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PART I — PRELUDE 

Chapter 1 — The Unfinished Measure 

At eight forty-two that evening, the 

conference hotel still smelled of coffee. 

The urns had been emptied from the foyer, but 

their heat lingered in the carpeted corridor, 

mixed with furniture polish and the faint citrus 

scent of the cleaning solution. Beyond the 

ballroom doors, a few delegates were 

laughing with the excessive relief of people 

who had spent the day discussing the limits of 

certainty. Their voices carried toward the 

elevators, where the night staff had begun 

arranging tomorrow’s directional signs. 

Rosa Medina had been asked to check the 

hospitality suite before the last service cart 

went downstairs. The evening reception had 

ended, and somebody from conference 

operations wanted to know whether the room 

could be reset for a breakfast meeting. She 

knocked twice, waited, and called through 

the door. 

The assignment was ordinary enough to leave 

almost no impression on her: check the room, 

report whether it was ready, and move on. 
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Later, when people asked her to remember 

the smallest details, she would find that 

ordinary purpose more reliable than the 

fragments of fear that followed. 

“Hotel services.” 

No answer came. She tried again. The door 

had been left on its latch, not locked. Inside, 

one of the table lamps was on. A glass stood 

near the end of a sideboard, and a folded 

conference program lay on the sofa. At first 

she thought the man on the floor had fallen 

asleep or become ill. His face was turned away 

from her. One hand lay palm up beside his 

jacket. 

She took three steps into the room and 

stopped. 

There was blood on the carpet. 

She did not touch him. Later, she would 

remember that with relief and then feel 

ashamed of the relief. She backed into the 

corridor, called the hotel’s emergency 

number, and gave the room number twice 

because the person answering asked her to 

repeat it. The call was logged at 8:43 p.m. 

Within minutes, hotel security and emergency 

medical personnel were there. The man did 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   6 

not respond to them. A medic knelt beside him 

while another asked Rosa to wait outside. 

The conference badge on the sideboard read 

GRAHAM WHITCOMB. Under the name was a 

smaller line: VERITAS BIOMETRIC SYSTEMS. 

By nine fifteen, the suite was no longer a 

hospitality room. A scene log headed 13 

October 2026 lay on a chair outside the door, 

and anyone entering had to record a name 

and a reason. 

Detective Sarah Morrow arrived with rain on 

the shoulders of her coat. She had been on her 

way home when the call came through. A 

hotel security supervisor met her at the 

elevators and began speaking before she had 

introduced herself: the room had been 

reserved by the symposium organizers; a senior 

executive was dead; there were cameras in 

the hotel; he could provide the attendee list. 

“Start with who found him,” Morrow said. 

He glanced at the notepad in his hand. “One 

of our staff. She’s waiting downstairs.” 

“Then she stays available. And no one decides 

what the cameras show until we’ve actually 

looked at the recordings.” 
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He nodded too quickly. Morrow had seen that 

expression before. People wanted a list of 

things they had done correctly. They wanted 

to be told the terrible part was over. 

At the suite entrance she signed the scene log 

and put on protective equipment. The first 

officers had secured the corridor. Emergency 

personnel had finished their work and had 

documented the steps they had taken. A 

photographer was preparing an initial series of 

images. Morrow paused just inside the 

threshold, taking in the room before anyone 

offered her a theory. 

The furnishings were expensive and impersonal: 

pale walls, a broad sofa, a rectangular coffee 

table, two upholstered chairs, a sideboard 

arranged for refreshments. One chair stood at 

an angle to the table. Several loose papers lay 

beneath its edge. There was a dark stain near 

Whitcomb’s head. None of those details told 

her, by themselves, what sequence of 

movements had occurred. 

A young officer pointed toward the badge. 

“We have an ID.” 

“We have a name on a badge,” Morrow said. 

“Confirm it.” 
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The officer made a note. 

She studied Whitcomb from where she stood. 

His face was familiar in the vague way of 

people whose photographs appeared beside 

stories about technology and money. Earlier 

that afternoon, she had seen his name on a 

local news alert: forensic innovation, artificial 

intelligence, the next generation of 

identification. Now he was on a hotel carpet, 

beyond the reach of anything his company 

had promised. 

“Who had access?” she asked. 

“Conference staff, hotel staff, attendees with 

appointments,” the supervisor said. “It was 

used for private meetings.” 

“How many?” 

“I don’t know yet.” 

“That’s an answer I can work with.” 

She asked him to preserve the relevant records 

and identify the staff responsible for the suite. 

Then she stepped back into the corridor to call 

the medical examiner’s office. 

Dr. Iris Quell arrived a little after ten. Morrow 

had requested her because the scene was 

likely to generate questions about trace 

evidence and because Whitcomb’s company 
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had made its reputation on exactly the sort of 

conclusions that could become contentious. 

Iris worked as a forensic scientist, not a 

detective. She did not direct the investigation. 

She had learned to be careful about the 

distinction, especially when the people around 

her wanted a scientist to settle questions that 

belonged to witnesses and courts. 

She found Morrow beside the corridor window, 

reading the conference program. 

“Graham Whitcomb,” Morrow said, handing it 

over. “Fifty-four. Founder of Veritas. Keynote 

speaker this morning.” 

Iris turned the program over. On the front was 

a stylized fingerprint made of blue concentric 

lines. Beneath it, in silver lettering, was the 

symposium theme: THE FUTURE OF 

IDENTIFICATION: TECHNOLOGY, RELIABILITY, 

AND JUSTICE. 

“That’s unfortunate,” Iris said. 

“The slogan?” 

“The confidence.” 

Morrow gave her a tired look. “I need the 

room, not a review of the conference.” 

“You’ll get the room.” 
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Inside, Iris stood still long enough for the space 

to stop looking like a picture and begin looking 

like a collection of separate observations. She 

noted the location of the body, the chair, the 

papers, the glass, the places people had 

already moved in order to render aid. She 

asked the photographer whether the room 

had been documented before the emergency 

personnel withdrew. It had, to the extent 

circumstances allowed. She requested the 

medical response record as part of the 

eventual reconstruction. 

“Head injury?” Morrow asked. 

“Apparently,” Iris said. “The medical examiner 

will have to tell us what the injuries establish.” 

“You can see the blood.” 

“I can. That doesn’t tell me everything that 

happened.” 

Morrow almost smiled. “You and I are going to 

get along beautifully.” 

Iris moved closer to the sideboard without 

touching it. The water glass had been set on a 

coaster. The conference badge was face up, 

its plastic sleeve reflecting the lamp. Nothing 

about the arrangement struck her as 

theatrical. That was a relief. The world 
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produced enough patterns without people 

inventing more. 

She had been called to scenes where a stain 

became a direction of travel before anyone 

had measured it, where a print became proof 

of a struggle because a witness had already 

named a suspect, where the absence of a 

finding was spoken of as though it were a 

finding in itself. The errors were rarely dramatic. 

Most began with a reasonable question 

answered too quickly. 

Morrow came beside her. “What do you 

think?” 

“I think we should separate what we see from 

what we think it means.” 

“That’s your opening line every time.” 

“It keeps being useful.” 

They worked through the scene until the initial 

inventory was complete. Whitcomb’s phone 

was documented for collection under the 

appropriate process. His conference materials 

were photographed where they lay. A 

preliminary search for identification and 

emergency contact information began. 

Morrow assigned officers to establish who had 

last seen him alive and to secure the available 
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hotel records before ordinary business 

operations could complicate their retrieval. 

Near midnight, the medical examiner’s 

investigator arrived. Iris answered questions 

about what had been documented and what 

remained to be examined. No one in the room 

claimed a minute of death. No one claimed a 

weapon from the appearance of an injury. 

Morrow was grateful for the restraint, though 

she knew how impatient it would make the 

people waiting for answers. 

⁂ 

Downstairs, Rosa Medina sat in a small office 

with a paper cup of water she had not drunk. 

She described the knock, the unanswered call, 

the door, the lamp, the man on the floor. 

Morrow asked her to tell the story again, this 

time without looking at her earlier statement. 

The account was substantially the same. Rosa 

could not say how long Whitcomb had been 

there. She could not say whether the glass had 

been full when she entered. She had noticed 

the blood and almost nothing after it. 

“You did the right thing by calling,” Morrow 

told her. 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   13 

Rosa stared at the cup. “I thought he might be 

sleeping.” 

“That was your first impression.” 

“Does that matter?” 

“It matters that you tell me what you 

remember, not what you think you should have 

noticed.” 

Rosa nodded. For the first time that evening, 

she seemed able to breathe normally. 

⁂ 

Back upstairs, the hotel had grown quiet. The 

ballroom doors were closed, and the 

directional signs for Wednesday stood ready in 

neat ranks. A printed placard outside the 

symposium office listed the next morning’s 

sessions. One of them was titled THE HUMAN 

FACTOR IN FORENSIC ERROR. 

Morrow read it twice. 

“Someone will cancel that,” she said. 

“Maybe they shouldn’t,” Iris answered. 

The detective turned toward her. “You know 

something about Whitcomb?” 

“Only what everybody knows. His company 

sells systems that promise to identify things.” 
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“People,” Morrow said. 

“Sometimes people. Sometimes sources. 

Sometimes similarities. Those are not 

interchangeable.” 

Morrow folded the conference program and 

slipped it into the folder she was carrying. 

“Tomorrow I’ll find out who wanted him dead.” 

“And I’ll find out what the material can tell us.” 

“Those sound like the same job.” 

“Only until they aren’t.” 

They stood for a moment in the emptied 

corridor. Somewhere below them a service 

elevator opened, gave its soft warning tone, 

and closed again. The hotel continued with 

the ordinary movements of a building full of 

strangers. Doors shut. Water ran through pipes. 

Someone laughed behind a wall and was 

quiet. 

Morrow looked toward the suite, where the last 

photographs were being taken. A man had 

died there. Whatever had happened before 

his death had left traces: in the room, in the 

hotel records, in the memories of people who 

had crossed his path. She would gather them 

and test them against one another. She would 
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ask the same questions until the answers either 

held or broke. 

Iris looked at the scene log. Names, times, 

signatures. Each entry recorded an observer, a 

moment, an act of access. It was a precise 

record of who had entered after the discovery. 

It said nothing about who had been present 

when the violence occurred. 

The distinction was small enough to fit in a 

single sentence. 

It was large enough to hold the whole case. 
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Chapter 2 — The First Answer 

At seven twenty the next morning, Sarah 

Morrow found the conference schedule 

spread across her desk like a map of a country 

whose borders had been drawn after the war. 

The symposium had been planned months 

earlier. There were registration records, speaker 

itineraries, meal tickets, room reservations, and 

more versions of the program than anyone 

had yet managed to reconcile. A detective 

could build a convincing chronology from such 

material. A detective could also mistake a 

printed intention for something that had 

happened. 

Morrow marked the keynote in pencil. Eleven 

fifteen: Graham Whitcomb, The Future of 

Forensic Identification. Two o’clock: Dr. Miriam 

Sloane, The Limits of Attribution. Six o’clock: 

evening reception. The hospitality suite 

appeared on a separate schedule as a space 

available for private meetings. There was no 

printed entry for the final meeting of 

Whitcomb’s life. 

Her phone rang. The medical examiner’s 

investigator had confirmed Whitcomb’s 

identity through the usual channels and 

notified his next of kin. The postmortem 
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examination would proceed that morning. The 

preliminary findings at the scene were 

consistent with significant head trauma, but 

the investigator would not narrow the time of 

injury from the body’s appearance. Morrow 

thanked her for not pretending otherwise. 

Detective Owen Price entered carrying two 

coffees and a legal pad. He set the coffee 

down and pointed at the stack of conference 

papers. 

“Three hundred suspects?” 

“About two hundred and forty delegates. 

Some left early. Some never arrived. And being 

in a hotel isn’t the same as being near a 

body.” 

“Hotel security says there are cameras.” 

“Security said there are cameras. What do the 

recordings show?” 

“Preservation request is in. We have lobby and 

elevator material coming, subject to the 

hotel’s system and what it actually retained. 

Nothing inside the suite.” 

“Good. Start with the people who worked the 

floor. Not what the conference organizer thinks 

they saw. The people who carried the glasses 

and moved the furniture.” 
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Price wrote it down. “And Whitcomb’s 

enemies?” 

“Those, too. But not all at once.” 

⁂ 

By nine, Morrow was back at the 

Commonwealth Conference Hotel. The lobby 

was as bright and orderly as it had been 

before the death. Delegates gathered for the 

day’s sessions beneath a display advertising a 

breakfast session on machine learning. A man 

in a navy suit complained that the 

cancellation of Whitcomb’s appearance at a 

panel had left a gap in the program. He had 

not yet heard why. 

In a small meeting room, conference director 

Alice Brenner sat opposite Morrow with an 

attendance roster. She had slept little. Her 

answers came with the caution of someone 

who understood that a scheduling error might 

now look like a conspiracy. 

“Whitcomb was the draw,” Brenner said. “He’d 

agreed to the keynote and two private 

sessions with potential partners. He could be 

difficult, but he brought sponsors.” 

“Did he have an argument yesterday?” 
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Brenner gave a small, exhausted laugh. “At a 

forensic science conference? There were 

arguments all day.” 

“One that stood out.” 

“Miriam Sloane challenged him during 

questions after his keynote. She said his 

company presented classification confidence 

as though it were a measure of factual 

certainty. He said she was mischaracterizing 

the system.” 

“Was it heated?” 

“Professionally heated. No shouting. People 

applauded both of them. Thomas Reddick 

cornered him near the ballroom doors 

afterward, but that was business, not science.” 

“Did they speak afterward?” 

“I saw them together after Dr. Sloane’s 

afternoon paper. Around three twenty, 

perhaps. He approached her near the doors. 

They spoke quietly, and then he left.” 

Brenner opened her binder and showed 

Morrow the schedule for the hospitality suite. A 

private meeting at four forty-five had been 

reserved under Whitcomb’s name. Brenner 

said she had seen Sloane entering the corridor 

around that time. She could not say when 
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either person left the suite. The schedule 

proved the meeting had been arranged; her 

observation supported Sloane’s presence 

nearby. Neither established what occurred 

inside. 

“Who else used the room?” Morrow asked. 

“Several people. It wasn’t a private office. The 

conference staff had access, and hotel service 

came through as needed.” 

Morrow photographed the schedule and 

asked for the original electronic record, 

including changes and access permissions. 

Brenner hesitated. 

“Do you think Dr. Sloane did something?” 

“I think she met with a man who was killed later 

that evening. That’s why I’m asking.” 

⁂ 

In another room, Iris Quell listened to the 

recording of Whitcomb’s keynote through a 

pair of small speakers. Malcolm Trane had 

joined her with a notebook. He was the 

laboratory director and had learned that the 

quickest way to make a complicated case 

worse was to let an interesting story set the 

order of the testing. 
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Whitcomb’s voice was smooth and confident. 

He spoke about probability, scalability, and 

removing human subjectivity from 

identification. On the screen behind him, a 

diagram converted a mass of data points into 

a single highlighted match. 

“Listen to that sentence,” Iris said. 

Whitcomb declared that the system could 

identify the correct source with a confidence 

level that would satisfy even the most skeptical 

investigator. 

“Confidence in what?” Malcolm asked. 

“Exactly. Model output? Calibration against a 

particular validation set? A source-level 

proposition? He moves between them without 

telling the audience.” 

“It’s a sales presentation.” 

“Given to people who may use the language 

in court.” 

Malcolm shut the notebook. “That’s a reason 

to scrutinize the technology. It isn’t a reason to 

suspect him of anything beyond marketing.” 

“I know.” 

She played the next section. An audience 

member asked whether an algorithm’s 
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performance in a controlled test justified its use 

on degraded material from an uncontrolled 

scene. Whitcomb answered with a description 

of recent improvements. He never quite 

answered the question. 

The voice from the audience was a woman’s. 

Brenner’s program identified her as Miriam 

Sloane. 

“That’s a legitimate objection,” Malcolm said. 

“It is.” 

“And if she’s right?” 

“She’s right about the objection.” 

Iris stopped the recording. In a homicide 

inquiry, an accurate scientific criticism could 

easily become an alibi of character. People 

wanted good scientists to be good people. 

There was no method for making that 

inference. 

⁂ 

At noon, Morrow interviewed Thomas Reddick, 

who had once helped Whitcomb build Veritas 

and now disputed ownership of part of its 

underlying work. Reddick arrived with an 

attorney and a folder of documents he was 

eager to discuss. 
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“Graham was preparing to sell what he didn’t 

own,” Reddick said. “I was going to stop him in 

court.” 

“Were you at the reception?” 

“For twenty minutes. Then I had dinner with two 

colleagues.” 

“Names?” 

He supplied them. Morrow asked when he had 

last spoken to Whitcomb. Reddick described a 

brief encounter after the keynote. Whitcomb 

had called him a parasite. Reddick had 

replied that a subpoena would settle the 

question. 

“Did you threaten him?” 

“I threatened litigation. He understood the 

difference.” 

Reddick’s account gave Morrow a motive to 

examine and a timeline to verify. It did not 

make him a killer. She wrote down the names 

of his dinner companions without deciding 

whether their recollections would help him or 

hurt him. 

⁂ 

Dr. Elena Park was less guarded. She had 

worked on external validation of a Veritas 
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system and said she had raised concerns 

about how the company described its results. 

She had expected Whitcomb to dismiss her 

paper at the conference. Instead, he had 

offered to discuss it privately. 

“Did you meet?” Morrow asked. 

“No. He sent a message saying he had to deal 

with something urgent. I can show you.” 

Park handed over her phone for Morrow to 

read the message, then agreed to preserve it 

for formal collection. The displayed time was 

not, by itself, proof of where either person had 

been when it was sent. 

“What was urgent?” 

“He didn’t say.” 

“Did you know Miriam Sloane?” 

“By reputation. She’s been saying for years that 

forensic scientists need to stop treating 

statistical outputs as verdicts.” 

“And you agree?” 

“On that point, yes.” Park paused. “Agreement 

doesn’t mean I know her.” 

⁂ 
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Late that afternoon, Morrow and Price 

reviewed what the hotel had supplied. One 

camera covered a bank of elevators. Another 

showed part of the lobby. Neither showed the 

hospitality suite door. Some corridors were 

outside their fields of view. The recordings 

could help establish particular movements 

through particular spaces, but they could not 

provide a continuous account of every route 

to the suite. 

Price pointed to a figure in a dark jacket 

crossing the lobby shortly after six. 

“Whitcomb?” 

“Maybe. Don’t turn a resemblance into a 

name. We can compare it with other material 

and ask witnesses.” 

He advanced the recording. The figure passed 

behind a column and emerged near a group 

of delegates. The camera’s exposure shifted as 

the exterior doors opened. On the next frame, 

the face was less clear than it had seemed at 

first glance. 

“That’s irritating,” Price said. 

“That’s a camera,” Morrow answered. 

The medical examiner called before six. The 

examination had identified fatal blunt-force 
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injuries to the head. The findings supported 

homicide, considered alongside the scene 

and available circumstances. The examiner 

could not provide the narrow time of death 

the detectives would have liked, and the injury 

pattern did not uniquely identify an object or 

assailant. Additional analyses remained 

pending. 

Morrow wrote the essentials in her notebook. 

The call resolved the question of whether 

Whitcomb had suffered fatal violence. It did 

not resolve the identity of the person who 

inflicted it. 

⁂ 

At seven, she met Iris outside the laboratory. 

Rain had started again, a fine mist that made 

the streetlights look as though someone had 

breathed on glass. 

“We have a scheduled meeting between 

Whitcomb and Sloane at four forty-five,” 

Morrow said. “Brenner puts Sloane in the 

corridor. We have an argument in public. We 

have another scientist with a canceled 

appointment, a former partner with a lawsuit, 

and a spouse we haven’t interviewed yet.” 

“And a homicide,” Iris said. 
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“And a homicide.” 

“Do we know when the afternoon meeting 

ended?” 

“Not reliably. We’re working on it.” 

“Then we shouldn’t fold it into the fatal 

encounter.” 

“I haven’t.” 

Morrow studied her. “You sound as though 

you’re defending Sloane.” 

“I’m defending the distinction. A meeting at 

four forty-five and a death discovered at eight 

forty-two are two facts. We need evidence 

before we turn them into one event.” 

Morrow looked down at her notebook. On the 

page, she had drawn a line through the hours 

of Whitcomb’s last day. Eleven fifteen. Two 

o’clock. Three twenty. Four forty-five. Six. Eight 

forty-two. The line was full of entries, but the 

most important portion was nearly blank. 

“I’ll ask her to come in,” Morrow said. 

“For the argument?” 

“For the meeting. For the history. For whatever 

she can tell us about Whitcomb.” 

Iris nodded. “And if she tells you something 

true?” 
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“Then I’ll check it.” 

“Even if you don’t like her?” 

“Especially then.” 

Morrow closed the notebook. A pattern was 

beginning to form: professional criticism, a 

private appointment, a dead executive. It was 

a useful pattern because it suggested 

questions she could ask. It would become a 

dangerous one if she began treating the 

questions as answers. 

⁂ 

Across town, the conference organizers were 

removing Whitcomb’s photograph from the 

website’s front page. The keynote recording 

remained available to registered attendees. 

Miriam Sloane’s presentation, delivered the 

previous afternoon, had been archived with 

the others. 

No one had yet thought to listen to it all the 

way through. 
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The timetable had become a useful object 

precisely because it did not tell them what to 

think. Each entry had a source; each blank 

remained a blank. Morrow left the last interval 

unfilled, even though the temptation to put a 

name there was already growing. 
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PART II — EXPOSITION 

Chapter 3 — Three Versions of a Man 

The first person to call Graham Whitcomb 

generous was the man who intended to sue 

him. 

Thomas Reddick had agreed to a second 

interview only after Morrow told his lawyer she 

wanted to establish the sequence of the 

afternoon, not renegotiate the intellectual-

property dispute. The lawyer came anyway. He 

sat beside Reddick in a room at police 

headquarters with a paper cup between his 

hands and said nothing for the first seven 

minutes. 

“Graham paid for my mother’s treatment,” 

Reddick said. “That was eleven years ago. He 

did it without being asked. I didn’t know until 

she told me.” 

Morrow let the statement remain where he 

had placed it. 

“He also took my work,” Reddick continued. 

“Those things are both true.” 

He had brought a binder organized by date. Its 

tabs were neat, the pages annotated with a 

narrow blue pen. Morrow had expected 
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indignation. She found instead the meticulous 

grievance of someone who had rehearsed the 

account until he could tell it without raising his 

voice. 

Reddick said the original Veritas classification 

engine had been developed as a research 

tool. It produced ranked similarities among 

samples; it did not identify a unique source. The 

commercial system Whitcomb sold to law-

enforcement agencies, Reddick maintained, 

had retained that distinction in the technical 

documentation while blurring it in sales 

demonstrations. 

“Did you object when you were still with the 

company?” Morrow asked. 

“Yes.” 

“In writing?” 

“Sometimes. The correspondence is in the 

binder.” 

“Were you angry enough to hurt him?” 

The lawyer shifted. Reddick raised a hand to 

stop him. 

“I was angry enough to spend money on 

litigation. That’s not the same as wanting him 

dead.” 
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“Tell me about the reception.” 

Reddick had entered the ballroom shortly after 

six, spoken to two prospective clients, and left 

with colleagues for dinner. He supplied the 

restaurant, an approximate arrival time, and 

the name under which the reservation had 

been made. When Morrow asked whether he 

had visited the hospitality suite that evening, 

he said no. 

“Would you consent to our obtaining your 

relevant communications and travel records?” 

“I’ll discuss scope with counsel.” 

Morrow nodded. Refusal to surrender a private 

life on request was not evidence of guilt. She 

noted the proposed follow-up and returned to 

the question she had kept for last. 

“What did Whitcomb say to you after the 

keynote?” 

Reddick looked toward the blank wall. “He told 

me the sale would go through before I could 

get a judge to listen. I told him I had something 

better than an injunction.” 

“What?” 

“Documentation.” 

“Of what?” 
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“Of the difference between what his company 

knew and what it told its customers.” 

Morrow wrote the sentence down. It described 

a business dispute, but it also described a man 

who had reason to fear records. 

⁂ 

Across the city, Iris Quell was reading a 

validation report that seemed designed to 

discourage anyone from reaching its last 

page. Tables occupied nearly all of it. Each 

table was labeled correctly; each qualification 

appeared somewhere in the text. What 

troubled her was the distance between the 

qualifications and the executive summary. 

Malcolm Trane leaned against the doorframe. 

“You’re not investigating the company.” 

“I’m trying to understand why three people at 

the same conference believed Whitcomb was 

misleading them.” 

“Three people can share a grievance without 

sharing an explanation.” 

“I know. Reddick says the system ranks 

similarities. Park says its performance claims 

don’t transfer cleanly to difficult samples. 
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Sloane says a classification score isn’t a 

conclusion about a particular source.” 

“And what do you say?” 

“I say those criticisms could all be technically 

sound and still tell us nothing about who killed 

him.” 

Malcolm came to the desk. Iris pointed to a 

paragraph describing the system’s test 

population. A footnote restricted the results to 

specified sample conditions. The summary 

above it used the phrase reliable identification 

without repeating the restriction. 

“That’s a communications problem,” Malcolm 

said. 

“It becomes a scientific problem when the 

person reading the summary doesn’t know 

there’s a restriction.” 

“Then document exactly what you found. 

Don’t let a company’s rhetoric become our 

theory of homicide.” 

She closed the report. His caution irritated her 

because it was necessary. 

⁂ 

Elena Park chose a café near her hotel for the 

interview. She had already provided the 
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message canceling her planned meeting with 

Whitcomb, and Morrow had obtained a 

preserved copy through an agreed process. 

Park had also supplied her conference 

itinerary. None of it was treated as an 

independent account of her movements. 

“He wasn’t a fraud in the way people use that 

word,” Park said after ordering tea. “He 

understood the science well enough to know 

where the limits were. That was what made 

him effective.” 

“Effective at what?” 

“Letting other people hear what they wanted 

to hear.” 

Park had performed an external evaluation of 

a Veritas system. In controlled conditions, she 

said, it performed usefully on some tasks. On 

degraded or mixed material, its error 

characteristics were different, and the 

documentation did not justify the broad 

language used in public presentations. 

“Was your disagreement personal?” Morrow 

asked. 

“It became personal when he implied I was 

incompetent.” 

“Did you threaten to expose him?” 
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“I intended to publish a paper. That’s what the 

symposium was for.” 

“Why did he cancel your meeting?” 

“I don’t know. The message said he had an 

urgent matter.” 

“Did you ask what it was?” 

“No. I was angry. I told him we could 

communicate through the conference 

organizers.” 

Morrow asked Park to walk through the 

evening. Park described attending the 

reception, leaving briefly to call her research 

assistant, and returning to the ballroom. Her 

account contained an interval she could not 

tie to a witness or a contemporaneous record. 

When Morrow asked about it, Park looked 

surprised. 

“I wasn’t keeping an alibi,” she said. 

“Most people aren’t.” 

Park put down her cup. “Is this about where I 

was, or whether I disliked him?” 

“Both. They’re different questions.” 

“Then you should know I admired him once. He 

made a field take problems seriously that it 
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had been content to ignore. I thought he’d be 

careful with that influence.” 

“And when he wasn’t?” 

“I stopped admiring him.” 

It was the second account Morrow had heard 

in which gratitude and resentment occupied 

the same sentence. Neither emotion supplied 

a time or place. 

⁂ 

Catherine Whitcomb did not want to meet at 

her house. She chose her attorney’s office, 

though she arrived without the attorney and 

asked to speak alone. Morrow explained that 

she could stop the interview at any time. 

Catherine accepted the explanation with the 

impatience of someone who had been 

receiving explanations for two days. 

She was estranged from her husband, not 

divorced. Their separation was recent enough 

that their financial arrangements remained 

unsettled. She did not conceal the fact that his 

death would affect her materially. She also did 

not pretend to know the effect yet. 

“Graham liked being the person who made 

the room possible,” she said. “He funded 
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laboratories, scholarships, conferences. If you 

asked him for something small, he was 

offended. If you asked him for something 

enormous, he wanted to discuss it over dinner.” 

“Was he generous?” 

“Yes.” 

“Was he controlling?” 

“Yes.” 

Catherine folded her hands. “You keep asking 

questions that assume there should be one 

answer.” 

Morrow waited. 

“He could give someone an opportunity and 

then remind them for years that they’d never 

have had it without him. I don’t think he knew 

the difference between helping and owning.” 

“When did you last see him?” 

“Monday, before the conference. We argued 

about a property valuation.” 

“Did you speak on Tuesday?” 

“He called. I didn’t answer. I sent a message 

later.” 

“May we obtain the records?” 

“Through my attorney, yes.” 
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Catherine looked at the recorder. “I didn’t kill 

my husband. But I don’t want to be required to 

describe him as a saint before you’ll believe 

that.” 

“You aren’t required to describe him any 

particular way.” 

“Then tell me something. If he had lived, would 

anyone have asked these people whether 

they liked him?” 

“Probably not,” Morrow said. 

Catherine looked away. “That’s the trouble 

with dying. Everyone else gets to explain you.” 

⁂ 

By late afternoon Morrow had three portraits 

that refused to settle into one. Reddick 

described a benefactor who appropriated 

research. Park described a capable innovator 

who made unwarranted claims. Catherine 

described a generous man who converted 

gratitude into obligation. Each had reason to 

resent Whitcomb. Each had also identified 

something about him that complicated 

resentment. 

Price came into her office with a summary of 

the records checks. Reddick’s restaurant 
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account was broadly supported by a payment 

record and the recollection of a colleague, 

though neither established every minute of his 

evening. Park’s movements remained partially 

uncorroborated. Catherine’s phone records 

were being obtained through counsel; her 

location was not yet independently 

established. 

“None of them has an airtight alibi,” Price said. 

“Neither do most of the delegates.” 

“That’s not encouraging.” 

“It’s not supposed to be. What’s the next 

question?” 

Price considered. “Who knew Whitcomb was 

going to be in the suite after the reception?” 

“Good. And who had a reason to meet him 

there?” 

The hotel had preserved the reservation history 

for the hospitality suite. It recorded the 

afternoon appointment under Whitcomb’s 

name, but the room was used for multiple 

purposes, and the records did not establish 

everyone who entered it. A hotel employee 

remembered replenishing water before the 

evening reception. Another recalled being 

asked whether the room would remain 
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available later. Neither could confidently 

identify the person who asked. 

Morrow refused to let Price turn that 

uncertainty into a shadowy figure. A question 

with no reliable answer was still a question. 

At six fifteen, Iris arrived carrying a folder with a 

single page marked by yellow tabs. She had 

been reviewing the conference program and 

Whitcomb’s public statements alongside the 

technical literature. Morrow watched her 

place the folder on the desk. 

“Tell me this isn’t another footnote,” Morrow 

said. 

“It’s an important footnote.” 

“Of course it is.” 

Iris sat. “Reddick and Park disagree about what 

Whitcomb did, but they’re describing related 

limitations. They don’t prove fraud. They do 

help explain why his work generated such 

intense criticism.” 

“And Sloane?” 

“She makes the same distinction more sharply. 

Her presentation is archived. We should listen 

to it in full, not just the exchange after the 

keynote.” 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   42 

“Because she argued with him?” 

“Because she had a private meeting with him 

later. Her own words may help us understand 

what that meeting concerned.” 

Morrow opened the conference schedule. The 

names lay on the page in their appointed 

places. Whitcomb at eleven fifteen. Sloane at 

two. The public exchange after her 

presentation. The private appointment at four 

forty-five. A reception at six. The discovery at 

eight forty-two. 

“People are going to call this a pattern,” 

Morrow said. 

“It is a sequence,” Iris replied. “A pattern is an 

interpretation of a sequence.” 

“Is that another footnote?” 

“It’s the one that matters.” 

Morrow took the archived presentation link 

from Iris. She did not play it immediately. First 

she wrote three names on a clean page: 

REDDICK, PARK, CATHERINE. Beneath each she 

listed what was known, what had been 

claimed, and what still required independent 

confirmation. Then she drew a line below the 

names and wrote SLOANE. 
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There was no reason yet to put a circle around 

it. 

Outside the office, the evening shift arrived 

and the building filled with footsteps, 

telephones, and the low conversation of 

people taking over unfinished work. Morrow 

put on her headphones and opened the 

recording. 

The title slide appeared: THE LIMITS OF 

ATTRIBUTION. 

A woman’s voice began, calm and precise. 

“Before we discuss what a pattern means,” 

Miriam Sloane said, “we should ask who 

decided where it began.” 
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Chapter 4 — The Limits of Attribution 

The woman on the screen had the unhurried 

manner of someone who expected resistance 

and had prepared to welcome it. Miriam 

Sloane stood beside a projection of two 

columns of numbers. No portrait, no 

institutional seal, no illustration of a crime 

scene. Only numbers. 

“Before we discuss what a pattern means,” she 

said, “we should ask who decided where it 

began.” 

Morrow had intended to watch the first ten 

minutes. She watched the whole presentation. 

Sloane began with an example from a 

laboratory proficiency exercise. A set of 

measurements, she explained, could be 

grouped in several ways. One arrangement 

made a gradual trend appear; another 

revealed no trend at all. Neither arrangement 

changed the measurements. What changed 

was the proposition the analyst had chosen to 

examine. 

“The instrument does not know which 

proposition interests you,” Sloane told the 

audience. “That distinction belongs to the 

person reading its output.” 
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Morrow paused the recording. On the pad 

beside her she wrote: WHO CHOSE THE 

GROUPS? It was a good question for a 

laboratory. It was also a good question for a 

detective assembling a timeline. 

The next slide showed a staff of music. Sloane 

moved away from the lectern and faced it, 

almost shyly. 

“I promise this is not an audition,” she said. A 

few people laughed. “Music gives us a 

particularly clean demonstration of the 

difference between recognition and 

inference. Listen.” 

A short sequence of dry piano notes played 

through the room speakers. Sloane marked the 

divisions with her hand: five pulses, three, then 

two. The phrase stopped. The silence after it 

was long enough for Morrow to wonder 

whether the recording had frozen. 

“Some of you expected another entry,” Sloane 

said. “Some of you didn’t. A few of you may 

already be telling yourselves what the next 

notes ought to have been. None of those 

expectations is contained in the recording. We 

brought them to it.” 
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She replayed the phrase, this time shifting the 

visual divisions on the screen. The notes had 

not changed. The displayed groupings had. 

“Five, three, two is a useful organization,” she 

said. “It is not an independent property of the 

sound until we define what we are counting 

and show that the divisions are justified. We 

must be especially careful when the divisions 

were selected after we heard the result.” 

Morrow rewound and listened again. The notes 

were unremarkable, almost severe. The silence 

was not. 

She made another note: 5 / 3 / 2. Then she 

crossed it out. There was no reason for the 

sequence to have anything to do with a death 

in a hotel suite. The temptation to make it 

important was precisely what Sloane had been 

warning against. 

The presentation moved to the language of 

forensic conclusions. Sloane criticized reports 

that turned a limited association into an 

assertion of unique origin. She showed how a 

careful sentence could be shortened in a press 

release, shortened again in testimony, and 

finally remembered as a certainty no scientist 

had been entitled to claim. 
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“We are responsible for the strength of our own 

words,” she said. “We cannot control every 

person who repeats them. But we can refuse 

to make the first exaggeration.” 

The audience applauded. In the question 

period Whitcomb rose from a seat near the 

front. His voice was picked up clearly by the 

aisle microphone. 

“Your standard sounds admirable,” he said, 

“until it prevents us from using a technology 

that can actually help people. At some point, 

excessive caution has a cost.” 

“So does excessive confidence,” Sloane 

replied. 

“You’ve worked with systems that were 

imperfect.” 

“Yes.” 

“And supported their use.” 

“When the claims made for them were 

supportable.” 

Whitcomb smiled. Morrow could hear it in his 

voice. “Is that how you remember it?” 

A pause followed. On the video Sloane looked 

toward the moderator, not toward Whitcomb. 
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“That is the standard I am defending today,” 

she said. 

The moderator called for another question. The 

exchange lasted less than a minute. It was 

enough to establish friction, but not what had 

caused it. 

⁂ 

At eight the next morning, Morrow asked Price 

to obtain the original presentation file and its 

associated program materials. She wanted the 

slide deck as submitted, not a copy assembled 

after Whitcomb’s death. She also wanted the 

conference organizer’s account of the 

afternoon exchange and any record of the 

private meeting that followed. 

“Do you think the music matters?” Price asked. 

“Not to the homicide, as far as we know. I think 

she chose an unusually elaborate way to 

explain a simple point.” 

“Maybe she likes music.” 

“Then we have learned that a forensic 

consultant likes music. Put it in the file if you 

want. Don’t build a case out of it.” 

Price glanced at the pad on her desk. “You 

crossed out the numbers.” 
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“I didn’t erase them.” 

They arranged to meet Sloane at her 

consulting office that afternoon. She agreed 

without asking whether she needed a lawyer. 

Morrow made no inference from that either. 

⁂ 

The office occupied the third floor of a 

renovated brick building across the river in 

Cambridge. A receptionist led them past two 

rooms where analysts worked at monitors, then 

into a narrow conference room with a round 

table and a window overlooking a courtyard. 

The shelves held technical monographs and a 

few books of music. One was open, facedown, 

its spine creased by use. 

Sloane arrived carrying a glass of water. She 

wore a dark jacket over a plain shirt and did 

not offer a handshake until Morrow stood. 

“Detective. I assume this is about Graham.” 

“Yes. We’re trying to understand his 

movements and the people he spoke with on 

Tuesday.” 

“I spoke with him in public. I spoke with him in 

private. I imagine both have been reported to 

you.” 
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“We’d like your account.” 

Sloane set down the water. “Of course.” 

Morrow explained that the conversation was 

voluntary, that Sloane was not under arrest, 

and that she could end it. Price activated the 

recorder with her consent. The small 

procedural exchange seemed to relax neither 

woman. 

Sloane described Whitcomb’s keynote as 

polished and commercially ambitious. She 

believed his claims about Veritas’s 

identification technology had gone beyond 

the validation studies available to support 

them. Their public disagreement, she said, was 

professional. 

“And the appointment at four forty-five?” 

Morrow asked. 

“He asked to speak without an audience.” 

“Why?” 

“He said there was an old matter we should 

settle.” 

“What matter?” 

“Work we had both been involved in years 

ago.” 

“Which work?” 
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Sloane looked at Morrow for a moment. “The 

Bellamy matter. A forensic report connected to 

a prosecution. I was involved in its review.” 

It was the first time anyone had given the old 

case a name in the Whitcomb investigation. 

Morrow wrote it carefully. 

“What did he want?” 

“To talk about responsibility. He had a habit of 

presenting responsibility as something other 

people owed him.” 

“Did he threaten you?” 

“He was unpleasant.” 

“That wasn’t my question.” 

“He suggested there were documents that 

would be embarrassing if people read them 

without context.” 

“Documents concerning your work?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did he show them to you?” 

“No.” 

“Did he tell you where they were?” 

“No.” 

“Did you ask?” 
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Sloane turned the water glass a fraction of an 

inch. “I asked what he intended to 

accomplish. He didn’t give me a straight 

answer.” 

“How did the meeting end?” 

“I told him that if he had a legitimate concern 

he should put it in writing. I left.” 

“Was he alive when you left?” 

Sloane met her eyes. “Yes, Detective.” 

Morrow allowed the answer to stand. An 

investigator could not turn an ordinary 

confirmation into a confession by asking it with 

sufficient gravity. 

“What time was that?” 

“Before five-thirty. I didn’t look at my watch at 

the door.” 

“Did you see him again?” 

“Not that evening.” 

Morrow did not move her pen. The answer was 

categorical, and it concerned a period the 

investigators had not reconstructed. She asked 

Sloane where she went afterward. Sloane 

described returning to the conference area, 

speaking briefly with colleagues, and 

attending part of the reception. She could not 
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give a continuous account of her movements. 

Nor, Morrow thought, could most of the people 

in the hotel. 

“Were you alone at any point?” 

“Almost certainly. It was a conference, not a 

school excursion.” 

“Did you return to the hospitality suite?” 

“No.” 

“Did Whitcomb contact you after the 

meeting?” 

“Not that I saw.” 

“May we examine your relevant messages, if 

you agree?” 

Sloane took a moment. “Send me a written 

request identifying the period and the 

accounts you want. I will consider it with 

counsel.” 

It was a measured answer. Morrow neither 

praised it nor treated it as suspicious. 

Price asked about the presentation. Sloane’s 

face changed almost imperceptibly; she 

seemed more comfortable discussing a 

method than a man. 
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“The musical example,” Price said. “Five, three, 

two. Is that something you developed for the 

conference?” 

“No. I’ve used variations of it in teaching for 

years. It’s a simple way to demonstrate how 

easily the mind can impose boundaries on 

continuous information.” 

“Does it have a special meaning to you?” 

“It has a useful meaning. That’s different.” 

“You left a silence after the last notes.” 

“Because people dislike an unfinished phrase. 

Some will imagine a continuation even when 

there isn’t one.” 

Morrow watched Sloane as she said it. Nothing 

in her expression suggested she was talking 

about Whitcomb. Morrow nevertheless 

remembered the suite: the dead man, the 

uncertain sequence of arrivals, the missing 

account of the fatal interval. She resented the 

ease with which one incomplete thing could 

make another incomplete thing seem 

connected. 

“Were you aware of anyone who might have 

wanted to hurt Graham?” she asked. 
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“Graham made enemies. He was very good at 

making a disagreement feel like a personal 

betrayal.” 

“Names?” 

“I don’t want to nominate a murderer because 

I disliked his business practices.” 

“I’m asking for people who had disputes with 

him.” 

“Then your list will be long.” 

“Start somewhere.” 

Sloane named Reddick and Park, then added 

that she had no personal knowledge of either 

making threats. She also mentioned 

Whitcomb’s contentious marriage, carefully 

distinguishing rumor from firsthand observation. 

Morrow noticed the discipline. Sloane was a 

practiced witness: she supplied qualifications 

before an examiner could demand them. 

At the door, Morrow asked one final question. 

“When Whitcomb said those documents would 

be embarrassing, what did you think he 

meant?” 

For the first time Sloane seemed genuinely 

tired. 
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“I thought he meant to remind me of a period 

in my career I would rather not relive.” 

“Why?” 

“Because someone went to prison. And the 

science was not as strong as the court was led 

to believe.” 

Morrow waited, but Sloane had stopped 

speaking. 

Outside, the afternoon had turned cold. Price 

walked beside her toward the car without 

opening his notebook. 

“She told us about Bellamy,” he said at last. 

“After we asked what the meeting 

concerned.” 

“She didn’t have to.” 

“No. And that matters. It doesn’t tell us why she 

told us.” 

“You think she lied about seeing him again?” 

“I think she gave us an answer we can try to 

check.” 

⁂ 

At headquarters Morrow requested the 

Bellamy prosecution records and the later 

conviction review. She also asked for the 
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conference materials to be preserved in their 

original forms, including the audio recording. 

She wanted dates, authors, versions, and the 

chain by which each document had reached 

the investigators. 

Iris arrived shortly before six. Morrow played the 

brief musical illustration for her without 

explaining why she had kept it. 

Five pulses. Three. Two. Silence. 

Iris listened a second time. 

“What did you hear?” Morrow asked. 

“A demonstration about grouping,” Iris said. 

“And a deliberate pause.” 

“Anything else?” 

“Only if you tell me what question I’m 

supposed to answer.” 

Morrow showed her the interview notes. Iris 

read the account of the Bellamy discussion, 

then returned to the paragraph about the 

documents. 

“That’s the first thing we need to understand,” 

she said. 

“Not the music?” 
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“The music tells us what Sloane thinks about 

interpretation. The documents may tell us what 

she did.” 

Morrow looked at the crossed-out numbers on 

her pad. She had not erased them because 

she wanted to remember the temptation, not 

because she believed they concealed an 

answer. 

On the recording, Sloane had said that people 

supplied their own endings to unfinished 

phrases. Morrow switched off the speaker 

before the silence could play again. 

There was a dead man, an old prosecution, 

and a woman who had answered one 

question with extraordinary care. 

The rest had yet to be established. 
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Chapter 5 — Counterpoint 

The first promising piece of physical evidence 

arrived in a paper envelope, and Sarah 

Morrow disliked it before she knew what was 

inside. 

It was not the envelope’s fault. The seal was 

intact, the identifying information complete, 

the chain of custody legible. Detective Owen 

Price placed it on her desk beside a report 

from the trace section and stood waiting for 

her to read. He had the expression of a man 

who had found a door in a wall and did not 

yet know whether it opened. 

“Reddick’s coat,” he said. “The one he wore at 

the conference.” 

Morrow glanced at the evidence label. The 

garment had been surrendered through 

Reddick’s attorney two days earlier, after Price 

explained that investigators wanted to 

examine clothing worn during the evening 

reception. The attorney had limited the 

consent to the coat and had insisted on a 

receipt. Reddick had complied without 

comment. 

“What did they find?” 
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“Glass. Several small particles from the lower 

sleeve. The lab says some are consistent with 

the fragments recovered near Whitcomb.” 

Morrow read the actual sentence. The analyst 

had written that the examined particles and 

the scene samples exhibited no observed 

differences under the preliminary optical 

comparison performed. Further 

characterization was pending. The report did 

not identify a common source. 

“You said ‘consistent,’” Morrow told him. “The 

report says ‘no observed differences under the 

preliminary comparison.’” 

“Is there a practical distinction?” 

“There might be. Did anyone ask what glass is 

in the hotel?” 

Price lowered himself into the chair. “Not yet.” 

“Then ask.” 

He had been in homicide long enough not to 

resent the instruction. But she could see his 

disappointment. He had worked through the 

witnesses’ movements for days. Reddick had a 

financial dispute with Whitcomb, had been 

visibly angry after the keynote, and had 

supplied an evening account that depended 

in part on colleagues who were also his 
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business associates. Now his coat carried 

material that resembled material from the 

suite. It was a coherent story. Morrow knew 

how quickly coherence could harden into 

conviction. 

“Was there broken glass in the suite?” she 

asked. 

“A tumbler beside the service cart. 

Photographed in place. Fragments collected 

separately.” 

“Could have been broken during the attack.” 

“Could have.” 

“Could have been broken before it.” 

“Also true.” 

“Or after.” 

Price looked at the envelope again. “You’re 

not going to let me enjoy this, are you?” 

“Enjoy the work. Don’t enjoy the conclusion.” 

⁂ 

Across town, Iris Quell was asking a different 

question about the same particles. 

The trace analyst, Nadia Chen, had arranged 

the relevant photographs on a monitor. The 

scene fragments were colorless and irregular. 
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The particles from Reddick’s sleeve were so 

small that their apparent resemblance 

depended on magnification. Chen had not 

attempted a source attribution, and Iris was 

grateful for the restraint. 

“What did you compare?” Iris asked. 

“Refractive behavior in the immersion series, 

basic optical characteristics, and the absence 

of visible differences in the examined particles. 

That’s all I can say at this stage.” 

“Have you received elimination samples?” 

“From the suite’s unbroken glassware? No. We 

requested them yesterday.” 

“And from the conference service areas?” 

Chen shook her head. “That wasn’t in the 

original submission.” 

Iris wrote it down. There was nothing wrong 

with a narrow examination when its scope was 

clear. The trouble began when a narrow 

answer was treated as though it answered a 

wider question. 

“Can you preserve enough of the material for 

a later comparison?” 

“Yes. We haven’t consumed it.” 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   63 

“Good. Please keep the limitations in the next 

report as prominently as the observations.” 

Chen gave her a tired smile. “I always do.” 

“I know. I wish everyone who quoted you did.” 

⁂ 

At noon Morrow called from the hotel. She had 

gone there to examine the service records 

herself. A catering supervisor showed her a 

ledger recording replacement glassware and 

routine breakage during the three-day 

symposium. The entries were mundane: two 

wineglasses dropped in a corridor, a tumbler 

chipped during setup, a tray of rinsed glasses 

returned from a hospitality area. Nothing in the 

ledger established when the tumbler in 

Whitcomb’s suite had broken. 

“There’s glass everywhere,” Morrow said. 

“There usually is in a hotel,” Iris replied. 

“Then why am I looking at a report about 

glass?” 

“Because a comparison can tell us whether 

samples differ in the characteristics examined. 

It doesn’t necessarily tell us where a particle 

came from.” 
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Morrow stood in the empty service corridor, 

listening to a trolley rattle over the seam 

between two sections of carpet. 

“What would make it useful?” 

“An uncommon composition might increase its 

discriminating value. So might reliable context 

about how and when it was transferred. But 

neither exists merely because we want it to.” 

“Could the coat have picked it up from the 

suite?” 

“That’s one possibility. We have to compare it 

with others.” 

Morrow ended the call and watched the 

trolley disappear around a corner. A crime 

scene was not a sealed box. People carried 

the outside world into it on their clothes, and 

carried pieces of it away again. The problem 

was deciding which transfers mattered. 

She found Price in the ballroom with the 

conference director, Alice Brenner. They were 

trying to reconcile the reception’s attendance 

sheet with the hotel billing record. The sheet 

listed registered delegates, not actual arrivals. 

The billing record counted food and drinks, not 

people. The ballroom’s camera captured an 

entrance but not the far end of the room, 
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where guests moved through a connecting 

passage toward smaller meeting spaces. 

“Reddick said he left for dinner,” Price told her. 

“The restaurant confirmed a party under his 

colleague’s name. The reservation was for 

seven fifteen. They can’t give us a reliable 

arrival time from the records they have.” 

“Payment?” 

“Later. His colleague paid.” 

“And the elevator footage?” 

“Shows him entering the lobby around six forty. 

It doesn’t show where he went after that.” 

“Is that a contradiction?” 

“Not yet.” 

Brenner had been listening with the anxious 

attention of someone who believed every 

imperfect administrative record might now be 

treated as a lie. 

“The service passage was open,” she said. “It 

had to be. Staff were moving between the 

ballroom and the suites all evening.” 

“Did guests use it?” Morrow asked. 

“They weren’t supposed to. But the signs were 

small, and people did. We had a complaint 

about it on Tuesday morning.” 
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Morrow asked for the complaint, the relevant 

floor plan, and the names of staff assigned to 

that passage. She also asked that the original 

electronic records be retained, not merely 

printed extracts. 

Outside the ballroom Price said, “We keep 

finding ways people could have moved 

without being recorded.” 

“That’s a description of the building,” Morrow 

said. “Not evidence that any particular person 

used a passage.” 

He nodded. “I know.” 

“Then keep it separate.” 

⁂ 

That afternoon Iris met Malcolm Trane in his 

office. A whiteboard behind him carried the 

lab’s case priorities, each represented by a 

number rather than a name. He had worked 

through the weekend and had the patient, 

irritable calm of someone who considered 

urgency an occupational hazard. 

She described the glass comparison and the 

request for additional reference samples. 

Malcolm listened without interrupting. 

“What are you worried about?” he asked. 
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“The first report is accurate. I’m worried about 

what it will become by the time it reaches the 

conference room at police headquarters.” 

“That’s not a laboratory defect.” 

“It can become one if we allow ambiguous 

wording to stand after we see how it’s being 

used.” 

He considered that. “Fair. But don’t substitute 

your own preferred interpretation. You don’t 

know the source either.” 

“I haven’t said I do.” 

“Then make the alternatives explicit.” 

Iris took out the scene photographs. One 

showed the service cart at the edge of the 

hospitality suite, with the broken tumbler below 

it. Another showed a scattering of small 

fragments on the carpet. The images 

established location at the time of 

documentation. They did not establish when 

the glass had broken, or whether any fragment 

had been carried there on clothing before the 

photographs were taken. 

“There’s a second problem,” Iris said. “The 

sleeve particles are tiny. We have no reliable 

account of their deposition. A match in a few 
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measured characteristics doesn’t supply that 

account.” 

Malcolm folded his hands. “Then your job is to 

say exactly that. Not to decide which suspect 

deserves it.” 

“Sometimes I think you enjoy saying that.” 

“Only because you keep giving me the 

opportunity.” 

For a moment she smiled. Then she noticed a 

conference program on the corner of his desk. 

Miriam Sloane’s session was circled in blue ink. 

“You watched her talk?” Iris asked. 

“Last night. The science was sound. At least the 

part I heard.” 

“The musical illustration?” 

“Clever. Perhaps too clever. People remember 

the music and forget the warning.” 

“She said the groups depend on where you 

put the boundaries.” 

“And she’s right.” 

Iris thought of the ten notes and the silence. 

The lecture had become an odd presence in 

the case. It was easy to hear the pattern again 

whenever she encountered a sequence that 

seemed incomplete. That did not make the 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   69 

sequence musical. It made her susceptible to 

the demonstration’s point. 

“Did you know her when she directed the 

lab?” she asked. 

“Professionally. Not closely. She was rigorous 

about validation in public meetings. She could 

also be difficult when an institution wanted a 

clear answer and the data wouldn’t supply 

one.” 

“Bellamy?” 

Malcolm’s expression changed. “I know the 

case was reviewed. I don’t know what she 

signed or why. If that’s relevant, get the 

records. Don’t ask me to reconstruct a decade 

from conference gossip.” 

Iris closed the folder. The old prosecution had 

begun to appear in conversations that were 

ostensibly about the murder. It could explain 

an argument. It might explain more. But it had 

to be examined on its own terms. 

⁂ 

At police headquarters, Morrow had arranged 

the evening chronology on a long table. There 

were no colored strings or photographs pinned 

to a wall, only documents whose sources could 
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be checked: interviews, access logs, 

schedules, still frames from recordings, and a 

list of unresolved questions. She had divided 

the table into three sections. The first contained 

observations. The second contained accounts 

given by people. The third contained 

propositions investigators were testing. 

Price looked at the headings. “You stole that 

from Sloane’s lecture.” 

“I stole it from every decent investigation I’ve 

ever seen.” 

She placed Reddick’s interview beside the 

restaurant information. He had said he went to 

dinner with colleagues. The restaurant 

confirmed a reservation but not his arrival at 

the time he claimed. That was a gap, not a lie. 

She placed the trace report beneath the 

scene photographs. It established an observed 

similarity, not a source. That was a finding, not 

a route to guilt. 

Price pointed to a line in the reception 

interview summary. 

“Brenner says Reddick and Whitcomb argued 

near the ballroom doors after the keynote.” 

“After the keynote was hours before the 

reception.” 
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“Right. Her account puts it just after noon. I 

want to check who else heard it.” 

“What did she actually hear?” 

“Reddick said something about Whitcomb 

taking credit for other people’s work. 

Whitcomb told him to have his lawyer call.” 

Morrow added the statement to the accounts 

section. The argument supported the existence 

of a dispute. It did not establish an intention to 

kill. 

Her phone rang. The caller was the assistant 

district attorney assigned to advise on 

investigative process, Rebecca Vale. Vale 

wanted to know whether the team was close 

to requesting more intrusive records from the 

principal witnesses. 

“Possibly,” Morrow said. “We’re assessing what 

we can justify and how narrowly we can frame 

it.” 

“Don’t send me a request based on the idea 

that someone had an opportunity because a 

camera didn’t see them,” Vale said. “Tell me 

what affirmative facts support it.” 

Morrow glanced at Price, who was reading the 

glass report again. 

“That’s exactly what we’re working on.” 
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After the call, Price asked whether they should 

seek a warrant for Reddick’s remaining 

clothing and devices. 

“Not on this alone,” Morrow said. “We can ask 

counsel for a targeted voluntary production, 

and we can develop the chronology. A weak 

inference doesn’t become stronger because 

we attach a warrant application to it.” 

He nodded, but she could tell he still wanted 

the particles to matter. So did she. The coat 

offered the seductive prospect of a physical 

connection where every witness account 

seemed qualified or incomplete. 

⁂ 

Near the end of the day, Chen sent Iris a 

preliminary note. The requested hotel 

reference samples had begun to arrive. They 

included intact tumblers from the same 

hospitality-service stock, several broken 

fragments retained by the catering 

department after a separate incident, and 

control material from a service cart. Their 

provenance and relevance would need to be 

documented before any meaningful 

comparison. 
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Iris forwarded the note to Morrow with a single 

sentence: Please hold any source 

interpretation until the additional comparisons 

are complete. 

Morrow read it at the table. Outside the office, 

the night shift was arriving, bringing fresh voices 

and new paperwork into a case that had not 

yet yielded a stable account of one fatal 

evening. 

She picked up the coat report and looked 

again at the analyst’s careful language. There 

was a small possibility that the particles would 

eventually help establish a meaningful 

connection. There was a larger possibility that 

they would remain a resemblance among 

materials commonly encountered in a hotel. 

The problem was not that the report was 

wrong. It was that everyone wanted it to finish 

a sentence it had only begun. 

Morrow returned the document to the 

observations section and left the space 

beneath it empty. 

 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   74 

PART III — DEVELOPMENT 

Chapter 6 — A False Resolution 

By the time the second set of glass 

comparisons reached Iris Quell, the theory had 

acquired a life outside the laboratory. 

Nobody had announced that Thomas Reddick 

was responsible for Graham Whitcomb’s 

death. There had been no press conference, 

no arrest, no public accusation. But in the 

morning briefing, Price referred to the coat 

particles as “the transfer,” and a detective 

from another squad asked whether they had 

identified the glass on the suspect. Iris heard 

both expressions from the doorway. She had 

come to deliver a report, not to correct 

anyone’s vocabulary, but she stopped. 

“We have particles,” she said. “We have 

comparisons. We haven’t established a 

transfer event, and we haven’t established a 

source.” 

Price looked up. “Understood.” 

“I’m not sure it is.” 

Morrow motioned Iris into the room. On the 

table lay the same three categories Morrow 

had been using: observations, accounts, 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   75 

inferences. The trace report had migrated from 

the first group to the third, where someone had 

placed it beneath a photograph of Reddick. 

Morrow noticed Iris looking. She moved the 

report back. 

“Tell us what changed,” she said. 

“Not the particles. Our understanding of the 

comparison population.” 

Iris set a folder beside the photograph. The 

hotel had supplied intact drinking vessels from 

the hospitality-service inventory, fragments 

collected after an unrelated breakage in a 

banquet preparation area, and pieces of glass 

recovered from a service cart that had been 

taken out of circulation. Chen had 

documented the sources and conducted 

additional measurements using the 

laboratory’s validated procedures. The 

submitted items had not all yielded the same 

results. Some were distinguishable from the 

material near Whitcomb’s body. Others could 

not be distinguished by the characteristics 

examined. 

“Which ones?” Morrow asked. 

“Several from the hospitality inventory. And 

some from the separate banquet breakage.” 
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Price leaned forward. “So the same glass was 

all over the hotel?” 

“No. That’s another conclusion the results don’t 

support. We found examples from different 

locations that share measured characteristics. 

We can’t say they came from the same 

object, or even necessarily from the same 

production batch. And we can’t infer how 

widely similar glass was distributed.” 

She opened the report to a table of 

measurements. The entries were not dramatic: 

refractive-index observations, elemental 

profiles where sample size permitted, and the 

examiner’s notes on limitations. The numbers 

were precise enough to invite confidence. 

Their interpretation required restraint. 

“Can you distinguish the sleeve particles from 

the glass by Whitcomb?” Morrow asked. 

“Not on the characteristics available for those 

particular particles. But the hotel reference 

samples show why that similarity is less 

discriminating than it first appeared.” 

“Could Reddick still have been in the suite?” 

“Of course. This doesn’t establish that he 

wasn’t. It means the particles don’t 

independently place him there.” 
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Price tapped the page. “What about the 

fragment under the service cart? It was right by 

the body.” 

“The photograph establishes where it was 

found. Not when it broke. Not when it arrived 

there. Not whether Reddick ever encountered 

it.” 

Morrow let the silence hold for a moment. Then 

she asked the question that mattered to her. 

“If I take this to Vale, what do I say?” 

“That the comparison revealed similarities 

among some of the samples examined, but 

that the same measured characteristics were 

observed in glass from other documented 

hotel locations. The results do not establish a 

common source or a route of transfer between 

Reddick’s coat and the suite.” 

“That’s the conclusion?” 

“That’s the defensible conclusion.” 

Price stared at the photograph of Reddick. “It 

felt like we finally had something that wasn’t 

just somebody talking.” 

“We do have something,” Iris said. “We have a 

result. It isn’t the result you hoped for.” 
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After the briefing, Morrow asked Price to 

remain. He had not been careless in collecting 

the coat or dishonest in describing what the 

first report said. He had done what 

investigators sometimes did when a case 

offered too many plausible stories and too few 

ways to separate them: he had allowed a 

modest finding to carry a larger burden. 

“Make sure the interview summaries are 

clean,” she told him. “Anyone who heard us 

call it a transfer needs the corrected 

description.” 

“That’s going to look like we changed our 

minds.” 

“We did change our assessment. Put it in 

writing.” 

Price gathered the photographs. “Reddick still 

has a motive.” 

“Yes.” 

“And his dinner timeline still has holes.” 

“Yes.” 

“So we haven’t cleared him.” 

“No. But we don’t get to treat a gap in his 

account as proof that he crossed another 

threshold.” 
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She watched him leave, then took out the 

chronology. There were twenty-six entries 

between the end of the afternoon conference 

session and the discovery of Whitcomb’s body. 

Some were supported by recordings or 

transaction records. Some came from 

witnesses who had looked at clocks. Others 

were estimates supplied days afterward. The 

entries were useful in different ways. They were 

not interchangeable. 

She drew a line through one sentence in the 

working summary: Reddick’s glass links him to 

the suite. 

Below it she wrote: Glass findings do not 

establish location. Reddick remains a person of 

interest on other grounds. 

The correction cost her nothing in pride. It cost 

the investigation an attractive story. 

⁂ 

At the laboratory, Chen showed Iris the 

comparison charts on a monitor. She was 

meticulous about separating the objects they 

had received from the propositions others 

wished to make about them. She pointed to 

the samples taken from the banquet 

preparation area. 
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“Here’s the problem with calling something 

unusual before you know the environment,” 

she said. “If you compare two objects and 

they share characteristics, you can describe 

that. If you want to know how much that 

matters, you need information about the 

alternatives.” 

“The alternatives were in the next room,” Iris 

said. 

“Some of them. Don’t make the opposite 

mistake. We didn’t sample the entire hotel. We 

sampled what the hotel could document and 

preserve.” 

Iris nodded. “Can we make any frequency 

claim?” 

“Not from this collection. It wasn’t designed as 

a representative survey.” 

On the screen, a series of colored traces 

appeared almost identical until Chen enlarged 

the display. One separated cleanly from the 

others. Two overlapped within the method’s 

reported limits. Iris could see how a courtroom 

presentation might turn the image into an 

assertion stronger than the data justified. The 

overlapping lines would look like identity to 
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anyone who had not been told what they 

represented. 

“Do you want me to rewrite the original 

report?” Chen asked. 

“No. Keep it. Issue the supplemental report with 

the new comparisons and explain the change 

in context. The sequence matters.” 

“You think someone’s going to accuse us of 

hiding a result?” 

“I think they should be able to see exactly 

what we knew and when.” 

Chen closed the display. “That’s more work.” 

“Usually.” 

Iris carried the supplemental report to Malcolm 

Trane. He read it without speaking, pausing 

only at the conclusion. 

“Good,” he said. 

“Good that it weakens a theory?” 

“Good that it gives the theory its proper 

weight.” 

Iris sat opposite him. “There’s a particular 

cruelty in that distinction when someone has 

been murdered. We can explain why the 

evidence doesn’t answer a question. We can’t 

give the family the answer.” 
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“Then we shouldn’t pretend we can.” 

She looked toward the narrow window in his 

office. Beyond it, technicians moved among 

instruments and sealed evidence cabinets. 

Every object had a label. Every test had a 

method. None of that guaranteed that the 

right question had been asked. 

“Miriam Sloane said almost exactly that in her 

lecture,” Iris said. 

Malcolm removed his glasses. “A correct 

principle doesn’t become false because the 

person saying it is difficult.” 

“Or because she’s under investigation.” 

“Exactly.” 

Iris thought of the short musical demonstration 

Sloane had played for the audience. Five units, 

then three, then two. The listener anticipated a 

continuation. Sloane had stopped the 

recording instead. The silence had felt 

deliberate, although the point of the lecture 

was that expectation could be mistaken for 

evidence. 

The glass comparison had produced its own 

false cadence. The first report seemed to point 

toward an ending. The second showed how 
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many other phrases could lead to the same 

note. 

She did not share the analogy with Malcolm. It 

was useful to her as a way of thinking, not as a 

fact about the case. 

⁂ 

Rebecca Vale joined the next afternoon’s 

case conference by video. She had the 

supplemental report, the updated chronology, 

and a written summary of the steps taken to 

obtain Reddick’s coat. Morrow had made sure 

the summary included the earlier, overstated 

working description and the correction. 

“I appreciate the distinction,” Vale said. “I’m 

going to ask the question everyone else will ask 

anyway. Does this change whether you 

consider Reddick a suspect?” 

“It changes the weight of the physical 

association,” Morrow said. “We still have the 

business dispute, the argument, and 

unresolved portions of his evening. We don’t 

have evidence that puts him in the suite during 

the fatal encounter.” 

“And the medical findings?” 
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“Consistent with a fatal blunt-force injury. They 

don’t identify an assailant or establish a 

sufficiently narrow time to distinguish the 

people who might have had access.” 

Vale considered that. “Then don’t build the 

next request around the glass. If you develop 

independent grounds for records or interviews, 

bring them to me.” 

“We will.” 

“Where does Sloane stand?” 

Morrow glanced at Iris. “She acknowledges an 

afternoon meeting with Whitcomb. She denies 

a second encounter. We have witnesses to the 

public dispute, but nothing yet that proves she 

went to the suite later.” 

“Do you believe her?” 

“I’m not ready to say.” 

“That isn’t what I asked.” 

“No,” Morrow said. “It’s what I can support.” 

Vale gave a small nod. “Keep going.” 

When the screen went dark, Morrow sat with Iris 

in the conference room. They had spent most 

of two weeks building a map of other people’s 

resentments. Every person they interviewed 

seemed able to explain why Whitcomb had 
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earned an enemy. Very few could say where 

he had been during the interval that mattered. 

“You were right about the glass,” Morrow said. 

“Nadia was right about the glass. I asked for 

more comparisons.” 

“Fine. Nadia was right.” 

Iris smiled faintly. Morrow turned to the 

conference schedule, where Sloane’s name 

appeared beneath the title The Limits of 

Attribution. 

“She told us Whitcomb wanted to talk about 

the Bellamy case,” Morrow said. “Reddick told 

us Whitcomb took credit for other people’s 

work. Park told us he sold confidence the 

science couldn’t earn. What if the argument 

that matters isn’t about this company at all?” 

“You mean the old conviction.” 

“I mean we know a man was murdered, and 

we know an old case keeps surfacing 

whenever people explain why they hated him. 

I want to know what actually happened in that 

case.” 

Iris looked down at her notes. Adrian Serrano 

had been convicted in 2015 of killing Martin 

Bellamy. His conviction had been vacated 

after his death. That much was public record. 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   86 

The scientific basis for the original prosecution, 

the decisions made inside the laboratory, and 

Whitcomb’s role in presenting the technology 

had not yet been reconstructed from primary 

documents. 

“Then we need the trial record,” she said. “The 

original laboratory file. Validation material. Any 

internal correspondence that survives. And the 

post-conviction review.” 

Morrow wrote the list without interruption. 

“Who signs the requests?” Iris asked. 

“I’ll work with Vale on the legal process. You 

tell me what records would let you understand 

the scientific claims.” 

Outside, rain had begun to stipple the 

windows. The room grew darker, though 

neither woman turned on the overhead lights. 

Morrow moved Reddick’s photograph aside 

and laid a blank sheet in the center of the 

table. 

At the top she wrote: BELLAMY — ORIGINAL 

CLAIMS. 

There was no arrow leading from the page to 

Whitcomb’s death. Not yet. There was only a 

question that had survived the collapse of a 

more convenient answer. 
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Iris gathered her reports. The case had not 

advanced in the way Price had hoped. No 

suspect had been identified by a particle, no 

uncertain chronology had become certain, no 

laboratory instrument had delivered the last 

word. 

But one false resolution had been removed. 

The space it left was uncomfortable and 

necessary. 

Morrow turned the empty page toward her. 

“Start at the beginning,” she said. 
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Chapter 7 — The Bellamy Variation 

The first document Morrow received was not a 

laboratory report. It was a photograph of 

Adrian Serrano, taken outside a courthouse in 

2015. He was twenty-eight, dressed in a jacket 

that sat badly across his shoulders, and looking 

toward someone beyond the frame. The 

photograph had accompanied a newspaper 

account of the verdict. Beneath it, a caption 

described him as the man convicted of killing 

Martin Bellamy. 

The second photograph was taken eight years 

later. Serrano was not in it. His sister stood on 

the courthouse steps holding a sheet of paper 

bearing the order vacating his conviction. The 

newspaper had called it a victory. Serrano had 

died in prison two years earlier. 

Morrow placed the photographs side by side, 

then moved them apart. She disliked the ease 

with which an investigation could turn a person 

into an emblem. Serrano had been a man 

before he became a cautionary story; Bellamy 

had been a man before he became the 

name of a case. 

Iris arrived with two folders and a legal pad. 

“Vale’s office sent the docket and the public 

portions of the review,” she said. “The 
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laboratory file is coming separately. There are 

restrictions on some of the underlying 

material.” 

“Start with what they said they knew.” 

“That’s more complicated than it sounds.” 

“Good. Then we might learn something.” 

⁂ 

Martin Bellamy had been found dead in a 

small office used by a neighborhood 

renovation cooperative in Cambridge in June 

2014. The prosecution alleged that Serrano, 

who had worked with Bellamy on a disputed 

project, entered the office after hours and 

killed him during an argument over money. The 

original case had included witness testimony 

about their dispute, an uncertain account of 

Serrano’s movements, and a forensic 

comparison promoted as placing him at the 

scene. 

The comparison came from an early Veritas 

system used to assess features in low-quality 

surveillance imagery. The source image 

showed a person entering a service corridor 

near the cooperative’s office. The person’s 

face was not sufficiently resolved for a 

conventional facial identification. Veritas 
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software instead generated a similarity 

assessment using visible proportions, 

movement features, and a collection of 

image-derived measurements. 

The trial testimony had not said that a camera 

recorded Serrano killing Bellamy. It had not 

needed to. In the transcript, a company 

witness read the laboratory’s conclusion 

aloud—the questioned material was identified 

as originating from Serrano—and, pressed on 

cross-examination, retreated to a “strong 

association” between Serrano and the figure in 

the recording. A prosecutor then asked 

whether the technology had helped exclude 

other candidates. The witness said that it had. 

Iris read the exchange twice. 

“What does ‘strong’ mean here?” Morrow 

asked. 

“That’s the problem. A descriptive word isn’t a 

calibrated probability. I need to know the 

reference population, the image quality limits, 

the error studies, and whether the system was 

validated for this particular task.” 

“Did the jury hear any of that?” 

“They heard some performance figures. We 

don’t yet know whether those figures came 
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from conditions comparable to the corridor 

recording.” 

Morrow turned another page. “The judge 

allowed it.” 

“Admissibility isn’t the same as accuracy in 

every application. And a witness can stay 

inside the words of an approved method while 

leaving the jury with a stronger impression than 

the method supports.” 

“The prosecution had other evidence.” 

“Yes. The review doesn’t say the software 

alone convicted him.” Iris touched the 

transcript. “But it may have made the other 

evidence seem more certain.” 

Morrow remembered Reddick’s glass. A 

comparison had become a location. A 

location had nearly become a person. She 

had caught the change in time. The Bellamy 

jury had been asked to decide after the 

change was already complete. 

⁂ 

The post-conviction review had begun in 2022, 

after Serrano’s sister and a nonprofit 

innocence organization obtained access to 

additional technical material. The review 
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identified serious limitations in the Veritas 

system’s original testing and discrepancies 

between internal cautions and the way the 

results had been described at trial. The 

following year, the conviction was vacated. 

The order did not identify Bellamy’s killer. It 

concluded that the integrity of the conviction 

could no longer be sustained. 

“People hear ‘vacated’ and think the court 

found the right person,” Morrow said. 

“Sometimes all it means is that the state can no 

longer defend what it did to the wrong one.” 

“Do we know who killed Bellamy?” 

“No. Not from these records.” 

They sat with that answer. Morrow had been a 

detective long enough to know that an 

overturned conviction could leave two families 

without anything resembling closure. She had 

also been a detective long enough to resent 

how often institutional mistakes were described 

in passive language. 

Iris had marked three passages in the review. 

Each concerned a different proposition. First, 

the Veritas software had produced a 

numerical similarity output. Second, the signed 

report translated that output into an 
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identification. Third, the trial presentation 

treated that identification as though its 

strength had been measured. 

“The output might have been calculated 

exactly as the software was designed to 

calculate it,” Iris said. “That doesn’t tell us 

whether the software was fit for the purpose. 

And it certainly doesn’t justify every conclusion 

someone draws from the number.” 

Morrow leaned back. “Where does Sloane 

come in?” 

“The report was issued under her laboratory’s 

quality review. Her approval appears on the 

final version.” 

“Was she the analyst?” 

“No. We need to keep those roles separate. 

She was the director who approved the 

release. The original analyst did the 

comparison; the company witness explained 

the system at trial.” 

“And Whitcomb?” 

“His company supplied the method and 

helped prepare the technical material. He 

wasn’t the laboratory director. He wasn’t the 

prosecutor. He was one part of the chain.” 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   94 

Morrow looked again at Serrano’s photograph. 

The chain had been long enough for every 

person in it to point toward someone else. 

⁂ 

They met Malcolm Trane that afternoon in a 

small laboratory conference room. He had 

reviewed the available technical appendix 

and brought a sheet divided into two columns. 

One was headed WHAT WAS MEASURED. The 

other was headed WHAT WAS CLAIMED. 

“The original study used images of a quality the 

corridor recording doesn’t appear to match,” 

he said. “The samples also came from a 

restricted set of conditions. That doesn’t make 

every result useless. It means you cannot simply 

carry the published performance figures into a 

different setting and pretend the uncertainty 

came with them.” 

Iris pointed to a table. “And the system’s 

candidate ranking?” 

“Ranking is not identification. The highest-

ranked candidate can still be wrong. You 

need an appropriate empirical basis to say 

how much a ranking matters.” 

“Was that distinction made at trial?” Morrow 

asked. 
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“Not consistently in the excerpts I’ve seen.” 

Morrow watched Malcolm draw a line 

between the columns. It was a modest 

movement of the pen, but it divided two ways 

of speaking about the same event. 

“Could a competent reviewer in 2015 have 

recognized the limitations?” she asked. 

“Yes. Some limitations were apparent from the 

material available then. Others became 

clearer with later testing. We mustn’t confuse 

those categories.” 

“Would Sloane have seen the earlier 

material?” 

“Her signature tells us she approved a report. It 

doesn’t tell us what she read or understood. 

For that we need version histories, 

correspondence, and the laboratory’s review 

procedures.” 

“That’s what we’re asking for,” Morrow said. 

Malcolm closed the appendix. “And don’t let 

the outcome answer the historical question for 

you. A conviction that collapses years later 

does not prove that every participant knew it 

was unsound at the time.” 

Iris nodded. It was an uncomfortable 

protection to extend to Miriam Sloane, whose 
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polished lecture had made Iris uneasy. It was 

also necessary. Suspicion did not grant 

permission to reconstruct another person’s 

knowledge from hindsight. 

⁂ 

On Friday, Morrow visited Serrano’s sister, Lucia, 

in a second-floor apartment north of the city. 

She had called first, explained the connection 

to the Whitcomb homicide, and made clear 

that Lucia was under no obligation to revisit the 

prosecution. Lucia had agreed to speak 

because Whitcomb’s name meant something 

to her. 

There were no photographs of court 

appearances in the living room. On a shelf 

stood a picture of Adrian at a beach, squinting 

into sunlight, one hand raised as if to shield the 

camera. 

“He hated that picture,” Lucia said. “He 

thought he looked foolish.” 

“It’s a good photograph.” 

“He would have argued with you.” 

Morrow did not open her notebook 

immediately. Lucia poured water into two 

glasses and sat opposite her. 
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“When they vacated the conviction,” Lucia 

said, “people asked if I felt vindicated. I 

wanted to ask them what they thought the 

word meant. He wasn’t there to hear it.” 

“I understand why the distinction matters.” 

“Do you?” 

“I can’t claim to understand what it cost your 

family. I can tell you I’m not here to make his 

death into a useful detail in someone else’s 

case.” 

Lucia considered her for a moment. “Then 

ask.” 

“Did your brother ever speak about Graham 

Whitcomb?” 

“Not at first. Later he did. He said Whitcomb 

was the man who made uncertainty sound like 

mathematics. Adrian wasn’t interested in the 

software. He was interested in how confident 

everybody sounded.” 

“Did he mention Miriam Sloane?” 

“Only after his lawyer explained the report. He 

said there was a woman’s signature on it, and 

that she had spoken about scientific caution 

at a conference years later. He wanted to 

know how a person could say the right things 

and sign the wrong ones.” 
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Morrow let the sentence remain between 

them. 

“Did anyone from Veritas contact you after the 

review?” 

“A lawyer sent a letter. It said they regretted 

the suffering caused by the proceedings, 

without admitting anything about the 

technology. I kept it. I didn’t answer.” 

“Did Whitcomb contact you personally?” 

“No.” 

Lucia glanced at the photograph on the shelf. 

“He never had to meet my brother. That’s the 

part I can’t forgive. The people who spoke 

about Adrian in court had a version of him they 

could put on a screen. The real man was 

somewhere else.” 

Morrow asked permission to obtain a copy of 

the letter and wrote down the date. She did 

not ask Lucia whether she thought Whitcomb 

deserved to die. It was a question that would 

have turned grief into a suspect interview, and 

Lucia had given no reason to be treated as 

one. 

At the door Lucia said, “If you find out who 

killed him, don’t tell me it fixes anything.” 

“I won’t.” 
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⁂ 

Back at headquarters, Iris was reading an 

earlier public statement Sloane had issued 

during the Serrano review. It condemned the 

presentation of technological confidence as if 

it were a substitute for validated inference. The 

statement was elegant, direct, and 

conspicuously impersonal. It referred to 

“failures of institutional judgment.” It did not 

say whose judgment had failed. 

Morrow returned with Lucia’s letter and the 

interview notes. Iris showed her the statement. 

“She sounds like the person who should have 

stopped it,” Morrow said. 

“Maybe she became that person afterward.” 

“Or learned how to sound like her.” 

“Both are possible.” 

Morrow sat at the table and opened the 

growing chronology. The Bellamy file gave 

Whitcomb a reason to fear scrutiny. It also 

gave Sloane a reason to resent him, if she 

believed he had pushed the original report 

beyond its scientific limits. But a motive was not 

an encounter, and an encounter was not a 

killing. 
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“What exactly did Whitcomb say to Sloane 

that afternoon?” Morrow asked. 

“We have her account.” 

“And the conference witnesses heard only the 

public argument. No one heard their private 

conversation.” 

“Not that we’ve established.” 

Morrow wrote: Obtain original review 

correspondence; identify report versions; 

establish what Sloane received before 

approval. Then she underlined a separate 

question: What did Whitcomb possess in 2026? 

Iris watched the pen stop. “You think he had 

something more than the public file.” 

“I think he asked for a private meeting with the 

person whose name is on the report. He had a 

reason. We don’t know what it was.” 

The room was quiet except for the ventilation 

and the faint sound of traffic below the 

window. Iris remembered Sloane’s 

demonstration: five beats, three, two, and the 

unplayed continuation. It would have been 

easy to turn the Bellamy documents into a 

composition in her head—company, 

laboratory, prosecutor, verdict—and decide 

that the final voice must be Sloane’s. But a 
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sequence could be arranged in more than 

one way. The people who had approved the 

report were not necessarily the people who 

had exaggerated it at trial. The people who 

had exaggerated it were not necessarily the 

people who had known it was wrong. 

She closed the statement. “We should ask for 

the documents before we ask the story to 

explain them.” 

Morrow smiled without amusement. “That’s 

becoming your refrain.” 

“It’s not a bad one.” 

⁂ 

That evening, Iris stayed late to assemble a 

source map. She placed the 2015 laboratory 

report, the 2015 testimony, the 2022 review 

findings, and the 2023 court order in separate 

columns. Each document answered a different 

question. Each had been written for a different 

audience. She resisted the temptation to read 

them backward, as though the vacatur had 

always been waiting inside the original report. 

At the bottom of the page she wrote three 

sentences. 

The system produced a result. 
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The result was reported as an identification. 

The identification was heard as proof. 

None of those sentences was identical to the 

next. 

Her phone vibrated. A message from Morrow 

said that Vale had secured a route to obtain 

additional archived correspondence from the 

former laboratory and Veritas, subject to 

preservation and review. It would take time. 

Iris looked at Serrano’s photograph, now 

clipped to the inside of the case folder. His 

face was clearer than the figure in the old 

corridor recording. He looked impatient, alive, 

and wholly uninterested in being made into an 

example. 

For the first time, she understood the Bellamy 

file not as a detour from Whitcomb’s murder 

but as a record of how a scientific proposition 

had passed through a succession of voices 

until it sounded like something else. 

Somewhere in that passage, a human being 

had disappeared behind a conclusion. 

She turned off the desk lamp. The unanswered 

question was no longer simply why someone 

might have hated Graham Whitcomb. It was 

what Whitcomb had known about the original 
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transformation—and why he had chosen, 

eleven years after the verdict, to bring it to 

Miriam Sloane. 
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Chapter 8 — Five, Three, Two 

The first thing Iris noticed about the old 

recording was the room. 

Not the speaker or the slide projected behind 

her. The room: a narrow teaching laboratory 

with two rows of tables, a badly placed 

camera, and a ventilation fan that made the 

microphone sound as though it had been 

wrapped in cloth. In the front row, a student 

had left a paper cup beside a notebook. The 

recording was dated February 2018. 

Miriam Sloane stood at a whiteboard and 

drew three brackets beneath a row of ten 

marks. 

“Five, three, two,” she said. “You can hear it 

once someone tells you where to listen. The 

question is whether you would have heard it 

before.” 

Iris paused the video. The slide was almost 

identical to the one in the symposium 

presentation, eight years later. The same 

unadorned sequence, the same divisions, the 

same pause where a listener might expect 

another phrase. 

The archive had arrived as part of a lawful 

production of publicly distributed teaching 
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materials, conference handouts, and 

correspondence retained by the laboratory 

that had employed Sloane. Most of it had 

nothing to do with Whitcomb. A training 

administrator had sent Iris a folder index so 

large that she had first assumed the search 

had failed. 

She had searched for the terms attribution, 

grouping, and observer. The recording was the 

third result. 

Morrow appeared at the doorway carrying 

two paper cups. “You look like you found 

something.” 

“Something old.” Iris turned the screen so 

Morrow could see the paused image. “Sloane 

was using her musical demonstration in 2018. 

She didn’t invent it for Whitcomb’s 

conference.” 

“Does that matter?” 

“It matters to the timeline of her thinking. I 

don’t know that it matters to the murder.” 

Morrow set one cup down. “Show me.” 

Iris restarted the recording. The younger Sloane 

tapped the desk in ten evenly spaced pulses. 

She asked the students to write down the 

groups they heard. Several answers were 
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audible from the room. Four and six. Three, 

three, and four. Five and five. 

“Now,” Sloane said, drawing her brackets, 

“listen again.” 

The students heard the grouping she had 

supplied. Some nodded. One laughed at how 

obvious it seemed. 

“Obvious now,” Sloane said. “Not inevitable 

before. Your perception has changed. The 

recording has not.” 

Morrow watched until the lecture moved on to 

a discussion of source propositions and 

decision thresholds. 

“She makes a good point,” Morrow said. 

“Yes.” 

“Which doesn’t make her a good person.” 

“No.” 

“Or a murderer.” 

“No.” 

Morrow took the second chair. “Then why are 

we watching it?” 

“Because I recognized the example, and I 

wanted to know whether it was something she 

used consistently or something she chose for 

that particular audience.” 
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“And?” 

“Consistently. At least twice, eight years apart. 

We can look for other uses, but those two are 

enough to reject the idea that the example 

was newly constructed after Whitcomb died.” 

Morrow sipped her coffee. “I hadn’t proposed 

that idea.” 

“Neither had I. I wanted to keep us from 

proposing it later.” 

⁂ 

By afternoon, Iris had three versions of the 

lecture demonstration on her desk: the 2018 

recording, a 2021 workshop handout, and the 

October symposium video. The 2021 handout 

included a short explanatory note. Its final 

sentence read: A recognizable structure is not, 

without further evidence, an attributable act of 

design. 

Malcolm Trane came in after lunch. He read 

the note, then examined the dates. 

“She’s teaching a principle we agree with,” he 

said. 

“That’s why it’s interesting.” 

“Interesting in which sense?” 
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“I keep encountering the same kind of error in 

this case. A series of observations is put in an 

order. Then the order starts to look like a 

cause.” 

Malcolm sat down. “Give me an example that 

isn’t a metaphor.” 

Iris opened a spreadsheet of Whitcomb’s last 

afternoon. It combined three independently 

sourced records: the symposium’s published 

program, entries from the hotel’s electronic 

room-access system, and time-stamped 

observations documented in witness interviews. 

Each entry included a source, a stated 

precision, and a note about what the record 

could actually establish. 

“Someone in the briefing yesterday said the 

afternoon had a five-three-two structure,” she 

said. 

“Who?” 

“Price. He was counting five public 

appearances, three confirmed private 

contacts, and two periods without a 

corroborated sighting. He was trying to 

summarize the chronology.” 

Malcolm studied the spreadsheet. “Did he 

choose those categories before he counted?” 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   109 

“No.” 

“Do they use the same unit?” 

“No. One is an appearance, one is a contact, 

and one is a gap. Some appearances are also 

contacts. And a gap depends on how you 

define a sighting.” 

“Then what is being counted?” 

“Whatever makes the sequence work.” 

She had not been certain of that when Price 

spoke. The phrase had caught her attention 

because she already knew Sloane’s 

demonstration. She had gone back to the 

original records to see whether the grouping 

survived a more careful reconstruction. 

It did not. 

Iris had created an alternate table with a 

stricter definition of confirmed appearance. 

The number changed. When she included 

contacts corroborated by two independent 

sources, it changed again. When she excluded 

the hotel access entries that could not reliably 

establish an individual, the apparent divisions 

disappeared altogether. 

Malcolm put a finger on the spreadsheet’s 

legend. “Good. And the fact that Price said 
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five-three-two—does it connect him to 

Sloane’s lecture?” 

“He watched the recording.” 

“Does that mean he consciously copied her?” 

“No. It means the example was available to 

him. We can’t say whether it influenced his 

summary.” 

“Exactly. Don’t turn a lesson about suggestion 

into another demonstration of suggestion.” 

Iris closed the spreadsheet. She was 

disappointed by the result, which was a useful 

warning in itself. 

“There’s still the silence,” she said. 

“What silence?” 

“The way Sloane ends the example. Everyone 

expects another entry. She doesn’t give it to 

them.” 

Malcolm looked toward the window. “An 

expectation isn’t an observation.” 

“I know.” 

“Then perhaps that’s the part worth 

remembering.” 

⁂ 
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Morrow had spent the same day on a different 

problem: people rather than patterns. She 

returned from a meeting with a hotel 

operations manager carrying a revised 

inventory of who had authority to enter the 

hospitality suite and who might have obtained 

access through ordinary conference 

arrangements. 

“The list is longer than I wanted,” she said. 

Iris pushed the spreadsheet aside. 

“Housekeeping, banquet staff, conference 

organizers, security, and authorized guests,” 

Morrow continued. “Some access events have 

credential identifiers. Others don’t give us a 

useful individual attribution. The manager can 

explain the system, but she can’t make it 

record something it never recorded.” 

“Any change in Sloane’s account?” 

“Not yet. She says the afternoon meeting 

ended and she didn’t see Whitcomb again. 

We have no independent account of that 

later evening interval that settles it.” 

Iris considered the room-access records on her 

screen. She had already made the mistake of 

looking for a numerical composition in the 

chronology. She did not want to make the 
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opposite mistake of treating its uncertainty as 

meaningless. 

“What do we know about the afternoon 

meeting?” she asked. 

“Both were in the building. They were observed 

entering the same meeting room. Sloane says 

they discussed the Bellamy matter. Nobody 

we’ve identified heard the full conversation. 

We have a reliable basis to say they met. Not a 

reliable basis to say what either threatened.” 

“And Whitcomb’s documents?” 

“Vale’s preservation requests are moving. 

Some of the old records belong to entities that 

no longer exist in the same form. We may get a 

chain of copies before we get an original.” 

Morrow laid down the inventory. “I keep 

thinking about the people who could have 

been there that night. The records don’t put 

Sloane in the room. They don’t put Reddick in 

it, either. The fact that she has a better motive 

doesn’t fix the location problem.” 

“Nor does the fact that she understands 

patterns.” 

“No. But understanding a principle doesn’t 

stop a person from lying.” 
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Iris looked at her. “You’re thinking of the 

interview.” 

“I’m thinking of her answer. I asked whether 

she saw Whitcomb after the afternoon 

meeting. She said no. That answer matters if 

we can test it.” 

“Have you found a contradiction?” 

“Not one I can support.” 

The answer seemed to cost Morrow something. 

Iris respected her more for giving it. 

⁂ 

The following morning Iris asked the 

laboratory’s digital-evidence specialist, Priya 

Flores, to review the chronology file with her. 

She did not ask Flores to find a pattern. She 

asked her to identify which fields were 

observations, which were interpretations, and 

which had been added by investigators. 

Flores made three copies of the table and 

removed the descriptive headings from one of 

them. 

“Why?” Iris asked. 

“To see what survives when we stop telling 

ourselves what we’re looking at.” 
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Without headings such as contact, 

appearance, and unexplained interval, the 

entries were less persuasive as a sequence. 

They were still valuable investigative records, 

but they did not compose themselves into a 

rhythm. 

Flores pointed to a line Iris had highlighted. 

“This timestamp is accurate for the device 

event. That doesn’t make the inferred human 

movement accurate. If you want to know who 

crossed a threshold, you need more than the 

time a credential was read.” 

“I agree.” 

“Then write it that way. Otherwise the next 

person who opens the file will inherit your 

certainty without inheriting your doubts.” 

Iris rewrote the note: The records support a 

partial chronology. The proposed 5–3–2 

grouping is sensitive to classification choices 

and has no demonstrated causal or 

attributional significance. 

Flores read it. “That I can defend.” 

When Flores left, Iris reopened the 2018 

recording. She listened again, this time without 

watching the screen. Five pulses. Three. Two. 
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Then the absence that made her want to 

complete the phrase. 

It was a simple demonstration. She had nearly 

allowed it to organize evidence that resisted 

organization. 

On the last page of the workshop handout, 

Sloane had written a question for her students: 

Who is the observer when the observer’s 

choices determine the pattern? 

Iris read it twice. 

The question had a legitimate scientific 

answer. The analyst, the investigator, the 

person defining categories and making 

comparisons. An observer’s choices had to be 

documented because they could influence 

the result. 

But the homicide presented a second, entirely 

different absence. Someone had been present 

when Whitcomb suffered the fatal injury. The 

available evidence had not identified that 

person. No clever arrangement of the records 

could fill the space. 

Iris opened her notebook and wrote two 

headings on separate pages. 

Pattern made by an observer. 

Event with an unidentified participant. 
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She drew no line between them. 

⁂ 

Near the end of the day, Morrow called. The 

first batch of archived Bellamy 

correspondence had arrived for review. There 

were duplicates, incomplete attachments, 

and a covering index that suggested further 

material remained with Veritas’s successor 

custodian. 

“Anything about Sloane?” Iris asked. 

“Her name is on the circulation lists. That’s all I 

can responsibly say before we examine the 

actual versions.” 

“Then we’ll examine the versions.” 

Morrow hesitated. “I watched the lecture 

again.” 

“The old one?” 

“The symposium recording. I wanted to see 

whether she ever looked uncertain.” 

“Did she?” 

“Only when someone asked about 

responsibility. She was completely comfortable 

talking about error.” 
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Iris thought about that. “Those aren’t the same 

subject.” 

“No,” Morrow said. “They aren’t.” 

After the call, Iris closed the teaching video 

and opened the new document index. The 

musical phrase was still in her mind, but she let 

it remain music. Ten pulses and a silence. No 

accusation concealed in the arithmetic. 

At the top of the first correspondence folder 

was a list of report revisions from the Bellamy 

prosecution. Several versions had been 

circulated before the final report was signed. 

One version had a different title from the 

others. 

Iris wrote down its date and document 

identifier. Then she began reading from the 

beginning, determined to learn what the words 

had said before anyone had made them 

sound certain. 
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Chapter 9 — The Missing Observer 

The oldest version of the Bellamy report had a 

name that disappeared from the later ones: 

Assessment of Similarity and Limitations. 

Iris noticed it before she noticed the numbers. 

The version circulated six weeks before the trial 

carried the cautious title on every page. A 

later draft called itself an Identification 

Assessment. The signed report, the one 

admitted in court, was headed Identification 

Findings. 

The file had arrived with a production index 

and an explanation from the records 

custodian. Some documents had been 

recovered from a retired server; others came 

from counsel’s retained correspondence. The 

collection was not complete. The index 

distinguished original files from exported 

copies, and Morrow had asked the custodian 

to preserve the underlying material while 

authentication continued. 

Iris set the three reports side by side on her 

screen. They described the same underlying 

comparison. The measurements had not 

become more precise between drafts. The 

validation study had not acquired new 

participants. The system had not suddenly 
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learned to distinguish two people it previously 

could not distinguish. 

The language had changed. 

In the earliest draft, the system had ranked 

Serrano’s sample among candidates that 

merited further examination. The report 

warned that a rank was not an identification 

and that the performance data did not 

support an individual-source conclusion. In the 

signed version, a sentence stated that the 

questioned material was identified as 

originating from Serrano. It supplied no 

intelligible measure of how strongly the 

observations supported that proposition over 

alternatives, and no acknowledgment that the 

method had never been validated to support 

it. 

A reader could move from one version to the 

next without noticing the shift. The underlying 

table remained the same. The prose carried 

the new weight. 

Iris printed the title pages and took them to 

Malcolm. 

“Which of these would you sign?” she asked. 

He read all three before answering. “I couldn’t 

decide that from a title page.” 
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“Fair.” She gave him the relevant passages. 

He read them again, slower. “The first is 

appropriately limited, assuming the method 

was applied as described. The last makes a 

comparative claim without showing the basis 

for its strength.” 

“Would you call it false?” 

“I would call it unsupported on what we’ve 

seen. There’s no clean cut between 

unsupported and false, and the distinction isn’t 

minor.” 

She sat opposite him. “Sloane signed the last 

one.” 

“I know.” 

“The revisions moved in one direction.” 

“That tells us what changed. Not yet who 

requested the changes or what Sloane knew 

when she approved them.” 

Iris nodded. She had been about to ask the 

question in precisely the wrong form. 

Malcolm put the pages in chronological order. 

“Find the correspondence. Find the reviewers’ 

comments. Find out whether there were 

additional studies, even if the final report failed 
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to cite them. Then we can describe the 

departure from the original limits.” 

“Whitcomb had a copy of something that 

frightened her.” 

“Morrow thinks he may have. What he had, 

and what it said, remain separate questions.” 

It was the same discipline they had applied to 

glass particles and access logs. She was 

grateful for it, though she sometimes wished it 

would yield an answer instead of another 

necessary distinction. 

⁂ 

Morrow had spread the final-evening 

chronology across the interview room wall. 

Each sheet bore a time range, a source, and a 

short statement of what the source could 

establish. She had stopped calling it a timeline. 

The word suggested continuity. What they had 

was a collection of islands. 

The reception had been scheduled to begin at 

six. Whitcomb had been seen speaking with 

delegates there. One witness placed him near 

the ballroom entrance sometime after seven, 

but could not say whether the observation 

occurred at seven-ten or seven-thirty. A 

conference assistant remembered delivering a 
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message about the hospitality suite, though 

she could not recall whether she had handed 

it to Whitcomb or to someone working with 

him. 

At eight forty-three, the hotel received the 

emergency call. The medical evidence 

supported fatal head trauma. It did not supply 

a clock precise enough to locate the fatal 

injury inside every interval that the investigators 

wished to examine. 

Between the last dependable sighting and the 

discovery lay a span of time that was both 

short enough to tempt a reconstruction and 

long enough to defeat one. 

“Tell me the strongest thing we have,” Morrow 

said. 

Iris looked at the wall. “He was alive at the 

reception. He was found with fatal injuries later. 

Someone caused those injuries.” 

“That’s the foundation. I mean the strongest 

thing about who.” 

“We have motives, conflicts, and accounts of 

movements. None independently identifies the 

person who inflicted the injury.” 

Morrow tapped a sheet labeled SLOANE. “She 

says she went from the reception to her room; 
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she’d taken one in the hotel for the symposium 

rather than cross the river every night. We have 

a record of a credential being used at her 

floor. We don’t have a continuous record of 

her movements.” 

“Is there a witness who saw her enter her 

room?” 

“Not one we can rely on. And the credential 

record doesn’t prove she stayed there.” 

“Does it prove she left?” 

“No.” 

Morrow turned to the Reddick sheet. “Same 

problem, different story. He had reason to be 

angry. He also had an ordinary reason to be 

near the reception. His glass comparison 

doesn’t put him in the suite. The record doesn’t 

clear him either.” 

She moved to Park and Catherine Whitcomb. 

Both had accounts supported in part by 

independent observations. Neither had a 

minute-by-minute alibi. Catherine’s message to 

her husband, recovered through counsel, had 

been sent at 7:52 and concerned the property 

valuation and nothing else; it fixed the moment 

she had typed it and said nothing about where 

either of them was when it arrived. The gaps 
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were not remarkable. Most people did not 

spend an evening generating evidence of 

their whereabouts for a future homicide 

investigation. 

“It’s not a contest in who has the least 

complete alibi,” Iris said. 

“I know. But it keeps becoming one in my 

head.” 

Morrow pulled down the page for the hotel 

corridor. “We have partial camera coverage 

of the public areas. Some views show people 

passing through a lobby or entering an 

elevator bank. They don’t show the inside of 

the suite or every approach to it. We can 

identify a few individuals. We can’t reliably 

identify everyone.” 

“No convenient outage?” 

“No outage. Just an ordinary system built to 

manage a hotel, not solve a murder.” 

Iris appreciated the difference. A broken 

camera could seem suspicious. An imperfect 

view was merely a reminder that the world had 

not arranged itself for investigators. 

“Could the door records help?” she asked. 

“They help establish certain credential events. 

Staff access was possible through normal 
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operations, and the system doesn’t record 

every physical passage as a separate, 

attributable act. It also can’t tell us who was 

standing beside the person who used a 

credential.” 

“Or whether Whitcomb opened the door 

himself.” 

“Exactly.” 

Morrow wrote a sentence at the bottom of the 

wall: No verified observation of the fatal 

encounter. 

She stepped back. “It feels absurd. We know 

so much about this man’s life that we can 

reconstruct arguments he had years ago. We 

can’t tell who was in the room when he died.” 

“Those are different kinds of knowledge.” 

“I know that, too.” 

⁂ 

In the afternoon, Iris met with Priya Flores, the 

digital-evidence examiner assigned to the 

hotel’s records. They reviewed the original 

exports rather than the investigator’s summary 

table. Several timestamps carried second-level 

precision; the underlying devices had 

recorded them that way. The human 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   126 

conclusions drawn from those entries were far 

less precise. 

An elevator controller recorded a car’s arrival. 

It did not identify its passengers. A room-access 

log associated an event with a credential. It 

did not establish the credential holder’s 

identity beyond dispute, and it could not 

document what occurred after the door 

opened. A camera image could place a 

recognizable person in a public area at an 

approximate moment. It did not establish 

where that person had been before or went 

afterward unless another observation 

connected the movements. 

“Can we combine them?” Iris asked. 

“We can compare them,” the examiner said. 

“Combining them into a single route requires 

assumptions. Some are reasonable. Some 

aren’t testable.” 

She showed Iris a reconstructed path that had 

been circulating informally among the 

investigators. It placed a person at the 

ballroom, then at the elevator, then near the 

hospitality suite. The path was drawn as one 

continuous blue line. 

“Who drew this?” Iris asked. 
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“Someone working from the briefing notes. It’s 

an illustration, not a validated movement 

reconstruction.” 

“Then it shouldn’t look like one.” 

The examiner removed the line. Three separate 

observations remained, each with its own 

uncertainty. 

Iris stared at the empty spaces between them. 

A line had made the story easier to see. 

Removing it had made the evidence more 

accurate. 

She thought of Sloane’s teaching recording: 

five pulses, three, two, then the held silence. 

The listener wanted a final entry because the 

structure made one seem inevitable. The 

listener’s expectation was real. The missing 

sound was not. 

In the homicide file, the corresponding 

temptation was to treat a plausible path as a 

witnessed journey. The drawn line was an 

answer supplied by the person interpreting the 

records. 

Iris wrote in her notebook: A reconstruction can 

contain facts and still conceal the inferences 

that join them. 

⁂ 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   128 

Morrow took the new chronology to Rebecca 

Vale that evening. Iris and Malcolm joined by 

video. Vale had the report revisions on her 

desk and had read the preliminary assessment 

of their language. 

“Before we talk about Sloane,” Vale said, “tell 

me what you would testify to about the last 

hour.” 

Morrow gave the sequence without 

embellishment. Vale interrupted twice to ask 

which observations were independently 

corroborated and which time ranges came 

from witnesses’ memories. She did not ask for a 

story. She asked for the limits of each source. 

When Morrow finished, Vale folded her hands. 

“The afternoon meeting?” 

“Documented,” Morrow said. “The subject was 

the Bellamy matter, according to Sloane. We 

have some corroboration that they were in 

conflict, but no reliable recording of the full 

conversation.” 

“The evening meeting?” 

“We have reason to investigate whether there 

was one. We cannot presently establish it.” 

“And the signed Bellamy report?” 
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“Iris can speak to the changes. We are still 

tracing the correspondence that produced 

them.” 

Vale looked toward Iris on the screen. 

“Suppose we establish that Sloane knowingly 

approved an unsupported conclusion. What 

does that tell us about this homicide?” 

“It could establish a motive to prevent 

disclosure,” Iris said. “It would not establish 

presence during the fatal encounter.” 

“Good. And if we show Whitcomb threatened 

to reveal her involvement?” 

“Stronger motive. Same attribution problem.” 

Vale waited a moment. “That’s where we are. 

We can keep investigating. We should. But I 

don’t want anyone mistaking a compelling 

motive for a substitute for proof of an act.” 

Morrow’s jaw tightened. “A killer doesn’t have 

to leave a witness.” 

“No,” Vale said. “And a prosecutor doesn’t get 

to invent one.” 

After the call ended, Morrow remained seated 

beside Iris’s monitor. The conference room had 

gone quiet. The fluorescent lights hummed 

above the evidence folders. 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   130 

“You think it’s Sloane,” Iris said. 

“I think she knows more than she told me.” 

“That’s not the same thing.” 

“No. But it’s the thing I can still investigate.” 

⁂ 

The next morning Iris returned to the Bellamy 

correspondence. An email chain referred to a 

memorandum that was not in the first 

production. The subject line was unremarkable: 

Limitations language—final review. Its 

attachments were listed by filename, but the 

copies in the archive were missing. 

In one message, a Veritas employee asked 

why a caution about source attribution had 

been removed from the draft. Another replied 

that the report needed to communicate its 

practical significance to nontechnical readers. 

Sloane was copied on both messages. 

The correspondence did not establish that she 

had requested the change. It did establish that 

the issue had been raised while she remained 

in the approval chain. 

Iris called Morrow. 
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“We need the attachment to this thread,” she 

said. “Not a summary. The actual 

memorandum and its versions.” 

“Already requested?” 

“Not under this filename. It wasn’t in the first 

index.” 

Morrow asked her to spell it out. Iris did, then 

gave the date and the sender’s name. 

“Do you think Whitcomb had it?” Morrow 

asked. 

“I think the correspondence makes it plausible 

that a separate document existed. That’s all.” 

“You sound like Malcolm.” 

“He’s usually right about this part.” 

Morrow promised to send a supplemental 

preservation and production request through 

Vale. Before hanging up, she said, “I went 

back through the witness interviews. Not one 

person saw the killing. Not one person saw 

anyone strike Whitcomb. The entire case is 

people telling us what they did before and 

after.” 

“Then the missing observer is literal,” Iris said. 

“What?” 
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She hesitated. “It’s a phrase from Sloane’s 

demonstration. She used it to mean the analyst 

whose choices make a pattern appear. I’ve 

been thinking about it differently. There’s a 

person whose conduct we need to establish, 

and the record doesn’t show it.” 

“You’re not saying the musical example is 

evidence.” 

“No. I’m saying the metaphor reminds me 

where the gap is. It doesn’t fill it.” 

Morrow was silent for a moment. “Keep it in 

your notebook, then. Not in an affidavit.” 

“I wasn’t planning to put it in one.” 

“Good.” 

⁂ 

At home that night Iris opened the old 

teaching video one last time. Sloane stood at 

the whiteboard, younger by eight years, her 

sleeves rolled to the elbows. She tapped out 

the grouped pulses with the cap of a marker. 

Five. Three. Two. 

Then she waited. 

A student laughed in the recording. Someone 

else made a sound as though to finish the 

phrase. Sloane smiled, not unkindly. 
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“You supplied something I didn’t give you,” she 

told the class. “Now tell me where it came 

from.” 

Iris paused the image on Sloane’s face. 

The question had been a sound lesson. It 

remained a sound lesson, even if the woman 

teaching it had approved a report that 

violated its principle. An argument did not 

become false because its author was 

compromised. Nor did an author become 

innocent because the argument was correct. 

On her desk lay the printed chronology of 

Whitcomb’s last evening. Iris separated the 

sheets into two stacks: observations that could 

be supported, and propositions that still 

required proof. She had moved several items 

between the stacks that week. The movements 

did not bring the killer closer. They made the 

boundary clearer. 

She turned off the video. The room settled into 

ordinary silence, without an implied note or a 

hidden message. 

There was a person who knew what had 

happened in the hospitality suite. Iris could not 

yet name that person from the evidence. The 
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difference between those two statements was 

the case. 

In the morning she would return to the 

memorandum. It might reveal what Sloane 

had done eleven years earlier. Whether it 

could tell them what she had done on 

October thirteenth was another question 

entirely. 
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PART IV — STRETTO 

Chapter 10 — The Original Memorandum 

The document arrived without ceremony. A 

secure transfer notification appeared in 

Morrow’s inbox at 8:17 on Friday morning, 

followed by a message from the records 

attorney for Veritas Biometric Systems. The 

company had located an older archive in a 

separate litigation hold. The production 

included twenty-three files, an index, and a 

declaration identifying the systems from which 

the records had been retrieved. 

Morrow called Iris before opening the 

attachment. 

“Your memorandum,” she said. “Or a 

memorandum. I’m sending the index to you 

and Malcolm. Nobody calls it authentic until 

we know what we have.” 

“Agreed.” 

“Vale wants the originals preserved. The copies 

are for review.” 

Iris was already clearing her desk. Outside her 

office, someone was laughing at a story she 

could not hear. It struck her that an ordinary 

Friday could contain, without visible 
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disturbance, the return of a document that 

had helped destroy a life. 

⁂ 

The memorandum was dated March 4, 2015, 

and carried the heading SOURCE ATTRIBUTION: 

LIMITATIONS OF CURRENT VERITAS 

COMPARISON OUTPUT. It was six pages long. 

The author was listed as Dr. Miriam Sloane, 

laboratory director. It had gone out from the 

laboratory to the vendor: its circulation list 

included Whitcomb, two Veritas scientists, and 

the laboratory’s own quality manager. 

The first paragraph was almost aggressively 

plain. The software produced candidate 

rankings from features extracted from the 

submitted material. It did not, on the validation 

then available, establish that a questioned 

sample and a reference sample originated 

from one individual to the exclusion of others. 

The distinction was not a technical nicety. It 

was the difference between an investigative 

lead and an identification claim. 

Iris read the sentence twice. She had spent 

days trying to establish whether Sloane had 

understood the distinction. Here was Sloane 
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explaining it better than almost anyone else 

involved. 

On the third page, beneath a table of 

validation limitations, Sloane had written: “The 

present dataset does not permit a defensible 

estimate of the probability of an erroneous 

individual-source attribution in casework 

conditions.” The sentence was followed by a 

recommendation that all reports describe the 

result as a ranking or association, never as a 

unique identification. 

In the margin of a later review copy appeared 

a comment attributed to Whitcomb: *Counsel 

needs language a jury can understand. We 

cannot present this as if the system tells us 

nothing.* 

The response beneath it was Sloane’s: *It tells 

us something. The problem is what it does not 

tell us.* 

Iris leaned back. The exchange was not a 

confession of murder. It was something else: an 

exact record of a scientist identifying the 

boundary of her knowledge before she signed 

a report that crossed it. 

She called Malcolm. 

“Have you seen page three?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Then she knew.” 

“She wrote it,” Malcolm said. “That supports 

knowledge of the limitation. We still need the 

approval sequence before we say what she 

knowingly authorized.” 

Iris glanced at the list of attachments. “There’s 

an approval sequence.” 

“Then read it in order.” 

⁂ 

The archive did not yield a single decisive 

page. It yielded a progression. 

The custodian’s declaration identified the 

repository and the retention process, but it did 

not turn every entry in the export into an 

independently witnessed act. Iris compared 

the preserved version history with the email 

headers and the approval log; where one 

source corroborated another, she recorded 

the agreement. Where it did not, she left the 

question open. 

A draft report prepared for the Bellamy 

prosecution described the Veritas result as a 

high-ranking candidate association. The next 

draft substituted “strong correspondence.” A 
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third draft introduced the phrase 

“identification supported by the system’s 

comparison.” The final version, approved for 

release under Sloane’s electronic signature, 

stated that the questioned material was 

identified as originating from Adrian Serrano. 

The measurement tables did not change. 

The validation references did not change. 

The claim changed. 

Iris compared the approval record with the 

document-control log. The log showed a 

review action associated with Sloane’s 

authenticated account at 4:12 p.m. on March 

19. It showed release authorization at 9:06 the 

next morning. A retained email from the quality 

manager had warned that the wording 

appeared inconsistent with the March 4 

memorandum. Sloane’s reply was brief: *I have 

reviewed the final report and authorize 

release. The limitations have been discussed 

with the legal team.* 

There was no need to imagine her thoughts. 

The words were sufficient to establish that she 

had been warned, had acknowledged the 

discussion, and had approved the release. 

Whether she believed the legal team would 
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qualify the conclusion in court remained 

uncertain. The approved document did not 

contain the qualification. 

Malcolm came into Iris’s office carrying a 

notebook. He looked at the open files and 

said, “Show me the chain.” 

She walked him through the archive: source 

system, custodian declaration, version history, 

email headers, release log. The records 

attorney had supplied checksums for the 

exported files and a description of the 

preservation process. Those details supported 

continuity of the produced electronic records, 

Malcolm said, but the investigators still needed 

to assess provenance and completeness. They 

were not entitled to assume the archive 

contained every conversation that had 

occurred. 

“Is it enough?” Iris asked. 

“For what?” 

“To say she approved a conclusion she had 

already described as scientifically 

indefensible.” 

Malcolm looked again at the two documents. 

“Subject to authentication and any 

explanation she offers, yes. We can say the 
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memorandum articulated a limitation and the 

later report exceeded it. We can say the 

approval record is attributed to her. We should 

not claim we know what she intended the jury 

to believe.” 

Iris nodded. It was an important boundary, and 

an infuriating one. 

“Do you ever get tired,” she asked, “of 

stopping one sentence short?” 

“Every day,” he said. “That’s why I stop.” 

⁂ 

Morrow met Rebecca Vale at the district 

attorney’s office that afternoon. The room had 

no windows and a conference table too large 

for two people. Morrow placed the 

memorandum and the approval record side 

by side. 

Vale read in silence. When she finished, she 

returned to the first page. 

“Whitcomb received this,” she said. 

“He’s on the circulation list. The archive 

contains a delivery record. We’re seeking the 

original message store as corroboration.” 

“And he retained it.” 
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“Apparently. The company retained a copy. 

We have evidence he referred to a 

memorandum in his communications before 

the symposium, but we still need to tie that 

reference to this exact document.” 

Vale put down her pen. “It gives him 

leverage.” 

“It gives him information that could have 

destroyed Sloane’s public standing.” 

“Those aren’t quite the same thing.” 

“No.” Morrow moved a page closer. “But she 

told us their argument was about professional 

disagreements. She left out the fact that he 

had evidence she approved the very kind of 

conclusion she made her career 

condemning.” 

“That’s an omission worth confronting. It isn’t 

proof that he threatened her with it.” 

Morrow smiled without amusement. “I knew 

you’d say that.” 

“Then save us both time and bring me the 

threat.” 

Morrow showed her an email Whitcomb had 

sent two days before the symposium. It asked 

Sloane to meet privately and stated, *We 

should finally put the Bellamy matter in its 
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proper historical context. I have retained the 

original review materials, including your 

memorandum. There is no reason for us to 

continue pretending the final report arose 

without discussion.* 

Vale read it once, then again. 

“Stronger,” she said. “Still open to 

interpretation. Other people could mean a 

lawyer, a board, a reporter. We need context.” 

“We have a meeting at four forty-five. We 

have a public argument earlier that afternoon. 

And she denies seeing him again after the 

meeting.” 

“Do we have independent evidence that she 

did?” 

“Not yet.” 

Vale closed the folder. “Then don’t turn a 

motive into a sighting.” 

⁂ 

That evening Morrow called Lucia Serrano. She 

did not tell her that the newly recovered 

memorandum solved anything. It solved 

nothing about Whitcomb’s death, and it could 

not restore the years Adrian had lost. 
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Lucia listened while Morrow described the 

document in restrained terms. For several 

seconds after Morrow finished, the line was 

silent. 

“My brother asked them how certain they 

were,” Lucia said at last. “I remember that. He 

kept asking. He said they had turned a 

computer list into a name.” 

“The records suggest that distinction was 

recognized internally,” Morrow said. 

“Then why didn’t anyone say it where it 

mattered?” 

Morrow had no answer that would not sound 

like an excuse. 

“He died thinking the truth had to be 

somewhere,” Lucia continued. “Not that 

somebody was hiding it. Just that if he waited 

long enough, someone would look properly.” 

Morrow looked at the memorandum. Its pages 

were clean and numbered. Its warnings were 

measured. A person had written them, and a 

person had signed the later report. 

“We’re still reviewing what happened,” she 

said. 

“I know. You’re careful. Everyone is careful 

now.” 
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The words were not spoken with anger. That 

made them harder to hear. 

After the call, Morrow added a note to the file: 

the newly produced materials warranted 

referral for review of the historical report and its 

approval process, independent of the 

Whitcomb homicide inquiry. The wrong done 

to Serrano did not become less important 

because it was inconvenient to the murder 

investigation. 

⁂ 

Iris returned to the memorandum on Monday. 

The review comments were displayed in a 

narrow column beside the body text. Each 

change had an author, a timestamp, and a 

location. She could follow the movement of a 

single phrase through successive versions: 

*candidate association*, *strong 

correspondence*, *identification*. 

There were three steps in the progression. She 

resisted the urge to make them correspond to 

the three groups of Sloane’s musical example. 

The relationship was attractive and 

meaningless. The documents had been revised 

through ordinary institutional decisions, not 

arranged to satisfy a rhythm. 
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She printed the earliest and final versions and 

placed them beside the March 4 

memorandum. The warning remained 

perfectly intelligible. It had not been buried in 

obscure mathematics. It had been displaced 

by a conclusion that carried more authority 

than the available validation supported. 

Malcolm stood at the doorway. “You’ve been 

looking at those all morning.” 

“I’m trying to understand the point where it 

happened.” 

“Where what happened?” 

“Where someone who understood the 

limitation decided it was acceptable to sign 

the claim.” 

“That may not be a point,” he said. “It may be 

a series of accommodations. A word here, a 

qualification removed there. Each one 

explained as clarity.” 

“Until the report says something else.” 

“Yes.” 

Iris glanced at the final signature block. The 

name was familiar from the symposium video, 

from the interview transcript, from the 2018 

classroom recording in which Sloane had 
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asked students to identify the meaning they 

themselves had supplied. 

“I think she understood exactly what she was 

doing scientifically,” Iris said. 

Malcolm considered that. “You can establish 

she understood the limitation. Whether she 

understood the consequences is a different 

question.” 

“Does it matter?” 

“It matters if we’re going to describe her state 

of mind. It doesn’t change the report.” 

⁂ 

Morrow requested a second interview with 

Sloane. The invitation identified the Bellamy 

memorandum and the approval records as 

subjects. She offered Sloane the opportunity to 

have counsel present. The reply arrived that 

afternoon through an attorney: Dr. Sloane 

would attend a voluntary interview later in the 

week, accompanied by counsel, and reserved 

the right to decline particular questions. 

Morrow forwarded the message to Vale. 

*Good,* Vale wrote. *Make the interview 

about what the records establish and what she 
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can explain. Keep the homicide questions 

distinct.* 

Morrow opened the Whitcomb timeline again. 

The afternoon meeting with Sloane was 

supported by records and witnesses. Its subject 

now seemed less obscure. The later encounter 

remained an inference. There was no 

confirmed witness to the killing, no reliable 

image of Sloane entering the suite at the 

relevant time, and no physical finding that 

uniquely attributed the fatal act to her. 

The memorandum made her motive more 

persuasive. It did not change those facts. 

She read Sloane’s original warning once more: 

the present dataset did not permit a defensible 

estimate of erroneous individual-source 

attribution. The sentence had been written 

about a computer system and a man accused 

of murder. It now seemed to describe, in 

another register, the discipline required of 

Morrow herself. 

A good theory could still be wrong. A correct 

theory could still be unproved. 

She turned to a fresh page and wrote the 

questions she would ask Sloane. Not what the 

woman believed about music. Not whether 
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she could see patterns in other people’s 

mistakes. The questions would be narrower, 

and harder to evade. 

When did you read the limitations 

memorandum? 

Why did you authorize the final report? 

What did Whitcomb say he intended to do 

with it? 

And what, exactly, happened after your 

meeting on October thirteenth? 

She left a space beneath the last question. It 

was not a dramatic gesture. She needed 

somewhere to write the answer, if there was 

one. 
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Chapter 11 — The Signature 

The interview room had a window overlooking 

a narrow courtyard where rain collected on 

the bronze leaves of a decorative tree. Miriam 

Sloane chose the chair facing it. She placed a 

slim notebook on the table and did not open 

it. 

Her attorney, Daniel Kessler, took the chair 

beside her. He had already asked whether the 

meeting was voluntary, whether his client was 

free to leave, and whether the conversation 

would be recorded. Morrow answered each 

question plainly. She did not mind the 

repetition. An interview that began with an 

argument about its conditions seldom 

improved. 

Iris sat at the far end of the table with a copy 

of the Bellamy report and its earlier drafts. 

Morrow had explained why she was there: to 

clarify the scientific language, not to conduct 

the interview herself. Malcolm had stayed at 

the laboratory. He had warned Iris against 

becoming an advocate for a theory she had 

helped develop. 

The recorder’s indicator turned red. 
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“Dr. Sloane,” Morrow said, “we appreciate 

your coming in.” 

“I said I would cooperate.” Sloane’s voice was 

even. “I would like that cooperation to be 

described accurately.” 

“It will be.” 

Morrow established the date, the participants, 

and the voluntary nature of the interview. She 

began with a document Sloane could not 

reasonably dispute: the March 4 

memorandum, written during the Bellamy 

prosecution. Sloane examined the first page 

without touching the others. 

“Is that yours?” Morrow asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Did you write it?” 

“I drafted it. There were comments from two 

analysts, but the scientific conclusions were 

mine.” 

“Tell me what you were warning about.” 

Sloane looked at Iris, then returned her 

attention to Morrow. “The software produced 

a similarity ranking within the comparison set 

supplied to it. That is not the same as a 

validated probability that a particular person 
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was the source of the trace. We had 

insufficient data to characterize false 

attribution at the individual-source level.” 

“Could the software identify Adrian Serrano?” 

“Not in the categorical sense that question 

implies.” 

“Could it exclude him?” 

“No. But those are not the only two 

possibilities.” 

Morrow allowed the answer to stand. “The final 

report used the word identification.” 

“I know what it said.” 

“Your signature appears beneath that 

conclusion.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

Sloane folded her hands. For the first time she 

seemed to consider the room rather than the 

question. “Because I believed the underlying 

observations were accurate, and because I 

accepted a formulation that should have 

been qualified more carefully.” 

“More carefully,” Morrow repeated. 

“It was a serious error in reporting language.” 
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“Was it only a reporting error?” 

Kessler leaned forward. “Detective, that asks 

my client to adopt a characterization with 

legal implications. She can explain the 

document.” 

“That’s what I’m asking her to do.” 

Sloane lifted one hand, a small signal that she 

wished to answer. “No,” she said. “It wasn’t 

only a choice of words. The wording altered 

the strength of the proposition presented to the 

court.” 

Iris had expected resistance to the scientific 

distinction. The admission made her uneasy 

instead. Sloane had not misunderstood the 

report. She had understood it then, and she 

understood it now. 

⁂ 

Morrow placed two versions of the report side 

by side. On the earlier page, a paragraph 

described a candidate association requiring 

independent evaluation. On the later one, the 

same measurements supported a sentence 

asserting identification. 

“Who requested the change?” Morrow asked. 
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“I don’t remember a single request. There were 

meetings. Drafts moved between the lab, the 

vendor, and the prosecution team.” 

“Did Graham Whitcomb participate?” 

“He commented on technical descriptions of 

the system. He was not authorized to 

determine the laboratory’s conclusion.” 

“Yet his comments were incorporated.” 

“Some were.” 

“Did he want a stronger conclusion?” 

“He wanted the system to be taken seriously.” 

“That’s not the same question.” 

“No,” Sloane said. “He wanted the result 

expressed in language that would be 

persuasive. I understood that.” 

“Persuasive to a jury?” 

“To people who were deciding whether to rely 

on the technology.” 

Morrow turned a page. “And you approved 

it.” 

“Yes.” 

“Knowing the limitation in your memorandum 

had not been resolved.” 
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Sloane’s eyes remained on the document. 

“Yes.” 

There was no visible triumph in the room. 

Morrow made a note. The answer clarified the 

historical misconduct. It did not answer the 

question that had brought a homicide 

detective to the table. 

“Adrian Serrano died in prison,” Morrow said. 

“I know.” 

“His conviction was vacated afterward.” 

“I know that too.” 

“Did you contact his family?” 

Kessler began to speak, but Sloane answered 

first. “No.” 

“Why not?” 

“I didn’t know what I could say that wouldn’t 

be an attempt to relieve myself.” 

Iris looked up. The sentence sounded less 

rehearsed than Sloane’s previous answers. It 

was also a way of speaking about remorse 

without saying what she had done to repair 

the damage. 

“Did you tell the review panel everything you 

knew?” Morrow asked. 

“I provided the materials requested.” 
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“That’s different from my question.” 

Sloane’s gaze sharpened. “The panel had 

access to the technical record. I did not 

conceal the validation limits.” 

“Did you volunteer that you had signed the 

final report despite those limits?” 

“My signature was on the report. It wasn’t a 

secret.” 

“Your decision was never addressed in your 

public lectures.” 

“My lectures are about methodology.” 

“Your methodology was involved.” 

For several seconds the room held only the 

sound of rain against the window. Sloane 

turned to Iris as though Morrow had invited a 

scientific objection. 

“Dr. Quell,” she said, “you know that an analyst 

can be right about a limitation and still make a 

bad professional decision.” 

“Yes,” Iris said. 

“Then you understand the distinction.” 

“I understand it. I don’t think it makes the 

decision disappear.” 

Sloane regarded her with a kind of weary 

interest. “No,” she said. “It doesn’t.” 
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⁂ 

Morrow shifted to the symposium. She 

established the sequence already 

documented: Whitcomb’s keynote, Sloane’s 

afternoon presentation, the public exchange, 

and their private meeting at approximately 

quarter to five. 

“What did he want?” she asked. 

“To discuss the Bellamy matter.” 

“Specifically?” 

“He said there were records I had not 

accounted for in my public description of the 

case.” 

“Which records?” 

“The memorandum, apparently. Draft 

correspondence. I didn’t see a complete 

packet.” 

“Did he threaten to publish them?” 

“He said he was considering making the 

record public.” 

“Did he ask you for anything in return?” 

“He wanted me to acknowledge that Veritas 

had not acted alone. He believed I had 

allowed him to become the public face of an 

institutional failure.” 
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“Was he right?” 

Sloane considered the question. “About the 

shared responsibility? Yes. About his own 

conduct? He tended to confuse being blamed 

with being innocent.” 

“Were you angry?” 

“I was angry that he was using a dead man 

and a failed prosecution as leverage in an 

argument about reputation.” 

“Did you tell him that?” 

“Yes.” 

“What happened when the meeting ended?” 

“He left. I returned to the conference area.” 

“Did you arrange to meet again?” 

“No.” 

“Did you see him again that evening?” 

“No.” 

The denial came without a pause. Morrow did 

not challenge it immediately. She asked where 

Sloane had gone during the reception, whom 

she recalled speaking to, and whether she had 

returned to her room. Sloane supplied an 

ordinary series of movements, some supported 

by other witnesses, others indistinct. She did not 

invent an exact minute for every interval. The 
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absence of precision made the account 

harder to discredit, not easier to accept. 

“You understand we have not established 

everyone who entered or left the hospitality 

suite,” Morrow said. 

“I understand.” 

“You also understand we cannot treat the 

absence of a recording as proof that a person 

wasn’t there.” 

“Of course.” 

“Then I need you to be precise about the basis 

for your answer. Are you saying you have no 

memory of seeing him again, or that you did 

not see him again?” 

“I did not see him again.” 

“Is there anyone who can confirm your 

whereabouts during the period we’re 

examining?” 

“Some people saw me. I can’t speak for what 

they remember.” 

Morrow waited. Sloane did not fill the silence. 

Kessler checked his watch. “We’ve been here 

nearly two hours. We can take a break.” 

“Of course,” Morrow said. She stopped the 

recording after stating the time. 
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⁂ 

In the corridor Iris leaned against the wall 

beside a water fountain. She had been 

watching Sloane’s hands more than she liked 

to admit. They had remained still through the 

most damaging documentary questions, then 

tightened briefly when Morrow asked about 

the second encounter. Iris knew the 

observation was nearly useless. People 

tightened their hands for reasons that had 

nothing to do with homicide. 

“She knows the distinction,” Iris said when 

Morrow joined her. 

“Between what?” 

“An association and an identification. Between 

approving the data and approving the 

conclusion. She’s known it all along.” 

“That helps with Bellamy.” 

“It helps explain why she might fear 

Whitcomb.” 

“Fear him, resent him, want him quiet.” Morrow 

drank from a paper cup. “None of those is a 

verb that puts her in the suite.” 

“Her answer about the evening was 

categorical.” 
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“Yes.” 

“You think it was false.” 

“I think she chose it carefully. Carefully isn’t the 

same as falsely.” 

Iris glanced through the small window in the 

interview-room door. Sloane was talking quietly 

with her attorney. Their words were inaudible. 

There was no way to know whether they were 

discussing the documents, the homicide 

questions, or where to have lunch. 

“It’s strange,” Iris said. “She can articulate 

every reason the original report was wrong. 

Better than anyone else we’ve interviewed.” 

“People don’t become incapable of telling the 

truth because they’ve lied about something 

important.” 

“Or because they’ve killed someone.” 

Morrow turned toward her. “Careful.” 

“I said it as a possibility.” 

“I know. I want us to hear the difference.” 

They returned to the room. Morrow resumed 

the recording and asked whether Sloane 

wished to amend any earlier answer. Sloane 

said she did not. Kessler advised that they 

would not answer further questions about her 
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movements on the evening of the homicide. 

Morrow recorded the decision without 

comment. Sloane was free to leave, and she 

did. 

At the door she paused beside Iris. “You 

listened to the lecture,” she said. 

“I did.” 

“Then you’ll remember the demonstration. Five, 

three, two. Everyone wanted to hear the 

missing phrase.” 

“Yes.” 

“They thought the silence was a question I had 

planted. But the question was theirs.” 

Iris said nothing. 

“Don’t mistake the desire for an answer for 

evidence that one exists,” Sloane said. 

Then she left with her attorney. 

⁂ 

In the afternoon, Morrow and Iris reviewed the 

recording. The signed approval and Sloane’s 

acknowledgments strengthened the 

documented account of the Bellamy injustice. 

They also established a plausible reason for 

Whitcomb to have threatened her reputation. 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   163 

The homicide record remained stubbornly 

separate. 

“Could the interview support a charge?” Iris 

asked. 

“Not for Whitcomb,” Morrow said. “Not on its 

own. She admits the old misconduct, gives us 

motive, and denies the later meeting. We still 

need independent evidence that the denial is 

false.” 

“What if it never comes?” 

“Then we keep looking, and we describe what 

we have.” 

Iris opened the transcript to the moment when 

Sloane had answered the question about her 

signature. The words were unadorned. 

*Knowing the limitation in your memorandum 

had not been resolved.* *Yes.* 

It was the simplest admission of the morning. It 

also belonged to a different wrong. 

Outside, the rain had stopped. The courtyard 

tree moved in a faint wind. Iris thought of the 

demonstration in Sloane’s lecture: ten counted 

units, then the space where listeners supplied 

the continuation. She had heard the missing 

phrase in her own mind. She could almost 

have written it down. 
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Almost was not evidence. 

She closed the transcript and asked Morrow for 

the next set of records to review. There was still 

an interval in Whitcomb’s last evening for 

which they had no reliable witness. The 

signature could be attributed. The fatal act still 

could not. 
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Chapter 12 — The Unanswered Entry 

The first version of the timeline occupied a wall 

in the homicide office. The second lived in a 

spreadsheet. The third was the one Sarah 

Morrow carried in her head, where a fact 

could change its weight without changing its 

place. 

On November 12 she erased the wall. 

She did not erase the dates or the times. She 

took down the colored cards that represented 

people and replaced them with white cards 

that represented records. On each she wrote 

what the source actually showed: a person 

passing a camera; a badge used at a 

conference entrance; a hotel telephone 

connecting two extensions; a witness 

remembering a conversation. She left the 

spaces between the cards bare. 

Iris Quell watched from the doorway. “You’re 

starting over.” 

“I’m taking the people out of the gaps.” 

Morrow had spent a month investigating 

Whitcomb’s death. The temptation now was to 

let what they knew about Miriam Sloane’s 

conduct in the Bellamy case settle questions 

the homicide evidence had not answered. The 
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memorandum was genuine. The signature was 

hers. The threat to expose her was credible. 

Every one of those facts made Sloane worth 

investigating. None was a recording of her 

entering the suite. 

“Show me the evening without a theory,” 

Morrow said. 

Iris set her folder on the table. “The reception 

began at six. Whitcomb was observed there. 

Several people remember him leaving, but 

their estimates differ. A service employee 

found him unresponsive at eight forty-two. 

Between those points, we have intermittent 

observations, not continuous coverage.” 

“And the medical findings?” 

“Fatal blunt-force head trauma. The 

examination supports homicide. It does not fix 

the instant of injury to a minute or identify the 

person who caused it.” 

Morrow put a blank card between the 

reception and the discovery. She had written 

nothing on it. 

“That’s what we have to fill,” she said. 

⁂ 
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Priya Flores arrived with the hotel’s digital-

evidence inventory and a set of corrected 

time comparisons. She had been careful not to 

call them a synchronized timeline. The 

conference registration system, the hotel’s key-

management system, and the security 

cameras were maintained independently. 

Their clocks had not all been checked against 

the same reference at the time of the 

homicide. 

“We can estimate the offsets from events 

visible in more than one system,” Flores said. 

“But an estimated offset isn’t a guarantee that 

every timestamp is accurate to the second.” 

She displayed two still frames from the service 

corridor. A housekeeping cart crossed one 

image. A few minutes later, according to the 

camera display, a porter crossed the other. The 

sequence was useful for understanding 

movement through the hotel. It was not a 

complete record of movement to the 

hospitality suite. 

“Is there a camera on the suite door?” Morrow 

asked, although she knew the answer. 

“No. There’s a camera at the elevator bank, 

one covering part of the main corridor, and 

one at the service entrance. There are ordinary 
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blind spots. Nothing in the review suggests the 

cameras failed or were interfered with.” 

“Good,” Morrow said. 

Flores looked surprised. “Good?” 

“Good that we can stop talking about a 

convenient malfunction.” 

A camera could be functioning perfectly and 

still fail to show the event an investigator 

needed. The hotel had been built to manage 

guests, not to produce a complete visual 

account of every human interaction. 

Flores moved to the key-management records. 

A staff credential had opened a nearby 

service door during the relevant evening 

period. The employee assigned to it had been 

interviewed. The entry was consistent with 

routine work, but it could not establish who else 

used the corridor or whether anyone passed 

the suite by another route. 

“The credential record shows the credential 

was used,” Flores said. “It doesn’t give us a 

face. And it certainly doesn’t identify the 

person who struck Whitcomb.” 

Morrow wrote that sentence in the margin of 

her notes. She had learned to preserve the 
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precise limits of other people’s expertise. The 

limits were often where a case was won or lost. 

“Can we establish Sloane was elsewhere?” Iris 

asked. 

“Not continuously. She appears in a few 

ordinary conference observations. There are 

intervals we cannot account for. The same is 

true of several other attendees.” 

“Can we establish she was at the suite?” 

“No.” 

Morrow moved a card bearing Sloane’s name 

off the wall. The card had been there because 

the investigators suspected her. That was a 

reason to pursue a line of inquiry, not a reason 

to display her as if she occupied an observed 

location. 

⁂ 

They spent the afternoon testing Sloane’s 

interview against the records that did exist. 

Her account of the earlier private meeting with 

Whitcomb was substantially consistent with the 

available documentation. She had not denied 

that meeting. She had described an argument 

about the Bellamy report and a threat to 

expose the history of its approval. Other 
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evidence supported the fact that Whitcomb 

had been pressing the matter. 

Her account of the reception was less 

complete. She remembered speaking to two 

delegates and briefly leaving the crowded 

room. One delegate confirmed a conversation 

but could not reliably place it within a narrow 

interval. The other recalled seeing Sloane but 

was uncertain whether that was before or after 

the keynote speaker’s departure. A receipt 

showed that Sloane had made a purchase at 

the hotel earlier in the evening; it did not 

account for her whereabouts afterward. 

“She told us people saw her,” Iris said. “People 

did.” 

“Not when we need them to.” 

“She also said she didn’t see Whitcomb again.” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you think that’s the lie?” 

Morrow studied the transcript. The answer was 

simple and unqualified. Sloane had not said 

she could not remember. She had said she did 

not see him. If the investigators could 

independently establish a later encounter, the 

denial would matter. But a categorical answer 
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was not false merely because the speaker had 

a motive to lie. 

“I think it’s the statement we most need to 

test,” Morrow said. “That’s different.” 

She assigned another review of the 

conference photographs, not because she 

expected a photograph of the murder but 

because images sometimes fixed an ordinary 

encounter to an independently verifiable 

moment. She asked for follow-up interviews 

with two people whose recollections had 

remained vague. She instructed the team not 

to tell the witnesses where Sloane was believed 

to have been. Suggesting a time or location 

could turn a weak memory into a confident 

one without making it more accurate. 

By evening, one witness had clarified that he 

saw Sloane near the lobby after the reception 

began. He could not say when she left. 

Another remembered Whitcomb looking 

toward the elevators while speaking to 

someone, but had not seen whom he was 

watching. Neither account identified a second 

meeting. 

Morrow added two white cards to the wall. 

Neither went inside the blank interval. 
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She had also gone back to Rosa Medina, who 

had found him. Rosa added nothing. The door 

had been on its latch; the lamp had been on; 

the glass had stood on the sideboard. She 

gave it in the same order she had given it the 

first night, and Morrow was glad of that. Of all 

the accounts on the wall, Rosa’s was the only 

one that had never tried to explain anything. 

⁂ 

Malcolm Trane brought the final laboratory 

review on November 16. He placed it on the 

table without ceremony. 

“The glass comparison is unchanged,” he said. 

“The particles from Reddick’s coat cannot be 

individualized to the suite. We found a 

plausible broader source population in the 

hotel. There’s no defensible basis to treat those 

particles as evidence that he entered 

Whitcomb’s room.” 

“Any physical finding that discriminates among 

our principal suspects?” Morrow asked. 

“Not one I can support.” 

Iris opened the report to its limitations section. 

Malcolm had required every examiner to state 

the proposition addressed by the test and the 

proposition the test could not address. It made 
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for repetitive reading. It also prevented a small 

observation from acquiring an authority it had 

not earned. 

“People will hear that as no evidence,” Morrow 

said. 

“It isn’t no evidence,” Malcolm replied. “It’s 

evidence with limited power to distinguish 

among competing explanations. That 

difference matters.” 

The suite had yielded physical findings 

consistent with an assault. The medical 

examiner’s conclusions were substantial. But 

the recovered material did not reliably 

attribute the fatal act to Sloane, Reddick, Park, 

Catherine, or anyone else. None of the 

examinations could reconstruct an unrecorded 

confrontation from the mere fact that a 

confrontation must have occurred. 

Iris turned to the page discussing trace material 

recovered from shared hotel surfaces. “The 

environment is busy,” she said. “People use the 

same furniture, elevators, and meeting spaces. 

Transfer and persistence are not simple.” 

“And a lack of a recoverable trace doesn’t tell 

us someone wasn’t there,” Malcolm said. “It 
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tells us we didn’t recover that trace under the 

conditions of this examination.” 

Morrow looked at the empty space on the 

wall. She had hoped the scientific work would 

narrow it. Instead, it had made its boundaries 

more honest. 

“What would change your conclusion?” she 

asked. 

“A new sample with a meaningful comparison, 

a reliable recording, a credible witness, an 

admission supported by independent facts. 

Something that actually bears on attribution. 

Not a more emphatic description of the 

material we already have.” 

⁂ 

That night Morrow sat alone with the two 

investigations: the murder of Graham 

Whitcomb and the destruction of Adrian 

Serrano’s life. 

The Bellamy file had an almost unbearable 

documentary clarity. A system had generated 

a similarity assessment. The report had 

converted that assessment into an 

identification stronger than the validation 

permitted. Sloane had recognized the 

distinction and signed anyway. Serrano had 
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been convicted, died in prison, and was 

exonerated only afterward. Those events were 

no longer abstractions. Morrow had heard 

Lucia Serrano describe the years that had 

been taken from her brother and the years 

that remained after his death, when no 

correction could restore them. 

Whitcomb had retained a memorandum that 

exposed Sloane’s knowledge. He had 

threatened to use it. Sloane had been angry, 

frightened, and professionally vulnerable. She 

had admitted enough to make those emotions 

intelligible. 

Morrow could imagine the second 

confrontation. She could imagine Whitcomb 

pressing the advantage, Sloane refusing him, 

an instant in which argument became 

violence. The scene formed itself with 

disturbing ease. Its plausibility was precisely 

what troubled her. 

She had imagined a murder. She had not 

witnessed one. 

The office door opened. Iris stood there holding 

two coffees. 

“I thought you’d still be here,” Iris said. 
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“Do you ever wonder whether the best 

explanation is the true one?” 

“All the time.” 

“And whether that helps?” 

“Sometimes. If you have a way to test it.” 

Morrow took the coffee. “We have motive. We 

have an important denial. We have gaps.” 

“And a dead man,” Iris said. 

“And a dead man.” 

Iris studied the wall. The cards no longer 

formed the smooth progression they had 

seemed to form earlier in the month. There 

were interruptions, uncertain intervals, and 

sources that did not answer the same 

questions. It was less satisfying to look at. It was 

also more accurate. 

“I listened to Sloane’s demonstration again,” Iris 

said. “Five, three, two. The silence afterward.” 

“Did you find another pattern?” 

“No. I found myself waiting for the missing entry 

even though I knew it wasn’t there.” 

Morrow said nothing. 

“That’s the risk,” Iris continued. “The mind 

doesn’t like an unfinished phrase. It tries to 

supply what belongs next.” 
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“What belongs next in this case?” 

“Evidence we don’t have.” 

Morrow nodded toward the blank card. “Then 

we leave it blank.” 

⁂ 

On November 17 Morrow prepared a 

memorandum for Rebecca Vale. It did not ask 

for charges. It set out what was established, 

what remained disputed, and what 

investigative steps had been exhausted or 

were still pending. 

The first section described the homicide 

findings and the limits of the medical estimate. 

The second addressed the hotel records and 

their discontinuities. The third summarized the 

suspects and the reasons each had been 

examined. The fourth documented the Bellamy 

memorandum, Sloane’s approval of the old 

report, Whitcomb’s threatened disclosure, and 

Sloane’s denial of a later encounter. 

Morrow wrote the final paragraph twice. 

In the first version, she described Sloane as the 

most likely perpetrator. She read it and deleted 

the phrase. Likelihood required a defined basis 

for comparing alternatives; the investigation 
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had not supplied one. Her judgment was an 

investigative assessment, not a quantified 

conclusion. 

In the second version, she wrote that Sloane 

remained the principal person of interest 

because of the documented motive and 

unresolved inconsistency between her 

categorical denial and the broader 

circumstances. She then stated plainly that no 

independent evidence presently established 

her presence during the fatal encounter or her 

responsibility for the injury. 

It was not the conclusion she wanted to send. 

It was the one she could defend. 

Iris read the memorandum before Morrow 

transmitted it. She marked a sentence in the 

forensic section and suggested replacing 

“matched” with “shared measured 

characteristics.” Morrow made the correction 

without argument. 

“Do you think Vale will decline?” Iris asked. 

“I think she’ll ask the question we’ve been 

asking ourselves for six weeks.” 

“Which one?” 

“What can we prove?” 
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Morrow attached the laboratory review and 

the interview transcripts. On the wall behind 

her, the white cards remained separated by 

an interval no amount of careful 

rearrangement could close. 

She sent the file. 

There was no sound when the message left her 

computer, no concluding note to tell her that 

the work had resolved into an answer. Only the 

soft click of the keyboard and, after it, the 

ordinary noise of the building continuing 

around her. 
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Chapter 13 — Beyond Reasonable Doubt 

The conference room had a window onto a 

brick wall and a table too long for the four 

people who occupied it. Rebecca Vale had 

arranged the documents in three piles. She 

had not labeled them. Sarah Morrow knew 

what they were by the way Vale touched 

them: the scene and laboratory record, the 

historical Bellamy material, and the witness 

interviews. 

“Before we begin,” Vale said, “I want to be 

clear about what this meeting is. I’m reviewing 

whether we can responsibly charge anyone 

with Whitcomb’s homicide on the evidence 

we have today. I’m not deciding whether 

Sloane is a good person. I’m not adjudicating 

the Bellamy case a second time.” 

Morrow placed her notebook beside the water 

glass. “I understand.” 

Iris Quell sat opposite Malcolm Trane. Malcolm 

had brought no notes beyond a one-page list 

of propositions the laboratory could support. 

The brevity was deliberate. 

Vale opened the first pile. “Cause and 

manner.” 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   181 

“Fatal blunt-force injury to the head,” Morrow 

said. “The medical examiner classified the 

manner as homicide. The estimate of when the 

injury occurred is a range, not a timestamp.” 

“And the object?” 

“Not identified to the exclusion of other 

objects,” Malcolm said. “There are candidate 

surfaces and objects in the environment. The 

injuries do not establish a unique instrument.” 

Vale made a mark. “Physical association with 

Sloane?” 

“None that identifies her as the person who 

inflicted the injury,” Malcolm replied. 

“Let me ask it more carefully. Any trace 

evidence consistent with her being in the 

suite?” 

“The scene includes material that could have 

arrived by several routes,” Iris said. “None has a 

demonstrated exclusive association with her. 

We also have a room used by numerous 

people during the symposium. Presence, even 

if we could establish it, would not by itself 

establish the assault.” 

Vale looked up. “Good. Keep separating those 

questions.” 

She turned to Morrow. “The hotel.” 
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“The suite was accessible through a corridor 

that the available camera coverage does not 

continuously observe. We have recorded 

entries and movements, but they are not a 

complete account of occupancy. We 

checked device clocks against independent 

references where we could. Some events can 

be ordered; others cannot be placed more 

precisely than the source permits.” 

“Is there a recording of Sloane entering after 

the reception?” 

“No.” 

“Is there a recording that establishes she could 

not have entered?” 

“No.” 

“Then the gap is a gap,” Vale said. “Not 

affirmative evidence for either side.” 

Morrow disliked the symmetry of the 

formulation, but she could not object to it. 

“Yes.” 

Vale pushed the hotel documents aside. “Now 

tell me why she’s here.” 

Morrow described the afternoon 

confrontation. Whitcomb had retained records 

showing that Miriam Sloane had approved the 

disputed forensic report despite an earlier 
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memorandum acknowledging its limitations. 

He had threatened to make the material 

public. Sloane had a motive to fear disclosure 

and a reason to resent Whitcomb for the role 

he had played in the original prosecution. 

“She admitted the afternoon meeting,” 

Morrow said. “She denies a second 

encounter.” 

“Can we prove that denial false?” 

“We can show that the accounts of the 

evening leave room for another encounter. 

We cannot independently place her with him 

at the time of the injury.” 

Vale rested her pen on the table. “Those are 

different statements.” 

“I know.” 

“I’m asking because the way we phrase them 

matters. A suspect’s denial isn’t evidence of 

guilt just because we cannot corroborate it.” 

Morrow nodded. “The memorandum says 

that.” 

“I saw. I’m making sure we all mean it.” 

⁂ 

Vale spent the next hour dismantling the case 

without ever raising her voice. She did not 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   184 

challenge the investigators’ competence. She 

asked what each piece of information could 

establish if every other piece were temporarily 

removed. 

The Bellamy memorandum established 

knowledge. The approval signature established 

an act. Whitcomb’s threatened disclosure 

supplied a plausible motive. The recorded 

disagreement supplied a recent conflict. 

Sloane’s guarded responses might affect how 

a jury regarded her credibility, but they could 

not create an eyewitness or a physical 

association that did not exist. 

“Suppose I put her on trial,” Vale said. 

“Defense counsel will concede that she 

approved a scientifically unsound report. They 

may even concede that she had reason to 

fear Whitcomb. Then they will ask which witness 

saw her enter the suite, which recording shows 

her with the victim, and which finding 

distinguishes her from every other person with 

access. What do I answer?” 

“That the circumstances are cumulative,” 

Morrow said. 

“Of course they are. Evidence is often 

cumulative. But cumulative evidence still 

needs an inference that can be defended. 
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What links her to the fatal act rather than to 

the argument earlier that day?” 

Morrow looked at the second pile. “We 

haven’t found it.” 

Vale did not appear pleased. “And we cannot 

turn the memorandum into that link by saying it 

is too terrible for an innocent person to have 

written.” 

“It is terrible,” Iris said. 

“Yes. It is.” Vale met her eyes. “But terrible 

conduct in one matter does not prove murder 

in another.” 

Malcolm slid his single page forward. “I’ve 

summarized the laboratory conclusions as 

propositions. One: the death resulted from a 

blunt-force injury inflicted by another person. 

Two: the glass particles initially associated with 

Reddick share measured characteristics with 

material from other hotel locations. Three: 

none of the examined trace findings identifies 

the assailant. Four: the absence of a 

distinguishing trace finding cannot be used to 

exclude someone who might have been 

present.” 

Vale read the page twice. “That fourth one will 

be unpopular.” 
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“It should be accurate anyway,” Malcolm said. 

Iris had watched Sloane make the same kind 

of argument in her conference lecture. The 

resemblance had become increasingly difficult 

to bear. Sloane understood the discipline 

required to state a limited conclusion. She had 

once abandoned that discipline when a 

man’s freedom depended on it. Now the 

investigators were being asked to preserve it 

while considering whether she had taken 

another man’s life. 

“Does the musical material enter your 

analysis?” Vale asked Iris. 

“Only as context for Sloane’s thinking. It 

demonstrates that she used a five-three-two 

illustration to teach pattern recognition. It does 

not provide an established signature of the 

homicide.” 

“And the grouping you noticed in the 

chronology?” 

“Not robust. It changes when we apply 

alternative defensible classifications. I would 

not offer it as evidence of deliberate 

arrangement.” 

Vale wrote a line in the margin. “Then we 

leave it out of any proposed charging theory.” 
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“Yes,” Iris said. 

⁂ 

At noon Vale ordered sandwiches no one 

wanted. They remained wrapped beside the 

interview transcripts while she considered the 

other people with reasons to dislike Whitcomb. 

Reddick’s commercial dispute had been real. 

Park’s scientific objections had been 

documented. Catherine Whitcomb’s 

estrangement was neither trivial nor criminal. 

The investigators had examined their 

movements, tested statements where 

independent records existed, and found no 

basis to charge any of them. 

“Does your decision depend on one of them 

being a better suspect?” Morrow asked. 

“No,” Vale said. “I don’t have to identify an 

alternative murderer to recognize that our 

evidence against Sloane is insufficient. A jury 

may ask whether someone else could have 

done it. Our first obligation is to establish that 

the person we charge did.” 

“Someone killed him.” 

“Yes.” 
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“And we may be sitting with the strongest 

motive we’re ever going to find.” 

“Possibly.” Vale folded her hands. “But a strong 

motive is not a substitute for proof of conduct.” 

Morrow glanced at Iris. She could see the strain 

in the younger scientist’s expression, though Iris 

had said little. It was one thing to defend 

methodological restraint in a classroom. It was 

another to watch it leave a suspected killer 

beyond the reach of the court. 

Vale opened the final interview transcript. 

“There’s something else. Sloane’s attorney was 

present at the second interview. We have her 

admissions concerning the report and the 

threat. We also have her unequivocal denial of 

a later meeting. We cannot present the denial 

as knowingly false unless we have a basis for 

knowing that. Do you agree?” 

“Yes,” Morrow said. 

“Then I’m not authorizing a homicide charge 

on this record. There is reason to investigate 

Sloane, but I cannot presently support a 

charge with an adequately grounded 

account of her participation in the killing. A trial 

would demand proof beyond a reasonable 

doubt; our filing decision is a different question, 
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and it fails here because the attribution 

evidence is missing.” 

No one moved. The ventilation system made a 

low, continuous sound above them. 

Vale continued. “That is not a declaration of 

innocence. It is not a conclusion that the 

investigation was wasted. It is a decision about 

the evidence available now. Keep the case 

open. Preserve the outstanding leads and the 

underlying materials. If new evidence changes 

the attribution question, bring it back.” 

Morrow looked down at her notebook. The 

sentence she had expected was there, and 

hearing it spoken did not make it easier. 

“What about the Bellamy material?” Iris asked. 

“Separate referral,” Vale said. “The 

memorandum and approval history may 

warrant review by the appropriate authorities, 

including whether any professional or legal 

remedies remain available. We will not use a 

homicide allegation as leverage to obtain an 

admission about the old case. Nor will we 

pretend the old case disappeared because its 

consequences are inconvenient.” 

“That matters,” Iris said. 

“It matters a great deal.” 
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⁂ 

After the meeting, Morrow and Iris walked 

through the courthouse corridor without 

speaking. People passed carrying files, coffee, 

and the small ordinary burdens of the 

afternoon. Somewhere behind a closed door, 

a judge was explaining a scheduling problem. 

The institution continued its work, indifferent to 

the particular disappointment of two people 

leaving a conference room. 

At the stairwell Morrow stopped. “I think she did 

it.” 

Iris waited. 

“I know that isn’t evidence,” Morrow added. 

“I’m telling you what I think.” 

“I understand.” 

“Do you?” 

“Yes. And I understand why Vale said no.” 

Morrow looked toward the stairs. “You can 

believe both things?” 

“I can believe your theory is plausible. I can 

believe the memorandum makes her morally 

responsible for what happened to Serrano. I 

can believe there is a great deal we still don’t 

know. Those beliefs aren’t identical.” 
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“You always make it sound orderly.” 

“It doesn’t feel orderly.” 

Morrow let out a breath that was almost a 

laugh. “Good.” 

They descended one flight. At the landing Iris 

said, “When Sloane played the five-three-two 

phrase, she stopped before the answering 

note. The audience knew what it wanted to 

hear. Some people hummed it.” 

“And?” 

“She told them that the note they imagined 

wasn’t part of the recording. It belonged to 

them.” 

Morrow looked at her. “You think we’ve been 

humming?” 

“I think we have to know when we are.” 

“Even if we’re right?” 

“Especially then.” 

⁂ 

Back at the homicide office, Morrow placed 

Vale’s written decision in the file. It recorded 

that the present evidence did not support 

charging Miriam Sloane or another identified 

person with Whitcomb’s murder. The case 
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would remain open, subject to further 

investigation if new information emerged. 

Morrow resisted the urge to mark the file closed 

merely because the immediate work had 

ended. She checked the preservation 

requests, confirmed that the original recordings 

and laboratory data remained secured, and 

wrote a short list of leads that might someday 

become testable. She crossed out two that 

were only speculation phrased as tasks. 

Iris stood beside the wall where the chronology 

cards still hung. The events had not changed. 

The afternoon meeting, the reception, the 

uncertain interval, the discovery: each 

remained in its proper place. What had 

changed was their power to persuade. The 

gaps no longer looked like invitations to insert 

the person they suspected. 

“Will you take the cards down?” she asked. 

“Not today.” 

Morrow reached for a blank card and wrote a 

date at the top: November 24, 2026. Under it 

she wrote: No charge authorized on current 

record. Investigation open. 

She pinned it below the final confirmed event 

rather than inside the empty interval. 
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Iris noticed the placement. “That’s the right 

place for it.” 

Morrow stepped back. “It isn’t an answer.” 

“No.” 

“Then what is it?” 

“A limit.” 

For a moment the room was quiet enough that 

Iris could hear the radiator ticking beneath the 

window. She thought of the expected fourth 

voice, the phrase waiting to be completed, 

and of how easily a listener could mistake 

expectation for sound. 

On the wall, the empty interval remained 

empty. 
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PART V — CODA 

Chapter 14 — The Last Report 

On the morning after Rebecca Vale declined 

to authorize a charge, Iris Quell opened a 

document that had been waiting on her 

desktop for eleven days. 

FINAL SCIENTIFIC ASSESSMENT, the heading 

said. Beneath it were the case number, the 

date, and a field labeled Subject of 

Examination. The form expected a short 

answer. Iris had written: Physical and 

comparative findings associated with the 

death of Graham Whitcomb. 

She had not written Miriam Sloane’s name. The 

distinction was small enough to escape most 

readers, and important enough that Iris had 

deleted and retyped the line twice. 

Outside the laboratory window, rain drew 

uneven tracks down the glass. The city beyond 

it had resumed its ordinary business. A delivery 

truck blocked the loading bay. Someone in the 

hall was arguing about a missing purchase 

order. None of those sounds seemed capable 

of belonging to the same world as the 

conference suite, the medical photographs, 
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and the old Bellamy memorandum. Yet the 

same world contained all of them. 

Iris scrolled to the first conclusion. 

The examination supports the finding that 

Whitcomb sustained a fatal blunt-force injury. 

The physical findings do not identify the person 

responsible for inflicting that injury. 

She read the sentence aloud, quietly, to hear 

whether it concealed anything. It was the test 

she imposed on every sentence: the report 

had to remain usable by an examiner who did 

not share her suspicions, and it had to say what 

the evidence could bear even if the next 

person who read it wanted a different answer. 

It did not conceal anything. It also did not tell 

her what she wanted to know. 

Malcolm Trane appeared in the doorway 

carrying two paper cups. “You’re here early.” 

“I wanted to finish before the meeting.” 

He set one cup beside her keyboard. “The 

review meeting was canceled.” 

“I know.” 

“Then before what meeting?” 

“The one I keep having with myself.” 



P. A. Rallax   ·   CLEAN CUT   ·   196 

Malcolm pulled up a chair. He looked at the 

screen without touching the mouse. “That can 

run long.” 

Iris indicated the conclusion. “Is it too 

cautious?” 

“Cautious compared with what?” 

“Compared with the impression the case gives 

when you put everything together.” 

“Everything includes things we didn’t 

examine.” 

“I know.” 

“And things no one can presently verify.” 

“I know that too.” 

Malcolm leaned back. “You’re not writing the 

history of the investigation. You’re writing the 

limits of your examination.” 

She turned to the next section. The glass 

comparisons were there, along with the 

reasons that similarity among the recovered 

particles could not establish a unique source. 

The digital chronology was referenced but not 

incorporated as if it were a laboratory result. 

The estimated injury interval appeared as a 

range. Each statement carried a qualification 

appropriate to the method behind it. 
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“Every sentence is correct,” she said. 

“That’s generally the objective.” 

“And still the report feels incomplete.” 

“Because the case is incomplete.” 

He drank his coffee. For a while they listened to 

the rain. 

“Do you think she did it?” Iris asked. 

Malcolm did not ask who. “I think Morrow has 

reasons to suspect Sloane. I think Sloane has 

reasons to have wanted Whitcomb silent. I also 

think the word ‘think’ is doing work in both 

sentences.” 

“Vale knows that.” 

“Vale knows exactly that.” 

Iris looked again at the subject field. “When we 

began, I thought the missing piece would be 

an observation. Something a camera failed to 

capture, a particle we hadn’t compared, a 

witness who hadn’t come forward. I keep 

expecting a better instrument to finish the 

sentence.” 

“And now?” 

“Now I think there may be no instrument for the 

question we’re asking.” 
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Malcolm nodded once. “There are instruments 

for particular questions. There isn’t an 

instrument for certainty.” 

He left her with the coffee and the report. She 

revised two commas, restored one deleted 

qualification, and signed it electronically. She 

did not feel relief. She felt only that she had 

stopped making the document wait for an 

answer it could not supply. 

⁂ 

At the homicide office, Sarah Morrow had put 

the Whitcomb file in a cabinet reserved for 

active investigations that no longer demanded 

daily attention. She disliked the cabinet. Its 

drawers closed too smoothly. 

The prosecutor had passed on charging, not 

on investigating. Morrow knew the distinction 

could sound like stubbornness. She had spent 

enough years in homicide to know that a case 

could survive for a decade in a sentence like 

that, neither dead nor alive in any useful sense. 

But closing it because a prosecutor had 

declined to charge would transform a 

judgment about the present record into a 

judgment about what had happened. She 

would not make that transformation. 
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She had prepared a narrow plan: preserve the 

conference records, check the outstanding 

request for a vendor’s original access-log 

export, and revisit two witnesses if independent 

documentation surfaced. She had not 

scheduled another interview with Miriam 

Sloane. Repeating questions did not turn 

denials into evidence. 

On her desk lay a photocopy of the Bellamy 

memorandum. She had separated it from the 

murder file and marked the folder for referral 

concerning the historical forensic report. 

Whitcomb was dead. Serrano was dead. That 

did not make the underlying conduct beyond 

examination. 

Her phone rang. It was Lucia Serrano. 

“I got your message,” Lucia said. “About the 

documents.” 

“We’ve forwarded the material for 

independent review. I can’t promise what 

anyone will decide.” 

“I wasn’t calling for a promise.” 

Morrow waited. 

“I wanted to know if it changes what 

happened to Adrian.” 
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“His conviction was vacated. That remains 

true. The documents give us a clearer account 

of how the original report was approved.” 

“So somebody knew.” 

“The memorandum shows that Sloane knew 

the identification claim had limitations. We 

have records showing she approved the 

stronger language.” 

There was a pause. Morrow could hear traffic 

through Lucia’s phone, a horn followed by the 

soft thud of a door closing. 

“For years,” Lucia said, “people told me the 

machine didn’t lie. Then they told me the 

machine had only been misunderstood. Now 

you’re telling me a person understood it 

perfectly well.” 

“I’m telling you what the documents support.” 

“I know. That’s more than I had before.” 

Morrow had prepared herself for anger. Lucia 

sounded tired instead. 

“Did he know?” Lucia asked. 

“Adrian?” 

“Yes. Did he know there was something wrong 

with the test?” 
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“He challenged it through his lawyers. I don’t 

know how much of this internal material he 

ever saw.” 

“Of course he didn’t.” 

Morrow let the silence remain. There were 

times when speaking made a person’s grief 

sound like an administrative problem to be 

solved. 

Lucia thanked her and ended the call. Morrow 

wrote down the time and the substance of 

what she had said. Then she moved the 

Bellamy folder away from the Whitcomb folder, 

leaving a strip of bare desk between them. 

Two deaths, she thought, and one injustice 

that had outlived the person it was done to. 

She could not make the second death prove 

the first injustice, or the first injustice prove the 

second death. 

She could only keep their records honest. 

⁂ 

Iris met Morrow that afternoon in a small café 

two streets from the courthouse. They had 

chosen it because neither of them wanted to 

sit in a conference room again. The tables 

were too close together, the espresso machine 
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too loud, and a man at the window was 

conducting an entire business meeting through 

one earbud. The place was inconveniently 

alive. 

Morrow arrived with a folded sheet of paper in 

her coat pocket. 

“Your report came through,” she said. 

“I signed it this morning.” 

“I read it.” 

“And?” 

“It tells me what you told me yesterday.” 

“That’s good.” 

“It’s infuriating.” 

“That can also be true.” 

Morrow unfolded the paper. It was not the 

report. It was a copy of the final-evening 

chronology, reduced to one page. Times and 

events occupied the left column. The right 

column contained sources: a receipt, a 

statement, a camera record, a service log. In 

the center was the interval in which no reliable 

source placed an identified person with 

Whitcomb at the moment of the fatal 

encounter. 
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“I tried writing it without the names,” Morrow 

said. “Just the observations.” 

Iris studied the page. “Why?” 

“Because every time I read Sloane’s name I 

hear her telling us she didn’t go back. And 

every time I read the memorandum I hear 

Whitcomb telling her he could ruin her. I 

wanted to see whether the chronology still 

pointed at her when I stopped listening to 

either voice.” 

“Did it?” 

“It pointed at a room. It pointed at a period of 

time. It pointed at a man who died.” 

Iris returned the page. “That’s not nothing.” 

“No. But it isn’t enough.” 

A server put down their coffee. Neither 

touched it. 

“I keep thinking about the presentation,” 

Morrow said. “That little piece of music.” 

“Five, three, two.” 

“Right. She made everybody expect the next 

sound, then she didn’t play it. I remember the 

room going quiet. She looked pleased with 

herself.” 
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“Perhaps she was pleased that the example 

worked.” 

“Perhaps.” 

Iris watched Morrow fold the chronology 

again, exactly along its old crease. “We should 

be careful with the analogy,” she said. “A 

composition can be designed to make an 

absence meaningful. A homicide file is not a 

composition. It doesn’t have to complete 

itself.” 

“Then why do you keep talking about the 

missing voice?” 

“Because it describes the experience of 

examining the record. Not because it 

describes the person who made it.” 

Morrow considered that. “You mean the 

silence belongs to us.” 

“Partly. We hear a question and want an 

answer. The evidence hasn’t promised one.” 

“Do you ever get tired of defending the 

evidence?” 

“I’m not defending it.” Iris looked down at the 

untouched coffee. “I’m defending the people 

who could be hurt by what we say it means.” 
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Morrow’s expression changed. “Including 

Sloane.” 

“In this case, yes.” 

“After Serrano?” 

“Especially after Serrano.” 

For a moment Morrow looked as if she might 

argue. Instead she nodded toward the 

window, where the rain had begun again. 

“That’s a hard position to live in.” 

“It should be.” 

⁂ 

That evening Iris stayed at the laboratory after 

the others had left. She was not working on 

Whitcomb’s case. The final report was filed, the 

evidence secured, and her part of the active 

review finished. She had remained because 

she could not decide where to go. 

She opened the archived recording of 

Sloane’s symposium presentation. The lecture 

began with a test of the audience’s 

assumptions. Sloane’s voice was clear and 

measured, carrying through the room without 

strain. She spoke about classification, the 

seduction of elegant explanations, and the 
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obligation to ask what an observation could 

not establish. 

Then came the demonstration. 

Five brief pulses. Three in answer. Two that 

seemed to gather the phrase toward an 

ending. 

Silence. 

Iris did not hum the missing continuation. She 

watched the recording instead. A few people 

in the audience shifted, smiling at their own 

expectation. Sloane waited until the quiet 

became uncomfortable. Then she asked them 

to distinguish what they had heard from what 

they had supplied. 

The lesson was correct. That was what made 

the rest of the story difficult to bear. 

Iris paused the video on Sloane’s face. She 

had spent weeks trying to decide whether the 

woman on the screen believed her own 

argument. The question now seemed 

inadequate. People could believe a principle 

and violate it. They could teach it beautifully, 

fail to live by it, and teach it beautifully again. 

Nothing in the accuracy of a lesson certified 

the integrity of the teacher. 

Iris closed the recording. 
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On the desk lay a blank yellow pad. She wrote 

four words across the top: Observation. 

Interpretation. Responsibility. Proof. 

They were not synonyms. They were not 

successive steps in a single guaranteed 

sequence. She drew no arrows between them. 

Her phone vibrated with a message from 

Morrow: Vendor log request still pending. 

Nothing new. I’ll tell you if that changes. 

Iris typed back: Thank you. 

She turned off the desk lamp and walked to 

the door. The corridor lights came on 

automatically ahead of her, one bank at a 

time. Behind her, the laboratory was dark, its 

instruments still and silent. Nothing had been 

erased. Nothing had been resolved. 

Outside, the rain had stopped. The street was 

wet enough to hold the reflections of passing 

cars, each one briefly complete before the 

next set of tires disturbed it. 

Iris stood on the steps and listened. Somewhere 

in the distance a church bell sounded once, 

then again. She waited without intending to, 

expecting a third strike. 

None came. 

She went home. 
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A Note Before the Coda 

The investigation is over, and so is the record. A 

reader who prefers the record may close the 

book at the end of Chapter 14. It was written 

to be an ending. 

What follows is composed in the shape of Dr. 

Sloane’s demonstration: five, three, two, and 

then whatever the listener supplies. Two entries 

are offered. The first keeps Miriam’s secret. The 

second does not. Each is an ending, and the 

two close on the same cadence; they differ 

only in what the reader is permitted to know. 

Stop where you are satisfied. 

— P. A. R. 
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Chapter 15 — Clean Cut 

FIRST ENTRY 

October 13, 2026, had begun with Miriam 

Sloane correcting a sentence. 

She had arrived at the Commonwealth 

Conference Hotel early enough to find the 

symposium rooms nearly empty. Someone had 

left a printed program at the lectern. On the 

page announcing her afternoon presentation, 

the organizers had described her as a leading 

authority on the certainty of forensic 

identification. 

Certainty was not a word she had supplied. 

She crossed it out in pencil and wrote reliability 

above it. Then she stood looking at the 

correction, aware that the change would 

appear nowhere but on that single sheet of 

paper. 

It had become a habit, these small acts of 

precision. She was good at them. She was, by 

nearly every professional measure, an 

unusually conscientious scientist. She returned 

drafts with distinctions restored, probability 

claims qualified, categories separated from 

conclusions. She had helped younger 

examiners resist pressure from attorneys who 
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wanted a stronger sentence than the data 

would bear. 

She knew what a stronger sentence could do. 

⁂ 

Graham Whitcomb had sent his message two 

nights earlier. 

He had not used the language of a threat. He 

had written, We should finally put the Bellamy 

matter in its proper historical context. I have 

retained the original review materials, including 

your memorandum. There is no reason for us to 

continue pretending the final report arose 

without discussion. 

Miriam had read it at her kitchen table while a 

pot of water boiled dry on the stove. 

She had replied only that they could speak at 

the conference. 

In the years since Adrian Serrano’s conviction 

had been vacated, she had learned to endure 

a particular kind of public silence. People knew 

the case had gone wrong. They knew Veritas 

had overstated the significance of its biometric 

rankings. A few knew she had signed the final 

report. Almost nobody knew she had warned, 
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in writing, that the ranking did not support 

identification of a single person. 

She had told herself the warning mattered. She 

had placed it in the record. She had argued 

for cautious language in a meeting that went 

badly. Later she had approved the language 

she had opposed. 

For years she had treated those events as a 

sequence in which her better judgment had 

been defeated. 

Whitcomb’s message offered a less flattering 

sequence. She had known. She had signed. A 

man had gone to prison. 

The fact that Whitcomb had helped 

manufacture the pressure did not make her 

signature smaller. It made his possession of the 

memorandum more intolerable. 

She had once imagined exposing him. She 

had imagined standing before a room of 

scientists and explaining the machinery by 

which caution became certainty: the 

commercial promises, the lawyers’ revisions, 

the professional deference, the small 

humiliations that accumulated until a person 

signed what she had said should not be 

signed. 
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But in that imagined account she was always 

the witness. Never the participant. 

⁂ 

At 11:15 Whitcomb delivered his keynote. 

Miriam sat in the third row and watched him 

make a claim about the future of forensic 

technology that was almost, but not quite, 

defensible. He had the gift of arranging 

accurate fragments into an inaccurate whole. 

Each fragment could be quoted later as proof 

that he had spoken carefully. 

At two o’clock Miriam took the stage. She 

showed the audience a sequence of grouped 

pulses: five, then three, then two. She allowed 

the silence afterward to lengthen until several 

listeners smiled in recognition of the answer 

they had invented. 

“What did you hear?” she asked. “And what 

did you supply?” 

She believed every word of the lesson. 

At three-twenty Whitcomb challenged her 

publicly, presenting the old Bellamy system as 

an imperfect but necessary advance. Their 

exchange was polite enough to be called 

professional. It was also intimate in a way that 

made her skin feel exposed. He spoke as 
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though they shared a history of courage. She 

answered as though they had never shared 

anything at all. 

Their private meeting later that afternoon 

lasted less than half an hour. She told him the 

memorandum belonged in the historical 

record. He agreed too quickly. 

“I want you to understand the terms,” he said. 

“You don’t get to turn this into a story about a 

company that misled a principled consultant. 

You were there.” 

“Yes.” 

“You made the decision.” 

“Yes.” 

“Then perhaps we’re finally in agreement.” 

She had left without raising her voice. Later, 

when Detective Morrow asked about the 

meeting, Miriam would describe it accurately. 

Accuracy, she had discovered, could serve as 

a boundary around what remained unsaid. 

⁂ 

At the reception she held a glass of water and 

listened to two junior researchers discuss her 

lecture. One had found the musical 
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demonstration elegant. The other had thought 

it obvious. 

“That’s the point,” Miriam told them when they 

recognized her. “An obvious error is still an 

error. Familiarity doesn’t protect us from it.” 

She smiled. She answered a question about 

validation studies. She was aware of Whitcomb 

somewhere beyond the cluster of people 

around the bar, speaking with the easy 

assurance of a man who had never been 

required to choose between what he knew 

and what he wished to be true. 

At some point in the evening she set the glass 

down. She could not afterward have said 

when, and no one asked her to. The reception 

thinned toward nine. She remembered the 

corridor, the elevator, the particular hush of a 

hotel floor on which every door is closed. She 

remembered the small green light of a card 

reader. Those were exactly the observations 

the investigators would later collect from other 

people about other people, and she knew to 

the decimal how much they established. 

⁂ 

In the days that followed she answered the 

questions put to her. She described the 
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afternoon meeting, the public disagreement, 

the old report. When Detective Morrow asked 

whether she had seen Whitcomb again that 

evening, she said no. 

She was exact about everything else. She 

checked dates twice. She refused to speculate 

about the time of death. She corrected a 

reporter who called the Bellamy ranking a 

match. 

When the investigators found the 

memorandum, she knew they would read it as 

a record of her knowledge. They would be 

correct. She also knew that knowledge of an 

earlier wrong was not evidence identifying a 

killer. They would be correct about that, too. 

⁂ 

Several weeks later, after the decision not to 

bring charges, Miriam received a draft opinion 

from a professional working group. The 

document concerned an unrelated forensic 

comparison. Its conclusion asserted that a 

particular feature combination was unique to 

one source. The supporting study did not justify 

uniqueness; it established only that the 

combination had not appeared in the study 

sample. 
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She read the sentence three times. 

Her first impulse was to leave it alone. The 

group had spent months preparing the report. 

A correction would reopen an argument, 

delay publication, and irritate colleagues who 

had already accommodated her objections 

elsewhere. 

She opened the comments pane. 

“The available data do not establish 

uniqueness,” she wrote. “Please replace this 

conclusion with a description of the observed 

association and the limitations of the reference 

sample. Absence from a sample is not proof of 

impossibility elsewhere.” 

She attached the relevant table. She 

explained the statistical distinction. She 

recommended a second review before 

release. 

Her colleagues would later praise the 

intervention as characteristic of her integrity. 

One would say that Miriam never allowed 

convenience to outrun evidence. 

They would not be wrong about the work. 

The message went out at 9:14 on a gray 

Thursday morning. Miriam closed her laptop 
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and sat for a long time in the silence of her 

apartment. 

She thought of Serrano’s sister, whom she had 

never met. She thought of Whitcomb on the 

floor of the suite. She thought of Iris Quell, 

whose questions had been exact and whose 

restraint had been harder to endure than 

accusation. 

She rose and went to the window. Across the 

street, a woman was helping a child fasten a 

coat. The child pulled away, impatient, then 

returned and held still. A bus passed between 

them and Miriam. When it was gone, they had 

disappeared around the corner. 

When Detective Morrow had asked whether 

she had seen him again that evening, she had 

said no. It was the kind of answer she taught 

her students to distrust: categorical, 

unqualified, offered without any measure of its 

own strength. She had given it anyway. 

Whether it was true was a fact about the 

evening. Whether anyone could establish it 

was a fact about the record. She had spent 

her career insisting that those were different 

questions. She had not expected to become 

the case in which the difference held. 
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From the kitchen came the soft click of the 

heating system. Miriam listened to the sound 

end. She waited, as she always did, for 

something that might follow. 

Nothing did. 
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SECOND ENTRY 

It would be comforting, afterward, to say that 

she had made no decision until she saw him 

again. 

That was not true. 

She had decided to return before she left the 

reception. She had not decided what she 

would say when she arrived, or what she would 

do if he refused her. She could distinguish those 

uncertainties. They did not absolve her of the 

choice to go. 

There was a second meeting. No calendar 

invitation recorded it. No reliable witness later 

placed them together. The hotel retained 

fragments of movement—people passing 

through public spaces, credentials used at 

doors, uncertain recollections of clothing and 

time—but none could be made to speak with 

a human voice. 

Miriam had not engineered those absences. 

They existed because buildings were occupied 

by people, not by perfect records. She 

understood that distinction more thoroughly 

than the investigators would ever know. 

When Whitcomb opened the hospitality-suite 

door, he looked irritated rather than surprised. 
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“I thought we were finished.” 

“We weren’t.” 

He stepped aside. 

The suite had been arranged for the 

conference’s private meetings. The chairs 

were too large for the room. On a low table lay 

a folder, a glass, a conference badge, and a 

page of notes covered with Whitcomb’s 

square handwriting. From somewhere below 

came the muffled rhythm of music played for 

the reception. 

Miriam stood rather than sat. 

“I need the original memorandum,” she said. 

“You already wrote the original 

memorandum.” 

“I need the copy you retained. And I need to 

know who else has it.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you intend to use it.” 

“Of course I intend to use it.” He spoke without 

malice, which was worse. “There are questions 

being asked about what the company knew. 

You can’t expect me to carry that alone.” 

“You were the one who demanded the 

language.” 
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“And you were the one whose name made it 

credible.” 

The statement was not new. She had been 

hearing it, in one form or another, for eleven 

years. Yet in that room it sounded stripped of 

the arguments she had built around it. 

“I warned you,” she said. 

“You did.” 

“You knew the ranking couldn’t establish a 

single source.” 

“So did you.” 

She looked at the folder. It was not the 

document itself that frightened her. The facts 

were already facts. What frightened her was 

the moment when other people would place 

those facts in the order she had spent years 

resisting. 

“Adrian Serrano died in prison,” she said. 

Whitcomb’s expression altered. For an instant 

she thought he might answer as a person 

rather than as the keeper of a record. 

“I know,” he said. 

“You speak about this as a question of who 

carries the liability.” 

“I’m speaking about what happened.” 
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“No. You’re speaking about who gets to tell it.” 

He leaned back against the edge of the table. 

“And what would you tell them, Miriam?” 

She could not answer. 

He continued, more quietly. “That you were 

overruled? You weren’t. You had the authority 

to refuse. You could have written a dissent. You 

could have resigned. You signed.” 

It was the plainness of it that undid her. He had 

no right to say it, and he was right. 

She moved toward him. The conversation 

became an argument, and the argument 

became a confrontation in which neither was 

listening. At its end she struck him with the thing 

nearest her hand: the glass water carafe from 

the sideboard, heavy enough to be a weapon 

and ordinary enough that she would set it 

back on its tray afterward without deciding to. 

The blow was deliberate. She understood, in 

the instant before it landed, that she was 

choosing violence rather than another answer. 

Whitcomb staggered, then fell against the 

squared edge of the low table. His head struck 

it with a sound she could not later separate 

from the blow she had delivered. She would 

never know which impact had done the 
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greater damage. She knew that both 

belonged to the violence she had chosen. 

She stood over him, waiting for him to speak. 

He did not. 

There was a period she would later remember 

with painful clarity and no reliable sense of its 

length. She knew he was gravely injured. She 

understood that he needed help. She did not 

call for it. 

She had enough knowledge of injury to 

understand that the absence of an answer 

was not a medical assessment. She could not 

claim later that she mistook his stillness for 

safety. She had seen what she had done and 

chosen to leave him without assistance. 

That omission, more than the violence itself, 

would become the fact she could not revise in 

her own mind. She had made a choice while 

he was alive, and another while he lay silent. 

She left him there. 

⁂ 

In the days after his death, Miriam did not 

experience the relief she had expected from 

the end of his threat. The memorandum still 

existed. Whitcomb’s death had not changed 
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what she had signed in 2015. Nor had it 

brought Serrano back to life. 

The lie had a peculiar physical effect. It 

seemed to make every other sentence she 

spoke more exact. She could not bear 

imprecision in any subject that did not require 

her to tell the truth about herself. 

It was possible to benefit from the discipline of 

people who were better than she had been. 

She hated herself most when she was grateful 

for it. 

⁂ 

She had considered confessing. The thought 

came to her sometimes as an image of a room 

in which she would finally speak without 

qualification. But she had never entered that 

room. She had not even called the number 

she had written on a slip of paper and kept 

beside the telephone. 

There were names for this: fear, self-

preservation, cowardice. She would not call 

them uncertainty. 

In her lecture, Miriam had taught that the mind 

supplied an expected continuation to an 

unfinished phrase. Five pulses, then three, then 
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two. The listener waited for the voice that 

would make the pattern complete. 

The investigators had waited for a witness, a 

trace, an observation that would put a person 

inside Whitcomb’s room at the moment he 

died. The voice had not entered. Their restraint 

had left the record incomplete. 

Miriam knew what the record could not 

establish. 

She was the missing observer. 

That knowledge did not change the record. It 

did not acquit her. It did not become less true 

because no one else could prove it. 

From the kitchen came the soft click of the 

heating system. Miriam listened to the sound 

end. She waited, as she always did, for 

something that might follow. 

Nothing did. 
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Author’s Note 

The five parts of this novella follow the shape of 

a fugue. A subject is stated (Prelude), taken up 

by other voices (Exposition), worked through in 

combination (Development), driven together 

at closer and closer intervals (Stretto, a 

passage in which the entries overlap before 

the subject is complete), and allowed to settle 

(Coda). The coda itself follows the shape of the 

lecture inside the book. The record stops at the 

bell, with two strokes and no third. Two further 

entries are then supplied, and they end on the 

same cadence. A reader who hears five, 

three, two and waits for the next entry is doing 

exactly what the form invites; where you 

stopped is the ending you chose, and I have 

tried to make all three of them true. 
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