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  For everyone the system logged as zero.

The machine was wrong. It knew it was wrong. It filed that under review and moved on.

So did you.
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The gate smells like wet concrete and something older underneath it, something the concrete is trying to cover. It always smells like this. I stopped noticing three months ago. Now I only notice when I catch Junho noticing, and even that is starting to feel routine.

He is four steps behind me, which is where I told him to be. His breathing is controlled. That took two weeks to teach him and he still loses it when something charges, but charges have not happened yet tonight and the Gate is small enough that if something does charge we will hear it coming.

E-rank Gates sound like a held breath. The low hum that the threshold emits when you step through drops away after the first ten meters and then there is nothing, no ambient noise, no wind, no insect sound, because there are no insects here and there is no wind because this space does not connect to anything with weather. It connects to a pocket of structured density that the System decided to classify as E-rank, which means it contains creatures a registered E-rank Hunter could theoretically survive, which means it contains creatures that will kill an Unranked man if he makes one wrong decision.

I have made zero wrong decisions tonight. The night is young.

The floor is packed earth over something harder underneath. I can feel the difference when I step, the slight give in the soil, the resistance that comes up through my boots from whatever the Gate’s internal architecture rests on. I have been in six E-rank Gates in this district. They all have the same floor. I do not know if that means something or if it means nothing. I filed it and kept moving.

“Left corridor opens up,” Junho says quietly. Not a whisper. Whispering changes the shape of sound in enclosed spaces and enclosed spaces echo in ways that carry. He learned that faster than the breathing.

“I know.”

I saw the corridor when we entered. The Gate’s layout is standard for this grid reference, same structural template the System uses for condemned district Gates, one main channel branching into two at the forty-meter mark, one branch terminating in a resource node that will contain nothing worth taking, one branch opening into the creature chamber. The System is not creative. That is one of the few things I find useful about it.

We take the right branch.

Junho falls into step beside me now because the corridor is wide enough and because in the creature chamber I need him on my flank, not trailing. He has a short blade and a mana baton the Association would confiscate on sight because the registration number has been filed off. I have a longer blade and nothing else. I do not have enough mana to power equipment. I never have. The System assessed my mana reserves at zero at the age of sixteen and has not changed that number in three assessments since.

The number is wrong. I have known it is wrong for two years. I have not yet figured out what to do with that knowledge so for now I carry blades and I clear Gates the hard way.

“How many you think,” Junho says. Not a question. He says it the way people say things they already have an answer to but want to confirm against someone else’s count.

“Three. Maybe four if the node variant is active tonight.”

“Node variant meaning the little ones.”

“Meaning the little ones.”

He is quiet for a moment. The corridor curves slightly and the packed earth gives way to something darker underfoot, denser, the kind of substrate the creature chamber always sits on in this Gate type. I can smell them now. Damp and something metabolic, the particular odor of low-rank creatures that run on simple mana conversion, no complexity, no subtlety, just intake and output and the instinct to defend whatever square meters the System designated as their territory.

“I hate the little ones,” Junho says.

“They are faster than the standard variants.”

“I know why I hate them. I do not need the explanation.”

I stop at the chamber entrance. The door is not a door, it is an absence, a point where the corridor simply opens into a wider dark space and the smell gets stronger and the floor changes again, back to the packed earth but looser now, disturbed, which means the creatures have been moving recently. Three sets of disturbance marks that I can see from here. Three then. The node variant is not active tonight.

“Standard spread,” I say. “Take the right flank. Do not engage the center one until I have the left committed.”

“You always give me the right flank.”

“The right flank is easier.”

“I know it is easier. That is why I am noting it. Because one of these days I would like the left flank.”

“When you stop flinching on charges you can have the left flank.”

He does not argue with that. We step through.

The creatures register our entry. I know because the quality of sound in the chamber changes, the low metabolic noise they produce shifting frequency, the territorial response activating. They look like dogs that were designed by someone who had only heard dogs described. Wrong proportions. The neck too long, the legs too short in the back, the head carrying more mass than the spine should support. E-rank means they are fast enough to be dangerous and not complex enough to be unpredictable, which makes them manageable if you have done this enough times.

I have done this enough times.

The left one moves first. They almost always do in this Gate type, something about the spatial orientation of the chamber triggering the leftmost creature to initiate. I have theories about why. I have not bothered developing them into anything because understanding it does not change how I respond to it.

I move to meet it before it reaches full speed. The blade is out and my grip is the standard two-hand positioning I settled on after the second Gate when I understood that my mana output was not going to supplement my physical ability the way it does for ranked Hunters, which means every advantage I have is mechanical, is positional, is the result of doing this correctly rather than doing this powerfully. I am not powerful. I am precise.

The creature commits to a direct line. They do not feint at E-rank. The neck is the point of least structural resistance and I know exactly where on the neck because I have killed eleven of these and the anatomy does not vary. The blade goes in. The creature’s momentum carries it into me anyway, the full body weight, and I step with it rather than bracing against it, redirect the mass, let it carry past me and down.

Behind me I hear Junho’s baton activate, the low crack of discharged mana, and then the impact sound of the center creature taking a hit. He is not supposed to be engaging the center one yet. He knows he is not supposed to be engaging the center one yet.

The third creature is already moving toward me from the far wall. I turn from the first one going down and put myself in the path of the third. My breathing is steady. My grip is the same. The third one is slightly larger than the first, heavier in the head, the charge pattern slightly wider. I adjust the angle.

The blade goes in. The same point. The same depth. The creature drops at my feet.

I turn around.

Junho has the center creature pinned against the left wall with the baton pressing into its throat, his whole body weight behind it, and the creature is thrashing but he has the angle right and the baton is doing enough damage to the mana pathways that the thrashing is becoming less coordinated. He is red in the face. His breathing is gone. But he has the positioning correct and the creature is not going to get out of that hold.

It stops moving forty seconds later.

Junho steps back from it. He puts both hands on his knees and breathes hard for a moment. Then he straightens up and looks at the three bodies on the floor.

“Three,” he says.

“Three.”

“You said maybe four.”

“I said maybe four if the node variant was active. The node variant was not active.”

He wipes the baton on the leg of his pants. The discharge leaves a residue, something between carbon and mana byproduct, and it stains if you leave it. He learned that the hard way the first week. Now he wipes it every time without thinking.

“The center one came early,” I say.

“It did.”

“You engaged it early.”

“It was going to reach you before you finished the third one.”

I look at him. He is looking at the chamber floor, at the bodies, performing a check that I taught him, confirming the creatures are not in a dormant state that mimics death, which happens at E-rank sometimes, the System’s version of a margin of error.

“Were you certain of that,” I say. “Or did it feel like it was going to reach me.”

He is quiet for a moment.

“It felt like it,” he says.

“Next time wait for certain.”

“Next time I will wait for certain and then watch you get hit.”

“Then you will learn something about the difference between what feels true and what is true.”

He looks at me then. The expression he makes when he wants to say something and is deciding whether it is worth it. He decides it is not worth it. He looks back at the floor.

The chamber has a faint luminescence that all E-rank Gates carry, something the System emits through the structural walls, enough to see by but not enough to cast shadows correctly, which means the chamber always looks slightly wrong, slightly flat, the depth perception off in a way that you adjust for but never fully stop noticing. The three bodies on the floor are already beginning to dissolve. Low-rank creatures do not leave physical remains. The System reclaims them. In forty minutes this chamber will be empty and clean and the Gate will reset and something else will populate the chamber and the cycle will continue.

No one will log this run. The Gate is in the condemned district of Nowon, a grid section the Association reclassified as inactive two years ago to avoid the maintenance cost of officially monitoring it. Reclassifying it as inactive does not close the Gate. It just means the Association does not send anyone to manage it. It means the Gate sits open and whatever comes through populates the pocket space and occasionally finds its way to the threshold when the structural integrity weakens, which is what low-rank Gates do when they are not cleared regularly. The Association knows this. They made the calculation that the condemned district was not worth the management cost.

We clear it because if we do not, something comes through eventually.

No one pays us for this. There is no mechanism for an Unranked Hunter to file a Gate clearance report and receive compensation. The system requires a registered Hunter with a valid rank certification to submit clearance documentation. I do not have a rank certification. I have three assessments on file with the Association, each returning the same result: Unranked. Each carrying the legal weight of a ceiling that the Association placed over my life at sixteen and has not seen reason to revisit.

I know the ceiling is wrong. I have known for two years. I think about what I know and I do not know yet what to do with it so I clear Gates in condemned districts and I collect nothing and I go home.

“Resource node,” I say.

Junho nods. We check the left branch. The node chamber is smaller, barely four meters across, and it contains what E-rank nodes in this district always contain: two low-grade mana stones, cracked, the kind that registered Hunters would not bother picking up because the mana density is too low to fuel anything above an F-rank tool. I pocket them. Junho pockets the second one. Cracked mana stones sell for enough in the right black market to cover two meals each. This is what we earn tonight.

We move back through the corridor to the Gate threshold. The hum picks up again as we approach, the boundary resonance that all Gate thresholds emit, and I step through first and the air on the other side is cold and carries rain that has not yet decided to fall, the sky over Nowon the particular grey of clouds that have been grey for so long they no longer remember being anything else.

The street outside is empty. It is past midnight and the condemned district does not have functioning street lighting in this grid section, the maintenance contract having lapsed alongside the Association’s interest in the area. There are buildings on both sides of the Gate site, mostly empty, the windows dark, a few showing the pale glow of battery lanterns because the power grid here is intermittent. Someone has tagged the building opposite in large letters, the paint old enough to be fading. The tag reads something I cannot fully make out from this angle. I stopped trying to read the tags in this district three months ago. They do not change.

Junho comes through behind me. The Gate pulses once at his passage, the threshold light stuttering, which it does sometimes with mana baton discharge residue on clothing. It has never caused a problem. I note it anyway.

He stands beside me on the street and looks at the Gate, the shimmer of the boundary in the darkness, the way the air distorts at the edge of it like heat haze over asphalt in summer except it is not heat and it is not summer.

“Forty-eight minutes,” he says. He checked his watch inside. He always checks his watch inside. He is tracking something I have not asked him about and I have not asked him about it because he will tell me when it matters.

“Did you make the approach in time?”

“Forty-three on approach, five on engagement.”

“The center creature added five.”

“The center creature added five,” he agrees. “Which I stand by.”

“I noted that you stand by it.”

He pulls his jacket tighter. The rain is deciding now, making its decision against the back of my neck, light enough to be more suggestion than weather. He looks up at the sky and then back at the Gate.

“You think anyone saw us go in,” he says.

“No.”

“You think anyone saw us come out.”

I look at the street. The empty buildings. The one window with a lantern glow, third floor, north side, which has been occupied since I started running this Gate two months ago, someone living there in the condensed district who has not left, whose silhouette I have seen once against the lantern light, a person sitting at a window in a building that is officially uninhabited in a district the Association has officially written off.

“There is someone in the third floor window of that building,” I say. “North side.”

Junho looks.

“There is always someone in that window,” he says. “I have seen them every time.”

“Then they have seen us every time.”

“And nothing has happened.”

“And nothing has happened,” I say.

He thinks about this for a moment. He is deciding whether nothing has happened because whoever is in that window does not care or because whoever is in that window does not have anyone to tell. I have already made this calculation. The condemned district does not have Association informants because the Association does not run informant networks in areas it has formally written off. The cost-benefit does not support it.

“We should go,” Junho says.

“Yes.”

He starts walking. I take the cracked mana stone out of my pocket and look at it for a moment in the dark. The mana density inside it is low enough that I can feel it without equipment, the faint warmth of it against my palm, the kind of warmth that should not register in a man the System assessed at zero mana reserves. The Association’s assessment says I cannot feel this. The assessment is wrong.

I put the stone back in my pocket.

I follow Junho down the street, through the rain that has made its decision now and is committing to it, away from the Gate that nobody will log and the district that nobody is watching and the creatures that nobody will know we killed. The mana stones in my pocket are worth two meals each. That is the sum of what tonight produced.

Tomorrow the Gate will reset. Something will populate the chamber again. We will come back.

This is what the condemned district asks of us and we provide it for nothing because no one else is coming. I made peace with that fact a long time ago. Peace is probably the wrong word. I identified it as a fixed variable and stopped spending energy on it.

Junho is telling me something about the black market exchange rate for cracked stones, something about a buyer in Dobong who is paying twenty percent above standard and whether it is worth the transit cost. I listen to enough of it to know whether my response is required. It is not required yet. He is working something out by saying it. I let him work it out.

The rain comes down.

The gate hums behind us, sealed and patient, already in the process of rebuilding what we just cleared. The district is dark and quiet and the Association’s reclassification paperwork is filed somewhere in a building in Gangnam, signed and stamped and producing no heat.

I walk.

This is Tuesday. Tuesday in this district means the Gate runs a standard reset cycle of thirty-eight to forty-two hours before repopulation. We will be back Thursday. We will clear it again. The stones we pull will be worth two meals each if we are lucky and one and a half if the Dobong buyer has moved on and Junho’s optimism about the exchange rate turns out to be optimism.

He is still talking. He has moved from the exchange rate to his sister’s appeal, which I knew he would, because he always moves there eventually when he is walking and tired and the Gate run is behind him and there is nothing left to be alert to. He talks about his sister the way I have learned people talk about things they are afraid to think about directly. He approaches it sideways. He talks about the cost of the appeal, the timeline, the processing office he visited twice now, the administrator who told him the same thing both times in slightly different words.

I listen.

“They said six to eight weeks for the initial review,” he says. “That was four weeks ago.”

“Two to four weeks remaining on the initial review.”

“If they are keeping to the timeline.”

“If they are keeping to the timeline,” I say.

“The administrator last time seemed like she was going to say something else. Then she didn’t.”

I look at him. He is watching the street ahead.

“What did it look like when she stopped,” I say.

“Like she decided not to.”

“Decided because of what.”

He is quiet for a moment.

“There was someone else in the office,” he says. “I did not think about it at the time. There was someone else in the back, behind the partition, and she looked at where that person was and then she did not say the thing she was going to say.”

I file this. I do not tell him what I file it next to because what I file it next to is a data point he does not have and I am not ready to explain that data point to him yet.

“Okay,” I say.

“That is all you have.”

“For now.”

He makes a sound that is not quite frustration and not quite acceptance. Something that lives between those two things in the part of him that has been living between those two things for several months. He pulls his jacket tighter and we walk the rest of the street in silence.

The transit station is four blocks out of the condemned district, at the boundary where the Association’s maintenance contracts begin again and the streetlights work and the platform displays show the correct schedule. We stand on the platform and Junho checks his phone and I watch the rail line for the lights of the approaching car.

It arrives. We board. The car is mostly empty this late, a few people distributed across the seats, the overhead lighting the standard pale yellow of the transit system, the windows showing our reflections back at us above the dark outside.

I sit.

Junho sits across from me and leans his head back and closes his eyes, which he does on every return transit. He will not sleep. He never sleeps on the transit. He just closes his eyes and breathes in the way he has been doing since I told him four months ago that recovery breathing is not a sign of weakness and he should stop waiting until he is alone to do it.

I look at my reflection in the window.

The transit system does not ask for rank certification. You pay the fare and you board. This is one of a small number of systems in this city that does not require you to be classified as something before it agrees to move you from one place to another. I have made note of all of them.

Outside the window the city moves past in the dark, the lit windows of buildings that are occupied and maintained, the orange glow of streetlights that function, the infrastructure of a place that is working, that is being managed, that has not been written off.

The condemned district is four stops behind us. In thirty-eight to forty-two hours it will be ready for us again. We will go back. We will clear it. We will collect stones worth two meals each.

The mana stone in my pocket is warm against my leg. The System says that is impossible. The System says a man with zero mana reserves does not feel the resonance of stored mana through physical contact.

The System is wrong about me. It has been wrong for at least two years and possibly longer. I am still working out the shape of that wrongness, still mapping the edges of it, still deciding what it means and what it enables and what it will eventually cost.

For now it means a warmth in my pocket that should not be there.

I watch the city through the glass.

The transit moves.
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The notice arrives on a Tuesday.

I know it is a notice before I open it because the Association uses a specific sender code for mandatory correspondence and the sender code is printed in the subject line in the way that government bodies print things, without consideration for how it lands, without interest in the experience of receiving it. The code is RA-7. RA for Rank Assessment. Seven because I am in the seventh administrative district. It is not subtle and it was never designed to be.

I am sitting at the table in my apartment when it arrives. The table is the only furniture in the main room that I use consistently. There is a chair that came with the apartment and a second chair that I brought from the previous apartment because it is the right height for the table and comfort is a variable I have learned to manage deliberately rather than ignore entirely. The apartment is on the fourth floor of a building in Jungnang that costs exactly what I can afford after transit, food, and the equipment maintenance that the Association would call illegal and that I call necessary. The walls are the color of something that was white a long time ago. The window faces north and gets no direct light. I chose it for the price and stayed for the same reason.

The notice tells me the following:

My mandatory reassessment is scheduled for fourteen days from the date of this correspondence. Attendance is not optional. Failure to appear will result in a processing fee and a secondary notice. Three secondary notices result in a formal compliance flag on my Hunter file, which affects my legal eligibility to enter Gate zones even as an Unranked individual, which is a threat that would carry more weight if Unranked eligibility were not already so restricted as to be nearly theoretical.

The assessment location is the District Seven Rank Assessment Center on Mangu-ro. I have been there twice before this year. The building is twelve stories of glass and administrative certainty. The lobby has the Association seal on the floor in tile, the scales and the gate icon, and every time I have walked across it I have had the same thought, which is that someone spent real money on that floor and the money came from somewhere and where it came from is worth knowing.

I put my phone down on the table.

Outside the window the day is doing what November days in Seoul do, producing a sky that cannot decide between overcast and raining and settling for a grey that makes both irrelevant. There is a convenience store across the street that I use for two things: the coffee machine that produces something drinkable for nine hundred won and the owner, a man in his sixties named Gwak, who buys cracked mana stones at a rate that is below market but consistent, which is a thing I value more than I value above-market rates that disappear.

I have been to Gwak’s store this morning. I have had the coffee. I came back up and the notice was waiting.

This is the third mandatory reassessment this year. The first was in January, the second in May, and now this one in November. The standard cycle for Unranked individuals is one assessment per year. Two assessments in a calendar year is flagged as an anomaly review, which means someone in the system noticed something about my file and requested a second look. Three assessments in a calendar year is a category I did not know existed until the second notice arrived in May and I went to the Association’s public documentation archive and read the processing guidelines until I found the clause.

Three assessments means an Escalated Review Classification. The documentation describes it in the passive voice, the way all Association documentation describes things that might produce questions: an escalated review classification may be initiated when prior assessment results present data inconsistencies requiring verification.

Data inconsistencies requiring verification.

I read that line in May and I have not stopped thinking about it since.

The thing about the Association is that it built the System’s assessment infrastructure over the course of twenty years, layer by layer, contracting out different components to different technical bodies, integrating everything through a central processing hub that no one outside the senior technical division has full visibility into. This is public knowledge in the way that complicated things are public knowledge: available if you look for it, invisible if you do not. The assessment machine in the District Seven center is one of forty-three machines across the country, all networked, all feeding into the same central hub, all producing results that are logged, certified, and treated as objective.

I know my results are not objective. I have known for two years.

What I did not know until the second notice arrived was that the machine might know it too. That there is something in my data, some number or pattern or ratio, that is producing an inconsistency the system cannot resolve cleanly and so it flags me for another look. And another. And now a third.

The question I have been sitting with since May is whether the inconsistency the system is flagging is the same inconsistency I have identified or whether it is a different one I have not found yet.

I pick up my phone and read the notice again. The language is identical to the first two. The same template, the same processing code, the same physical address on Mangu-ro. The only variables that change are the date and the appointment time. This one is scheduled for 9 AM, which is earlier than the previous two. I do not know if that means something. I file it anyway.

I put the phone face down on the table.

The apartment is quiet. The building has thin walls and the neighbors on the left side have a child who is audible most evenings, but it is midmorning and the child is presumably elsewhere and the left side is silent. The right side is a man I have never seen whose hours suggest he works nights somewhere, because he arrives home around 6 AM and I can hear him moving around for forty minutes and then silence until evening. I have mapped his schedule without intending to. I map schedules. It is not a decision I make. It is a thing I do.

I get up from the table and go to the window. The convenience store across the street has one customer visible through the glass, a woman in a work coat, and Gwak is behind the counter doing something I cannot see from this angle. A transit bus passes. A delivery scooter. The street is doing what streets do, moving, indifferent, producing the ordinary texture of a Tuesday in Jungnang that does not know and does not care that I have just received my third mandatory reassessment notice of the year.

The first assessment this year I went to because I had no choice and I had not yet developed a reason to look at it as anything other than what it presented itself as: the System confirming what it always confirms. I sat in the chair, I placed my hand on the contact surface, the machine ran its process, and the result came back. Unranked. Zero mana reserve. No rank ceiling assigned.

The technician that day was a young woman who read the result off her screen and asked me to confirm my identification number and then told me I was free to go. She said it the way people say things they say forty times a day, without inflection, without the specific adjustment in expression that appears when a person is saying something they know lands differently than how they are saying it.

The second assessment in May was different. The technician that day was older, male, and when the result came back he looked at his screen for a moment longer than the first one had. Not long. Maybe three seconds. But I was watching for it by then and I clocked it and I have not let go of it since.

He read the result. Unranked. Zero mana reserve. No rank ceiling assigned.

Then he looked at a second screen, which I had not seen a technician reference in any previous assessment. The first screen is the output display, the result the machine generates for the subject’s file. The second screen is something else. He looked at it for those three seconds and then looked back at me and asked me to confirm my identification number and told me I was free to go.

He did not meet my eyes when he said it.

I thought about that on the transit home and I have thought about it many times since. A man who reads results forty times a day and does not adjust his expression and does not hesitate does not suddenly hesitate unless the thing on the screen is different from the thing he is required to say. That is not a feeling I had. That is a logical inference from observed behavior and I trust logical inferences from observed behavior more than I trust most things.

He saw something on the second screen. He said something different from what he saw.

I sit back down at the table. I pull up the Association’s public documentation archive on my phone, which I have navigated enough times by now that I move through it quickly, past the Gate management protocols and the Guild registration requirements and the rank certification guidelines, down to the technical specifications section that most people never open because most people do not need to know how the assessment machine works. They just need to know what it tells them.

The technical specifications are written for an audience that is assumed to have a working knowledge of mana architecture and System integration protocols. I did not have that knowledge eight months ago. I have most of it now. I built it from the documentation itself, reading the terms I did not know and finding where the documentation defined them and building the structure outward from each definition, the way you learn a place by walking every street until the map in your head becomes reliable.

The machine runs two processes simultaneously during assessment. The first process measures current mana reserve levels, the accessible mana an individual can draw on at the moment of assessment. The second process measures what the documentation calls latent pathway structure, the physical architecture of the mana channels in the body, which reflects potential ceiling rather than current capacity.

The output the subject sees is derived from the first process. Current reserve. That is the number that goes into the file. That is the number the technician reads.

The second screen shows the second process. Latent pathway structure. The potential ceiling.

I found this in the documentation in June. I have read the relevant section forty-seven times by now, not because I do not understand it but because every time I read it I am confirming the same thing and I want to be certain I am not constructing something from incomplete information. I am not constructing anything. The documentation says what it says. The machine measures two things. The file records one.

My current mana reserve is zero. The System has measured this correctly every time. I cannot draw on mana in the way that ranked Hunters can draw on it, cannot power equipment with it, cannot fuel the skills that registered rank generates. This is true. This has always been true.

My latent pathway structure is not zero.

I do not know the number. I do not have access to the second screen. But I know it is not zero because a zero reading on the second process does not produce data inconsistencies requiring verification. A zero on both screens is a clean result. An Unranked individual with zero reserve and zero pathway structure is a simple file. Simple files do not receive three mandatory reassessments in a calendar year.

My file is not simple.

I put the phone down again. The notice is still open, the text sitting on the screen, the date fourteen days from now in the standardized Association font. I look at it without reading it. I have already read it enough times to have extracted everything it contains.

The contempt is a thing I manage carefully. It is not useful in large quantities. I allow myself a measured amount and then I redirect it into the more productive question of what to do, which in this case is the same question it has been since May: what to do with the knowledge that the machine measures something the file does not record, and that someone decided that arrangement should be the case, and that the arrangement has been producing a specific result for my file specifically that someone decided to confirm by sending me back to the machine three times in a year.

I do not know yet whether the third assessment is meant to produce a different result or to confirm the previous ones. Those are two different possibilities with two different implications and I do not have enough information to determine which it is.

Fourteen days.

I get up and put my jacket on and go downstairs and cross the street to the convenience store. Gwak is behind the counter doing inventory on a handheld scanner. He looks up when I come in and does the slight nod that is his version of acknowledgment. I go to the coffee machine and put in nine hundred won and wait for it to produce the thing it produces.

“You look like something arrived,” Gwak says. He does not look up from the scanner.

“Reassessment notice.”

“Third this year.”

“Third this year.”

He makes a sound that is not sympathy and not dismissal. Something more neutral than either, the sound of a man who has heard a version of this before and understands it without having the specific experience of it.

“They never send three to someone they are not paying attention to,” he says.

“No.”

“Could be good attention or bad attention.”

“Yes.”

He puts the scanner down and looks at me. Gwak has the face of someone who spent the first half of his life doing something that required paying attention to people and the second half doing something that only required paying attention to inventory, and the first half left marks the second half has not erased.

“When is it,” he says.

“Fourteen days.”

He nods. He picks up the scanner again.

The coffee machine produces its result. I take the cup and stand at the window and drink it looking at the street, at the building across the way with my apartment on the fourth floor, the north-facing window that gets no direct light. From this angle I can see the window but not into it. From that window I can see this store but not clearly inside it. I have mapped the sightlines from both positions. It is the kind of thing I do.

“You going to go,” Gwak says.

“It is mandatory.”

“Mandatory means they can penalize you for not going. It does not mean you have to go.”

“The penalty affects Gate zone eligibility.”

“You run condemned district Gates that the Association has written off. Their eligibility framework does not apply to those.”

“It applies to everything above E-rank.”

He is quiet for a moment. Outside a school-age kid goes past on a bicycle, moving fast, not looking at anything. A woman with a stroller on the far side of the street.

“You thinking about going above E-rank,” Gwak says.

I drink the coffee.

“I am thinking about a lot of things,” I say.

He makes the neutral sound again and goes back to his inventory. I finish the coffee and put the cup in the recycling slot beside the machine. I look at the notice on my phone one more time. The date. The address on Mangu-ro. The assessment time of 9 AM.

“The technician at the second assessment,” I say. “He looked at something on a secondary screen and then told me the standard result.”

Gwak does not look up. “And.”

“And I want to know what is on the secondary screen.”

“The Association’s technical documentation.”

“I have read it. It describes the second process but not the output parameters. The output ranges are in the internal technical manual which is not public documentation.”

“So you need the internal manual.”

“I need someone who has seen the internal manual or who knows someone who has.”

Gwak puts the scanner down on the counter. He looks at me with the expression of a man who is performing a calculation that is not about inventory.

“That is a different category of thing,” he says.

“I know.”

“The stones are one thing. What you are describing is another thing.”

“I know what I am describing.”

He looks at me for a long moment. The store is quiet. The refrigeration units hum. Outside the street does what streets do.

“I know a man in Dobong,” he says finally. “Not the buyer. Someone else. He used to work Association-adjacent, technical support side, about six years ago. I do not know what he knows. I do not know if he will talk.”

“Can you find out if he will talk.”

“I can ask if he is willing to have a conversation. I am not asking him anything specific on your behalf. If he is willing to talk, you talk to him yourself.”

“That is fine.”

“It will take a few days.”

“I have fourteen days.”

He nods once. He picks up the scanner. The conversation is over, which is how conversations with Gwak end, not with a conclusion but with a return to the prior task, the boundary between talking and not talking clean and without residue.

I go back across the street and up the four flights to my apartment. The table. The chair. The phone with the notice still open on the screen.

I sit down.

The assessment is in fourteen days. The result will say what it always says: Unranked, zero mana reserve, no rank ceiling assigned. The technician will read it from the first screen. The second screen will show something else. The technician will not meet my eyes.

I know this because it has happened twice before and the variable that changes results is information I do not yet have, which means without new information the result does not change. What changes, what is actively in the process of changing, is my understanding of what the result means and what the machine is measuring and why the file records only half of what the machine produces.

Someone decided the file should record only half.

I want to know who decided that.

I want to know when.

I want to know if the decision was about Hunters in general, a systemic choice applied to the entire assessment infrastructure, or if the decision was about specific files. Specific people. Specific districts and bloodlines and outcomes that someone wanted to remain fixed.

I do not have enough information yet to know which it is. I am working on that.

The mana stone from last night’s run is on the corner of the table. I did not take it to Gwak this morning because I wanted to look at it. I look at it now. The crack runs diagonally across the surface, the mana inside it dimmer than an uncracked stone, the density low enough that Association-registered Hunters would not bother. I can feel it from here. The warmth of it, the faint resonance. The thing the System says I cannot feel.

The System is wrong about me. The second screen knows it. The technician in May knew it. Someone further up the chain, behind the second screen, inside the internal technical manual and the output parameters I cannot access, has known it for longer than May.

The notice says fourteen days.

I look at the stone.

Outside the city continues its Tuesday, indifferent and moving, producing the ordinary texture of a life that the Association has formally classified as having a ceiling of zero. I have been living inside that classification for three years. I have been managing it, mapping around it, building what I can build inside the space it leaves.

Fourteen days from now I will sit in the chair in the District Seven Assessment Center and place my hand on the contact surface and the machine will measure two things and the file will record one and the technician will tell me what I already know.

And I will watch the second screen.

And I will watch the technician’s face.

And I will take everything I see back to the table in this apartment and I will add it to what I already have and I will keep building the map.

I pick up the mana stone. It is warm in my palm. Specific and real and present in a way that the Association’s documentation says is not possible for a man with zero mana reserves.

The documentation is wrong.

I am working on understanding exactly how wrong.

Fourteen days.
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The District Seven Rank Assessment Center on Mangu-ro opens at eight thirty. I arrive at eight forty-five. Not early enough to be the first in the waiting area, not late enough to be processed in the second batch. The middle of the first batch is the position I want because the technicians in the first hour of their shift are still running on the prior day’s muscle memory, still settling into the rhythm of the work, which means they are slightly less guarded than they will be at hour three when the routine has fully reasserted itself and everything is automatic and smooth and nothing shows.

The lobby has the Association seal on the floor. The scales and the gate icon in tile, the grout lines between each piece so thin they are nearly invisible, the kind of installation that costs more than the rest of the building’s flooring combined. I walk across it the way I always walk across it. I do not look down.

The waiting area is on the second floor. I take the stairs because the elevator requires you to wait and waiting in enclosed spaces with strangers produces conversations I do not want to have today. The stairs are empty. My footsteps on the concrete are the only sound in the stairwell and they produce an echo that the architects did not design for or did not care about.

Second floor. The waiting area is a room with forty chairs arranged in rows and a check-in desk at the far end staffed by two people, one woman and one man, both in the Association’s administrative grey. The room is at half capacity. I count nineteen people ahead of me in various stages of waiting, some on their phones, some looking at the number display above the processing corridor, some doing the thing people do in waiting rooms which is looking at nothing in a way that suggests they are looking at something internal that they would prefer not to be looking at.

Reassessment days collect a specific population. Not the voluntary assessments, where registered Hunters come in for annual certification renewals or Guild-required rechecks. Mandatory reassessments collect the people the System has flagged, which means the people whose files contain something the System cannot resolve cleanly. Some of them are here because their rank dropped after injury or extended inactivity. Some are here because of appeals, because a family member or a Guild filed a challenge to their official score and the process requires a physical reassessment to proceed. Some are here because of data inconsistencies requiring verification.

I check in at the desk. The woman takes my identification number without looking at my face, enters it into the system, and gives me a numbered card. Thirty-four. She tells me to take a seat and wait for my number on the display. I take the card and find a seat on the end of a row with a clear sightline to the processing corridor entrance and the check-in desk both. The chair is the kind of chair designed to be sat in for short periods, firm and slightly narrow, the Association’s physical communication that your time here is transactional and should conclude efficiently.

I sit and I wait.

The number display cycles through the twenties while I am waiting. The people called stand and go through the corridor entrance and do not come back out the same way, which means the processing corridor exits somewhere else, probably directly to the ground floor, which keeps the flow of assessed individuals separate from the flow of waiting individuals, which is an architectural choice that serves the same function as not letting patients in a waiting room speak to patients coming out of the doctor’s office.

I watch the people being called. The way they stand. Whether they take their belongings with them or leave something on the chair, which tells you something about how long they expect to be inside. Whether they look at the display or at the corridor entrance when their number comes up, which tells you something about whether they have been here before.

Thirty-two is a man in his forties with the physical build of someone who was a mid-rank Hunter for a long time and whose body still carries it even if the rank does not. He stands immediately when his number appears. He does not look at the display. He was watching the corridor entrance. He has been here before and he knows the number is a formality.

Thirty-three is a young woman who cannot be more than eighteen, which means this is her initial adult assessment or her first mandatory review, and she stands slowly and straightens her jacket and looks at the display as if confirming what she already heard and then walks to the corridor entrance with the careful deliberateness of someone performing composure.

Thirty-four.

I stand. I take my numbered card and my identification and I walk to the corridor entrance. The corridor is painted the same administrative white as the waiting area but narrower, the overhead lighting brighter, the kind of brightness that exists in spaces designed for task performance rather than human comfort. There are four processing rooms off the corridor, numbered one through four, each with a closed door and a small panel beside the door showing either a green or red indicator. Room three is green. The corridor attendant, a young man with a lanyard and the expression of someone whose job is to direct people and nothing else, gestures me to room three.

I go in.

The room is small. This is consistent with all three assessments. The assessment rooms are sized to contain the machine, one chair for the subject, one station for the technician, and not much else. The machine occupies most of the left wall, a unit roughly the size and shape of a large upright cabinet, its surface a matte grey with a single contact panel at approximately waist height, a smooth recessed surface the size of a hand, slightly warm to the touch. I know it is warm because I have touched it twice before. I am about to touch it a third time.

The technician is already seated at his station when I enter. He is a man I have not seen at either of the previous two assessments. Late thirties, I estimate. The Association administrative grey, the identification lanyard, the same positioning at the station that all the technicians use, the primary screen angled toward him, the secondary screen positioned slightly to his right and angled more steeply, which makes it harder to read from the subject’s chair but not impossible if you know where to look and what angle to hold your head at.

I know where to look. I know the angle. I have been preparing for this for fourteen days.

He looks up when I enter. He does not smile, which is consistent with the previous two technicians. This is not a place that performs warmth. It is a place that performs efficiency.

“Identification number,” he says.

I give it to him. He enters it. He looks at his primary screen for a moment, reading whatever the file shows on intake, and his expression does not change, which is consistent with a man reading a file he has read in some form many times before. Unranked subject. Third mandatory reassessment. The file is not surprising to him in its category even if the specific contents are something I cannot see from here.

“Place your right hand on the contact surface,” he says. “Palm flat, fingers together. Hold still until the tone.”

I sit in the subject’s chair. I place my right hand on the contact surface. It is warm the way it always is, the faint warmth of active mana processing infrastructure, and against my palm I can feel the resonance of it in the way I can feel the resonance of the cracked mana stone at home, the way I can feel everything that runs on mana if I am in contact with it or close enough to it. The way I am not supposed to be able to feel anything.

I hold still.

The machine runs its process. There is no sound beyond a very low frequency hum that you feel more than hear, the kind of vibration that registers in the chest rather than the ear. The first process takes approximately twenty seconds based on my timing at the previous assessments. The second process begins immediately after and takes longer, between forty and sixty seconds, the variation depending on something in the subject’s architecture that I have not been able to determine from the documentation alone.

I look at my hand on the contact surface. I look at the technician’s face.

He is watching his primary screen. His expression is the professional stillness of a man performing a routine task. At the twenty-second mark I watch for the shift, the moment when the first process completes and the second begins, and it is there, a slight adjustment in his focus, the eyes tracking to a different part of the screen as the output changes.

I look at the secondary screen.

The angle is difficult. I prepared for the angle. The secondary screen is showing a data display that I can read partially from this position, not the numbers, I cannot see the specific values, but I can see the format of the output. Two columns. A label column on the left and a value column on the right. The label column has more rows than I expected. More data points than the documentation described.

I look back at the technician before he looks at me.

He is still watching the primary screen. His expression is still professionally still. Then it is not. The stillness shifts by a fraction, a small tightening around the eyes, not alarm, not surprise exactly, something more like the expression of a man who has encountered something that requires a decision about how to proceed. It lasts less than two seconds. Then the stillness reasserts itself.

He looks at the secondary screen.

I look at the secondary screen.

He looks at me.

I am looking at my hand on the contact surface when his eyes reach me. I have had enough time to return my gaze to a neutral position. I look up at him with the expression I prepared for this, which is the expression of a man waiting for a result he already knows, which is not entirely performance because I do know the result, or I know the result I will be told.

The tone sounds. A single clean note, mid-frequency, which signals process completion.

“You can remove your hand,” he says.

I remove my hand from the contact surface. I place it in my lap. I wait.

He looks at his primary screen. He looks at his secondary screen. He spends more time on the secondary screen than either of the previous technicians did, which is the first variation in the pattern and I note it with the specific attention I reserve for things that break from the established sequence.

He looks at the primary screen again. He types something. I cannot see what he types from this position and the angle of the keyboard prevents me from reading it by the key positions. He types for approximately eight seconds, which is longer than a simple result entry would require.

He stops typing.

He looks at me.

“Your assessment result,” he says, “is Unranked. Zero mana reserve. No rank ceiling assigned.”

His voice is level. His diction is clear. He is reading from the primary screen and his delivery is the delivery of a man who has said this sentence or a version of this sentence many times.

He does not meet my eyes when he says it.

I have been watching for this since May and I am watching for it now and it is there. He looks at me, he delivers the result, and his gaze lands approximately at the level of my chin. Not at my eyes. The adjustment is small enough that most people would not notice it. I notice it.

“Understood,” I say.

He looks back at his screen. He types something else. The secondary screen, from my angle, has changed its display. The data I could partially see during the process is no longer visible. The secondary screen is showing something simpler now, a single line of text that I cannot read at this distance and this angle.

“Is there anything you want to clarify about the result,” he says. It is not a genuine offer. It is the standard closing question the documentation describes, the administrative conclusion to the session, delivered in the tone of something that has an expected answer.

“No,” I say.

“Then you are free to go. The exit is at the end of the corridor.”

I stand. I pick up my identification from the small tray beside the chair where I placed it at the beginning of the session. I look at the technician once more. He is typing. He is not looking at me.

I look at the secondary screen. From a standing position the angle is different and the single line of text is closer to readable. I read what I can read before I have to move toward the door.

I move toward the door.

The corridor. The exit at the end. A different stairwell from the entrance, wider, with a ground floor door that opens directly to the side street beside the building. I come out onto the side street and the November air is cold and specific and the city is doing what it always does, moving, continuing, producing the ordinary texture of a day that does not register what just happened in room three on the second floor of the building on Mangu-ro.

I walk to the corner. I stop.

I stand on the corner and I let the information settle in the way I have learned to let information settle, without rushing the processing of it, without forcing a conclusion before the conclusion is ready. The street moves around me. A bus. A delivery van. Two women walking together, close in conversation, their breath visible in the cold air.

The result was the same. Unranked. Zero mana reserve. No rank ceiling assigned.

The technician did not meet my eyes.

He typed for eight seconds after completing the result entry. Standard result entry takes two to three seconds based on the documentation’s description of the logging process. Five additional seconds of typing after the result is logged is not a standard result entry. It is something else. A note. A flag. An internal communication routed through the assessment terminal to somewhere else in the system.

The secondary screen.

I stand on the corner and I reconstruct what I saw on the secondary screen during the process from the partial angle I had from the subject’s chair. Two columns. More rows than the documentation describes. The label column. I could not read the specific labels but I could read the format, the length of the labels, the way certain rows appeared to be grouped differently from others, a visual clustering that suggests categorical separation in the data.

And from the standing position, the single line of text on the secondary screen after the process completed.

I read most of it. Not all of it. Enough.

The line contained my identification number. It contained a code I did not recognize, a letter-number combination that is not in the public documentation. And it contained a word I recognized immediately because it appears in the escalated review classification guidelines, the section I have read forty-seven times, the section that describes the conditions under which the Association initiates a third mandatory reassessment.

The word was: confirmed.

Confirmed.

Not inconclusive, which is the language the documentation uses for assessments that do not resolve the data inconsistency. Not pending, which is the language for assessments that require additional review. Confirmed.

Something in my data has been confirmed. The third assessment was not sent to produce a different result. It was sent to verify the inconsistency one more time and confirm it. The note the technician typed for eight seconds after logging my result went somewhere. To a supervisor. To a division. To whoever requested the three assessments in the first place.

I start walking. Not toward the transit station, not yet. I walk because movement is useful when the information is settling and the apartment is not where I need to be right now. I walk north along Mangu-ro and the cold air is sharp against my face and I let it be sharp.

The contempt is present. It is always present in some form when I am dealing with the Association’s infrastructure, the layered, systemic, architectural contempt of a man who has been classified as nothing by a system that was measuring something else the entire time and choosing to report only half of it. I manage it. I take the portion that is useful, the portion that sharpens the processing rather than clouding it, and I set aside the rest.

What I have now:

The machine measures two things. The file records one. This I knew.

The secondary screen output during my third assessment contained a confirmation code and the word confirmed. This I did not know before today.

The technician typed an additional eight seconds after logging the result. The content of that typing went somewhere in the system. This I did not know before today.

My file has been escalated to a point where someone is waiting for a confirmation from a third assessment. Someone with enough standing in the system to initiate three mandatory reassessments in a calendar year and to receive confirmation codes from the processing terminals. That level of standing is not a junior administrator. That is divisional authority at minimum.

Someone above the district level knows my file exists and has been waiting to confirm something about it.

I stop walking. I am three blocks north of the assessment center, in front of a pharmacy with a display of winter health supplements in the window, the kind of display that gets assembled in November and stays until February. I look at the display without seeing it.

The question I have been asking since May was whether the inconsistency in my file was systemic or specific. Whether the gap between the first and second screen was a general policy applied to all files or a specific intervention applied to certain ones.

The confirmed code and the eight seconds of additional typing and the divisional authority required to initiate three mandatory assessments in one year do not describe a general policy.

They describe a specific intervention.

My file specifically. My data specifically. Someone looked at my file and made a decision about what to do with what they found and that decision required three assessments and produced a confirmation code and I have just watched a technician send that confirmation somewhere up the chain.

I start walking again.

What this means and what it enables and what it will eventually cost are questions I am not ready to answer yet because I do not have enough information. What I know is that the shape of the problem has changed. It was large before. It is larger now. The largeness is not a deterrent. It is a variable I add to the map and continue from.

Gwak’s contact in Dobong. The man who worked Association-adjacent six years ago on the technical support side. I have been waiting for Gwak to confirm whether the man will talk. Gwak said a few days. It has been nine days. I will go to the store this afternoon.

The transit station is two blocks east. I turn east.

The cold is consistent and the sky is the same grey it has been for weeks and the city moves around me with the indifference of a thing that does not know I exist in any specific way, that knows Jungnang and Mangu-ro and the transit lines and the November temperature but does not know Jeon Il-su or what the machine in room three just confirmed about him or what the technician’s eyes did when they landed on my chin instead of my eyes.

I know.

I am adding it to what I already know and the sum is becoming something that has a shape I can almost see the edges of. Not yet. Almost.

The transit station. The fare machine. I tap my card and go through and wait on the platform with six other people who are also waiting, who are also going somewhere, who also have the particular stillness of people in transit between one place and another, neither here nor there yet, in the held moment of waiting.

The thing the technician’s expression did when he looked at the secondary screen. The small tightening around the eyes that lasted less than two seconds. I have been running it through since I walked out of the building and I am running it through now and I am not ready to name what it looked like yet because naming it requires being certain and I am not certain. But it did not look like a man encountering a routine result. It looked like a man encountering something he had been told to expect and finding that being told to expect it did not fully prepare him for seeing it.

The train arrives. I board. I find a seat.

Something in my data has been confirmed. A code has been sent up the chain to whoever requested the three assessments. My file, which has been a fixed point for three years, the clean administrative certainty of zero and Unranked and no ceiling assigned, is in motion somewhere above me in the system, moving through channels I cannot see, arriving at a desk or a screen or a meeting that I have no visibility into.

I look at my right hand, the hand I placed on the contact surface. It looks the same as it always looks. There is nothing visible about it that would tell you what the machine found when it ran the second process






















