasn't my choice to make. It was his." She swallowed. "He's here to make it."

She sat down. Beside her, Edmund stood up.

He did it slowly, the way he did everything. For a moment he simply looked at the bench.

"My name is Edmund," he said. "I have been the supervisor of the third floor, and the keeper of this Office's archive, for three hundred and eleven years. For most of that time I didn't use my name, because I didn't think I had any further use for it."

He told them about the key he had written destroyed in the register and hung on his wall instead. He told them about the night he took it down, and the shelter, and the third drawer that stuck, and the rain. He told them that Mira had known nothing until she found him out. And he told them about Agnes, and sixty years of appeals, and a form he had begun three hundred years ago and never finished.

"I stopped," he said. "When I saw this one starting to do the same, I decided I would rather break a rule than watch it happen again. I am the trafficker. I'll answer for it however the Office decides. But I'd ask you to judge Elin's letter as what it is. A woman, explaining herself, in her own hand."

He sat down. His hands, on the table, were shaking slightly. Mira put one of hers over them and left it there.

The judges leaned together. The murmuring went on for a long time.

Then the judge on the left sat back.

"Inspector," she said. "Would you read us Article Nine? Exactly as written, if you please. Both sentences."

Crane took the little card out of his pocket. "Contraband taints the appeal of whoever trafficked it. Not the evidence itself. Where the trafficker is unknown, the beneficiary is presumed to be the trafficker unless another is shown."

"Trafficked," said the judge on the left. "It's a good word. Very exact. It means to carry across. The person who carried this letter across is sitting in a clean shirt and has told us so. The presumption falls away the moment another is shown, and another has been." She turned a page. "The appellant didn't carry anything anywhere. She sat in a storeroom afterwards with a bottle of old ink. That's an offence, Inspector. It's a different offence. We have a separate article for it, it's called forgery, and she has confessed to it in writing before anyone could prove a thing. We don't see many confessions in this building. I'm inclined to treat this one as a reason to believe the rest of what she says."

Crane stood very still. Then he looked down at the card in his hand, as if he had never read it properly before, and sat down, and closed his notebook.

"Which leaves," said the centre judge, "the matter of weight. One primary account against forty-one agreeing testimonies."

"May I?" said Mira.

He inclined his face towards her.

So she told them about the echo. She read out the headline. She read the trustee, and the neighbour, and the woman from the council, and the same five words in thirty-two more. She laid Edmund's sheet of marks on the table, and the grey clerk carried it up to the bench, and the judges looked at it.

"They didn't remember my mother," Mira said. "They remembered a newspaper. That isn't forty-one accounts. It's one headline, repeated thirty-five times. And the five that aren't echoes are about her laugh, and a tin of mints, and the fact that she never locked her own front door." Her voice broke on the last word. She let it. "That's who she was. She didn't lock doors. Not even on the people it would have been safer to lock out."

The room was very quiet.

"The panel will confer," said the centre judge.

They did not confer for long.

"In the matter of this case," said the centre judge, as flat as ever, and Mira would remember every word of it for the rest of her existence. "The panel finds that the testimonies against the deceased are substantially derived from a single published source, and do not constitute independent agreeing accounts. The panel admits the letter as a primary account in the deceased's own hand, and finds it credible. The classification of negligence is overturned. The sentence is lifted, and the deceased will be released at the turning of the season."

In the back row, the ledger clerk made a small noise and put his hand over his mouth.

"The supervisor, having crossed the boundary, is relieved of his post and referred for judgement in the ordinary way."

"Thank you," said Edmund. He said it as though he meant it, and Mira thought he did.

"The appellant, having falsified a record, and having also signed one improper hold slip for a child who wished to finish a story, is formally reprimanded. She is placed on probation for one year. Every file she signs in that time will be countersigned." The centre judge brought his hand down on the bench. "This matter is closed."

Afterwards, in the corridor, people kept touching Mira's arm on their way past and not knowing what to say. The counter clerk kissed Edmund on the cheek, briskly, as if posting a letter, and went away down the stairs without a word.

Edmund took something from his inside pocket and pressed it into Mira's hand. It was an old form, soft as cloth, the ink faded brown. Grounds for appeal, it said at the top, and underneath there was nothing at all.

"Agnes," he said. "I'd like someone to finish it. You're on probation, so somebody will have to countersign. Ask the judge on the left. I think she'd enjoy that."

Mira folded it carefully and put it in her pocket, next to the scrap of paper with five words on it.

Crane was the last to come out. He stopped in front of them, took off one glove, and held out his bare hand to Edmund.

"That key's note has been on the Section's list of impossible sounds for two hundred years," he said. "I'm glad to be able to cross it off."

Edmund shook his hand. "It's on my desk," he said. "You can have it. I won't be needing it."

Crane put his glove back on. Then he looked at Mira.

"If they all start writing," he said quietly, "every family on earth, I want you to know it'll be on your head."

"I know," said Mira. "But it was a very good letter."

And for a second, under the neat grey surface, something in Crane's face moved. She could have sworn it was nearly a smile.
Chapter Thirteen: Air

They brought the chair back that evening.

The same two porters, the same canvas aprons, the same trolley. They carried it up the stairs one step at a time, and Mira stood on the landing and listened to it creak its way towards her, louder, and louder, until it came round the turn of the stairs and she could see it. Dark wood. Thin cushion. Arms worn smooth.

"Where would you like it, miss?" said the porter.

"In the corner," said Mira. "By the window."

They set it down exactly on the pale square, as if they had measured. The older porter gave the cushion a little pat, the way you pat a horse, and then looked embarrassed about it.

"The clerk said to tell you," he said, at the door. "The season turns tonight. Some time before morning." He hesitated. "Sorry. I don't know if that's good news or not."

"Neither do I," said Mira. "Thank you."

When they had gone she stood in the middle of the room for a while, looking at it.

Then she did something she had not done once in three years.

She sat in it.

Not beside it. In it. She lowered herself down onto the thin cushion and put her arms along the smooth wooden arms, where her mother's arms had worn them, and leaned back.

It was warm. Of course it was. It was warmer than it had ever been, and the old wood settled under her with a long, slow creak that went all the way through her, like an arm going round her shoulders. Mira closed her eyes. She was small enough to fit, she found. She had always been small enough. She had just never let herself.

"We won," she said.

The chair creaked. A short creak, rising at the end.

"Yes, really. The judge on the left said it was a good letter." She laughed, and it came out wet. "And there's a man called Edmund who you'd have liked very much, and who you'd have told off for wearing the same cardigan for three hundred years. He's gone for judgement. I don't know what they'll make him. I'm not going to look it up." She thought about that. "I think he'd like to keep it to himself."

The chair said nothing. It held her.

"And I'm on probation for a year," she went on. "Everything I sign gets countersigned. Which is fine. I'm going to ask every one of them why it's wrong, properly, and then I'm going to listen. And I've got a form to finish for a girl called Agnes, who's been waiting three hundred years." She opened her eyes and looked at the dark window. "I'm sorry I was angry. In the letter, you said you hoped I wasn't angry. I was. For a long time. Not with you. With everyone who ever said that headline out loud. But a bit with you, for leaving." She swallowed. "I'm not anymore."

The creak that came then was long and low, a settling sound, the sound of something old letting its whole weight go.

Mira knew what it meant. She had spent three years learning to hear it.

I know, love. I know.

She stayed there a long time, while the street went quiet and the city went on running slightly sideways from the world it had come from. Somewhere a bell was ringing, slow and far off, as if remembering a tune. She did not count the hours. There were no hours here, not really. Only the turning of seasons.

Some time before morning, the warmth began to go.

It did not go all at once. It went the way warmth leaves a cup of tea you have forgotten about, slowly, from the edges in. First the arms. Then the back. Then, last of all, the cushion under her, where it had always been warmest. Mira did not move. She sat very still and felt it go, and did not try to keep it, because it was not hers to keep.

And then it was just a chair.

A good chair, as far as chairs went. Dark wood. A cushion gone thin at the edges. Arms worn smooth in the places where someone used to rest their hands. It did not creak when she shifted. It was the temperature of the room.

Mira sat in it until the window began to go grey.

Then she got up, and crossed to the window, and undid the latch, which had been stiff for three years because she had never once opened it. It gave with a little crack of old paint. She pushed it wide.

The air came in. Cold and clean, and smelling of the river and of the morning, and of something else, very faint, that she could not quite name. Lavender, perhaps. Or perhaps just a world where it was safe to open things.

She stood there and breathed it.

Then she went to work, and she left the window open behind her.
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