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​PROLOGUE: THE ONES WHO DIDN'T COME BACK

THE SIGNS DIDN'T EXPLAIN anything.

ENTRY PROHIBITED. CITY AUTHORITY. That was all. No date. No reason. No indication of when the prohibition might end, or whether the city had any intention of ending it at all. The signs were posted at both ends of Ashward Lane, bolted to iron stanchions, and they had been there for three years without anyone changing the wording or taking them down.

Most people who passed the entrance to Ashward Quarter read the signs and kept walking. The signs said what they needed to say. The sealed street behind them said the rest.

The archway at the end of Ashward Lane was old stone, unremarkable, the kind of entrance arch that existed all over Varenthal in the older districts — a leftover from a time when the city divided itself by neighborhood rather than by rank. The stone was dark with age. Vines had grown across the top in the three years since the cordon went up. Nothing had trimmed them. No one came down this street anymore to do the trimming.

In front of the archway, lined up with a precision that suggested someone had placed them deliberately, were eleven pairs of boots.

Good boots. Quality leather, reinforced soles, the kind of footwear that cost real coin and lasted through real use. Some of them still held the shape of the feet that had worn them. They sat in two rows against the base of the archway, toes pointing outward, as if their owners had stopped here to change into something more comfortable for the journey ahead and simply never come back for them.

The city had sent a Rank A team to collapse the unregistered dungeon. Six divers, a support specialist, four auxiliaries. The Rank A team had gone through the archway. Nothing had come back.

Except the boots.

The System had deregistered eleven names over the course of one afternoon, three years ago. Eleven stat sheets had gone gray, flagged INACTIVE — PRESUMED DECEASED, and been filed in the lower archives where inactive registrations went. The city had written three sentences in the official record: Collapse operation undertaken. Team deregistered. Site sealed pending further assessment. Further assessment had not occurred. The further assessment file remained empty.

The boots stayed. No one had moved them. It wasn't superstition exactly — Varenthal was not a superstitious city. It was more that no one could agree on who was responsible for moving them, and in the absence of a responsible party, the boots remained. They had become, without ceremony or intention, a memorial.

The archway behind them was dark. Had been dark for three years. The stone held no light, no glow, no indication that anything on the other side of it was active or present or waiting.

Except that in the dark behind the sealed door, invisible to everyone on the street side, a single System notification pulsed with the patient rhythm of something that had been waiting a long time and had learned not to be impatient about it.

The text read:


THRESHOLD INSTANCE — SECONDARY CLASSIFICATION CANDIDATE POOL: OPEN LUK REQUIREMENT: ≤ 15 AWAITING ELIGIBLE PARTICIPANT


No one saw it. No one was there to see it.

The dungeon waited. It was good at waiting. It had been doing it for three years, and it had not yet found a reason to stop.

The boots sat in two rows. The vines grew slowly across the top of the arch. The city went about its business on the other side of the cordon signs.

In the dark, the notification pulsed on.
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​CHAPTER ONE: THE SHEET
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The display floated between them like a verdict that had already been written.

Instructor Verrath had pulled it up without ceremony — a flat gesture toward the System interface, a practiced flick of two fingers, and there it was: Kael's complete stat profile, rendered in the cool blue light that the System used for all official documentation. The numbers were the same numbers they'd always been. They looked worse, somehow, projected outward and visible to another person.


HP 120 / MP 80 STR 10 / AGI 11 / VIT 10 / INT 9 / LUK 9 RANK: E


Verrath studied it the way a physician studied a scan — with professional attention and no emotional investment in the result. He was not unkind. That was the thing about Verrath that Kael had noticed immediately: the man wasn't taking any pleasure in this. He was simply doing his job, and his job was to process the information in front of him accurately.

"Your combat metrics are within acceptable range for the E classification," Verrath said. "Strength and Vitality are baseline. Agility is slightly above baseline, which is worth noting." He paused at the last entry. A fraction of a pause — barely measurable. "Your Luck modifier is the outlier."

Kael said nothing. He'd been saying nothing about the Luck modifier for two years.

"Nine," Verrath said. It wasn't a question. "The lowest recorded value currently active in the Varenthal registry. You're aware of the implications."

"The System penalizes low Luck across all rolls," Kael said. "Loot tables, skill drop rates, environmental hazard saves. My effective performance in any System-evaluated scenario is reduced by approximately thirty percent against a diver with average Luck."

"Thirty-one," Verrath said, without looking up. "The precise figure is thirty-one percent. The System calculates it against the registered median, not the theoretical average." He tapped the display to advance it. "You know your own file well."

"I've had time to read it."

Verrath let that pass. He moved to the next section — the certification outcome, already populated, already filed. It was why they were here. The outcome had been filed before Kael sat down. This meeting was notification, not deliberation.

"Rank E," Verrath said. "You'll be assigned to Gate-Watch Sector Four. Surface patrol — monitoring the registered Gate entrances for overflow activity, reporting to a senior diver if a threshold event exceeds Rank D capacity. The Corps handles intake on Mondays." He glanced at a physical paper on his desk — old habit, Kael guessed, something Verrath did when he wanted to give the impression of consulting rather than reciting. "Your certification lapses at midnight tonight. You have one week before mandatory processing."

Kael looked at the stat display. The numbers floated there, patient and indifferent.

"Is there an appeal process?" he asked.

"Yes. You file a formal review request with the Certification Board, citing new evidence or extenuating circumstances that were not present during the original Threshold evaluation." Verrath folded his hands on the desk. "The review board meets quarterly. The next session is in eleven weeks."

"How many successful appeals in the last ten years?"

A pause. Shorter than the one at the Luck entry, but present. "None. But that's not the point of the process. The process exists to ensure every registered diver has recourse. The existence of recourse is the function."

Kael looked at Verrath. Verrath looked at Kael with the mild, attentive expression of a man who had had this specific conversation many times and had long since made his peace with how it ended.

"Right," Kael said. "Thank you for your time."

He stood. He left the display where it was. It wasn't his; it never had been. It was just a record of things that were already true.

The guild recruitment board was six blocks from the Certification Hall, posted on the exterior wall of the Adventurers' Exchange — a two-story building that smelled of leather and money and the specific confidence of people who had options. Kael stopped in front of it out of habit. He'd been stopping in front of it for two years.

The board was organized by guild tier. Top section: the major guilds, the ones with stipends and dedicated dungeon access and names that appeared in city records. Middle section: mid-tier outfits, solid reputation, reasonable prospects. Bottom section: entry-level postings, the guilds that would take almost anyone who showed up with a weapon and a pulse.

Almost anyone.

He scanned the bottom section. The listings had changed slightly since last month — two guilds had dropped their minimum requirements, one had posted a new trainee intake cycle. He read the requirements the way he always read them. Looking for the number.

Every posting had one. Some listed it explicitly — Minimum LUK: 30 — and some buried it in the language of the requirements, phrases like competitive System profile or full-spectrum stat eligibility, which meant the same thing. The minimum was thirty. In the bottom tier, the most forgiving postings, the entry-level guilds that took divers other outfits wouldn't look at: thirty.

His was nine.

He stopped reading.

Two Rank D divers passed him on the street — he placed their rank from their gear before he consciously decided to look. The armor was mid-grade but maintained. The way they moved had the looseness of people who had real experience with dungeons, the specific ease of divers who had reached a floor that actually tested them and come back from it enough times to stop being afraid of the process. One of them had a System buff active at his wrist: a faint gold trace, a passive skill, running continuously at no visible cost to him because passive skills didn't draw MP once unlocked. The buff was small. It probably did something minor — a marginal combat bonus, an early-warning sense, something barely noticeable in any single fight but present in every fight, quietly compounding.

Kael had no passive skills. The System had never issued him one.

Skill drops came through the same mechanism as loot drops — System rolls, evaluated after significant combat events, weighted by Luck. Low Luck meant a lower drop rate across the board. Low enough Luck meant the System had quietly decided, in its statistical processing of what kinds of events warranted a notification, that his outcomes weren't worth generating a skill for. He'd done things in his two years of registered diver status that should have triggered a drop. He'd read about the drop conditions in four different reference texts. He'd met the criteria. The criteria weren't the problem.

The System isn't wrong, he thought, watching the Rank D diver's passive skill trace gold at his wrist. It just processes what it sees. And what it sees, when it looks at me, is a nine.

The two divers went past without glancing at him. He uncrossed his arms, put his hands in his pockets, and walked.

The Conscription Processing Center was two districts east, in the civic quarter where all the buildings with official purposes clustered together as if for mutual reinforcement. Kael arrived at mid-afternoon and found a short queue — six people ahead of him, all Rank E from the look of them, all with the particular stillness of people who had decided to stop fighting the situation and start processing it.

He had not been summoned. His mandatory processing date was next Monday. But showing up on your own terms, before they came for you, was the only form of control left in the situation, and he was disinclined to give it up.

The queue moved efficiently. The Center was staffed by two clerks who processed with practiced speed and no small talk. The intake forms were straightforward. He'd filled out versions of them before, for different outcomes that hadn't materialized. The experience was familiar in the way that repeated disappointments were familiar: not surprising, not pleasant, not something he was used to in the sense of being comfortable with it. Just known.

The woman at the front of the queue when he arrived had already been processed — she was waiting to one side, holding a intake folder, watching the street through the window with an expression that Kael couldn't immediately categorize. Not despair. Something more functional than despair. Acceptance operating at high efficiency.

He was third in line when she turned from the window and looked at him.

"You're early," she said.

He hadn't said anything to her. He hadn't introduced himself or indicated in any way that he was there voluntarily. She'd read it from his posture, or from the absence of the particular tightness that people who'd been summoned carried into these offices.

"I wanted to see what it looked like," he said.

She considered this. "It looks like a waiting room."

"Yes."

"I'm Mira." She said it with the directness of someone who had decided that social conventions were overhead she wasn't willing to carry right now.

"Kael."

She nodded at the folder in her hands. "Processed this morning. Gate-Watch Sector Four. They said I'd get my assignment by end of week." She paused. "Gate-watch isn't diving."

"No."

"But
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