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​Prologue — 97.3
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The terminal she borrows belongs to a postgraduate student named Marcus who owes her a favor and asks no questions. It is a Tuesday in October, six years before the novel begins, and Lena is twenty-three years old and has not yet made the worst decision of her life, and she is running a pre-employment compliance check because the Ministry of Pairings requires it of all new hires and she has been told to expect it.

The form loads slowly. This is a legacy system — she will come to know its architecture intimately over the next six years, will come to understand every partition and subroutine, will develop the specific fond contempt an expert holds for the machine she has mastered — but today it is simply slow, and she watches the progress bar with the particular impatience of someone who has not yet learned that some information is worth waiting for and some is not.

She is going to be very good at this job. She knows this already. She has known since her first data architecture seminar, when she looked at the Ministry's publicly available classification schema and understood in thirty seconds where the elegance was and where it wasn't, and wrote out a correction in the margin of her notes that she has not shown anyone. She is twenty-three and precise and she wants the job badly and she has told herself the wanting is purely practical — the salary, the security clearance, the institutional weight of it — and she has believed herself, more or less.

The form finishes loading.

She reads it.

The percentage is 97.3.

She has studied match theory. She knows that anything above ninety-two is considered a primary result. She knows that 97.3 is, statistically, a number that appears in approximately 0.4 percent of all match calculations — rare enough to be notable, not rare enough to be anomalous in itself. She knows the Ministry's research suggests that high-percentage pairs demonstrate meaningfully better outcomes across a range of longitudinal metrics, which is language she has read and processed and stored without, until this moment, attaching to anything personal.

The name beside hers is one she doesn't recognize.

She is still reading it when the flag loads in the corner of the screen.

ANOMALOUS — CLASSIFICATION REVIEW PENDING.

She knows what this means. She has read the classification guidelines in preparation for the job. She knows that ANOMALOUS is the flag applied when the match result produces a configuration the Ministry's standard processing protocol cannot handle without a secondary review, and she knows what configurations trigger that flag, and she knows that she is looking at her own name beside the flag and that the name next to hers is a woman's name, and she has seventeen seconds to decide what to do before the auto-submit function sends the form to the pre-employment review queue.

Seventeen seconds.

She has thought about this, in the abstract, the way she thinks about most things: structurally, in advance, with contingencies accounted for. She has thought about what she would do if her result came back flagged. She has told herself it was unlikely. She has told herself that if it happened she would handle it like anyone else, go through the process, there were options, the Ministry's correction program was — she had read the literature — a well-regarded resource.

She had been thinking about it the way she thought about car accidents: abstractly, and then her roommate Elena's result came back in September, and Elena had sat with it for a week and then made the appointment, and Lena had smiled and said she understood, and Elena had said she'd made peace with it, and Lena had said she thought that was very — she had said she thought that was —

Seventeen seconds.

She has thought, in the nine months since that conversation, about what she would have done differently. What she should have said instead of what she said. Whether there was a version of that afternoon that ended some other way.

She has an answer to that question. She has had it since approximately the third week of October, standing in the door of Elena's empty room, looking at the stripped mattress and the empty shelves and the small rectangle of unfaded paint where a poster used to hang.

The auto-submit timer reaches three seconds.

Her hands move.

She knows the system already. She has spent the summer studying it, knows its partitions and its architecture, knows specifically that the legacy database has a corrupted partition in the Northern Sector records that no one has bothered to clean because the cleanup would require taking the audit scripts offline for seventy-two hours and no one wants to sign off on that. She knows the corrupted partition gets no traffic. She knows the routine audit scripts won't reach it.

She knows all of this the way she knows everything she knows: precisely, in advance, because she anticipated needing it.

Her hands move across the keyboard with the specific certainty of someone who has already calculated that the alternative is worse.

The file corrupts. The flag disappears. The record rewrites itself to a null result, processing error, please resubmit after account verification — a delay of ten business days, enough time for the pre-employment review to close without the flagged result attached to it.

She submits the corrected form.

The terminal screen returns to its idle state.

The room is very quiet. Through Marcus's window she can see the university's central courtyard, wet from yesterday's rain, students crossing it without looking up. The ventilation system is loud. She has not noticed it before; it seems very loud now.

The number was 97.3.

She will not forget it.

She does not know the name that was next to hers. She buries that too, with the same deliberate keystrokes, and tells herself it is a mercy. She tells herself she is protecting someone she doesn't know, which is easier than the alternative — which is that she is protecting herself, and that the two things might not be the same.

She logs out of Marcus's terminal and returns his key card and thanks him. She takes the long way back to her apartment through the courtyard, past the building where Elena used to have seminars, and she puts her hands in her jacket pockets and breathes the October air and thinks: I am going to be very good at this job.

She believes it.

She is not wrong.

She returns to her apartment. She does not sleep well.

On Monday she begins.
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​Chapter One — Everything in Its Correct File
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The overnight queue is seventeen items long, which is light for a Tuesday. Tuesdays are always heavy — something about the way the Ministry's system batches its weekly algorithmic runs, processing the weekend's accumulated data in a single overnight push that drops into Lena's queue between 2 and 4 a.m. She has never been awake to see it happen. She arrives, she makes coffee, she opens the queue, and the Tuesday work is simply there, waiting with the patient indifference of things that do not know they are difficult.

Seventeen items. She starts with the match confirmations, which are straightforward: two signatures, one approval stamp, one record updated, next. She moves through them with the practiced absence of someone who has learned to do a difficult thing without feeling it, which is to say she does not think about what the records mean, does not picture the people whose names she's processing, does not consider whether they are happy about it or afraid or whether they have been waiting for this result or dreading it. The records are data. The data requires processing. She processes.

This is the job.

She is, by any metric the Ministry tracks, very good at it.

Four years ago she was a junior analyst with a desk in the open-plan room on the second floor, running batch calculations and flagging edge cases for senior review. Three years ago she was moved to a private office — small, but private — and given a caseload that included anomalous result management, which is the Ministry's language for the files that require more than one keystroke to resolve. Two years ago she was the person other analysts brought their anomalous cases to when the standard protocol didn't cover it, which is how she became, without intending to, someone the Ministry considers indispensable.

She had intended to. She is honest with herself about most things.

The match confirmations clear. She moves to the referral queue, which is where the morning's weight is — eight files flagged for correction program processing, which she will review for completeness and forward to the relevant department. She opens the first one.

She does not think about Elena. She processed the file. The record is correct.

This is the skill she has built over six years and it is, by now, almost effortless: the specific compartmentalization of a woman who has organized herself into the most legible possible version of herself and arranged her interior architecture accordingly. What she cannot feel safely, she does not feel at work. What she cannot think about safely, she sets aside. The partition in her mind is as clean as the one in the database — walled off, correct, no flags triggered, no audit scripts reaching it.

She opens the second file.

She is halfway through the third when Odette appears in her doorway with two cups of coffee and the expression she wears when she wants to talk about something other than what she is going to say.

"The systems team wants your sign-off on the quarterly archive parameters," Odette says, setting one of the cups on Lena's desk with the practiced ease of someone who has done this enough times that it no longer requires announcement. "I told them you'd get to it by noon."

"I'll get to it by noon," Lena says, not looking up.

"You always do." Odette leans against the doorframe. She is thirty-two and French-Algerian and has worked alongside Lena for four years and has, in that time, developed an elaborate personal policy of not finishing certain sentences that Lena finds both useful and occasionally alarming. "There's a new person starting in Compliance today."

Lena moves her finger down the referral file. "There usually is."

"Transfer placement," Odette says. "She came in last week to sort the badge situation but apparently there was a problem with the forms, so they're doing the formal start today." A pause. "Wren Reyes."

Lena notes the name in the part of her mind that notes things and continues reading. "Do I need to coordinate with her?"

"Not immediately. I just thought you'd want to know the building's roster." Odette picks up her own coffee. "She seems very — precise."

"Good," Lena says. "We need precise."

Odette says "hm" in a way that carries about seventeen separate implications, none of which she will articulate, and leaves.

The morning proceeds. The referral queue clears. The archive parameter form takes eleven minutes to review and sign. She sends two inter-departmental memos and reviews a draft protocol from the systems team and makes a note in the margins about an efficiency gap they haven't noticed yet. She eats lunch at her desk, which is not a habit she endorses but finds herself doing anyway, because the break room requires sustained social performance and today she doesn't have the resources for it.

At half past two she hears the corridor.

Not a sound, exactly. A shift in the ambient noise of the floor — the particular change in pressure that a person creates when they move through a space with the specific quality of self-containment that makes other people notice even if they can't say why. Lena does not look up immediately. She finishes the sentence she is on, makes a note in the margin, and then looks up.

The woman in the corridor is tall — 5'9" or thereabouts, broad-shouldered, close-cropped dark hair, the composite physical impression of someone whose presence is simply structural, not performed. She is wearing the standard Ministry administration badge on a lanyard and carrying a folder with the kind of grip that suggests she is someone who carries important things without treating them as though they're fragile. She moves the way people move when they have already mapped the space — not hesitantly, not with the slight navigational overcaution of someone new to a building, but with the quiet calibration of someone who has already catalogued where everything is and where she needs to be.

She pauses at Lena's open door.

"Sorry to interrupt." Her voice is low, precise, carries no inflection that suggests the interruption costs her anything. "The third-floor printer — is it operational?"

Lena's brain, without consulting her, produces the information that she does not know, that the third-floor printer has been unreliable since the paper jam two weeks ago, that she has not checked on it since, that this is a factual gap she has no way to resolve without investigation.

"I don't know," she says.

The woman nods once. The kind of nod that indicates information received and processed, not agreement or courtesy. She continues down the corridor.

Lena looks back at her screen.

She is aware, in the specific way she is aware of most things she notices and files, that she has just been introduced to Wren Reyes. That this is the transfer placement Odette mentioned. That they have now spoken for approximately eight seconds, which is six seconds longer than most initial corridor interactions warrant.

She is also aware that in those eight seconds she has registered, without intending to, about fourteen separate details about the way Wren Reyes moves through a hallway, and that this is precisely the kind of noticing she does not do at work.

She opens the next file.

The queue by end of day is four items shorter than this morning. She submits the archive parameters at 4:47. She makes a note of two structural inconsistencies in the third-quarter referral batch that no one has flagged yet, because her job technically ends at 5:00 but her noticing doesn't.

At 5:03 she shuts down her terminal. She takes the stairs down to the ground floor and exits through the side door because the side door is closer to the transit stop, not because it is less surveilled — she does not think in those terms at work, at work she is simply a woman who takes the efficient route home and has always done so.

She makes dinner. She reads. She goes to bed at ten.

She does not think about the number 97.3.

She has not thought about it, in any meaningful sense, for eighteen months.

She goes to sleep.

It is a Tuesday.
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​Chapter Two — The Word She Wrote Down
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The referral batch from the Northern Sector is forty-three files long and Wren has been through it twice already by the time she finds the one that doesn't fit.

She works the way she does everything: from the beginning, in order, with the specific methodical attention of someone who has learned the hard way that speed is not the same as efficiency, and that the difference between them is usually found in file forty-three. She reads each referral for completeness — correct form number, correct classification code, supporting documentation attached, reviewing officer's credentials current — and she marks the deficiencies in her own notation, not the Ministry's standard checklist, because the Ministry's standard checklist has three categories and she has found that most deficiencies fall into a fourth.

The fourth category is: something is not right here and I cannot yet say what.

She does not mark the forty-first file. She sets it to the side of her desk and moves through forty-two and forty-three, and then she goes back.

The referral is technically complete. She has checked it against every item on the standard checklist and the Ministry's supplementary review guidelines and her own notation system and it passes all of them. The classification code is correct. The supporting documentation is present. The reviewing officer's credentials are current and the signature matches the file on record.

She reads it again.

The problem is not in the file. The problem is in the gap between this file and the one that came before it in the batch — a three-week gap in the timeline that suggests a delay at some point in the processing chain, and a delay that long, in this type of referral, usually indicates a secondary review that isn't reflected in the documentation. Which either means the secondary review didn't happen, or it happened and wasn't recorded, and neither of those explanations is satisfying.

She marks it. Not as flagged — as pending her own review. There is a difference.

She has been in this building for one week. She came from a three-year posting in the Compliance division of the Eastern Sector, which was, in the Ministry's assessment of her career trajectory, excellent preparation for this transfer. The Eastern Sector referral volume was comparable to the Ministry's central operations. She had managed a team of four. She had a record for catch rate — the percentage of deficient referrals identified before they progressed to processing — that she is told was exceptional.

She does not disagree. She is good at finding what doesn't fit.

This is not always a comfortable quality. She has been good at it for long enough to understand that finding what doesn't fit and knowing what to do with it are different skills, and that the second is harder, and that she is still working on it.

She files the forty-first referral under pending review. She opens the second batch.

At half past ten, Odette Fain appears in her doorway.

Wren has catalogued Odette already — has catalogued everyone in the building she shares a floor with, which is not surveillance, it is simply the habit of attention she has maintained since approximately month two of her first compliance posting, when she understood that the people around her were information she could not afford to discard. Odette is thirty-two, warm in the specific way that is also strategic, funny in the way that uses humor as a delivery mechanism for things that are true and better said sideways. She has been Lena Vasquez's closest professional contact for four years and she has chosen, with evident deliberation, not to know certain things about that friendship.

Wren noticed this the first time she saw them in the same corridor. She has been watching since.

"Settling in?" Odette says. She leans against the doorframe with the ease of someone who has done this in every doorway on this floor and expects to be welcome in each of them.

"Yes," Wren says. "Thank you."

"The filing system in Compliance is its own archaeology project. If you need a guide to the third-floor archives, Lena — that's Vasquez, Data Integrity — she knows them better than anyone. She'll tell you she's too busy and then show you anyway."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Odette studies her for a moment with the bright, open expression of a woman who is also doing something else entirely. Then she says, apparently as an afterthought: "Do you find the work interesting? The classification side of things?"

It is not a casual question, though it is delivered as one. Wren processes it before she answers.

"I find the system interesting," she says. "The classification architecture. What it's optimizing for."

"And what is it optimizing for?" Odette sounds genuinely curious. She may be.

"Legibility." Wren keeps her voice even. "It's not optimizing for happiness. It never was. It's optimizing for legibility — for results that the processing system can categorize and manage without edge cases."

Odette is quiet for a moment. Then she says: "Hm."

"It's not a criticism," Wren says. "It's an observation."

"I know." Odette's smile shifts slightly — not wider, but different, the way an expression changes when someone decides to mean it. "I just don't usually hear people say it directly."

She leaves. Wren watches her go with the attention she applies to things she hasn't finished processing yet.

She returns to the second batch. She clears six files. She closes the deficiency notation and opens a blank document and types the word at the top:

LEGIBILITY.

She sits with it.

The Ministry can only manage what it can name. She understood this three years ago in the way you understand things abstractly — as a structural observation, as a fact about institutional architecture — and then she began to understand it differently, in the way you understand things when you are looking directly at someone and understanding, for the first time, what it costs them not to fit the category.

She did not start looking until year two. Year one she was efficient and thorough and exactly what the Ministry's compliance process required, which is to say she was good at her job in the specific sense of: the paperwork was correct and the referrals were complete and she did not think about what happened after they left her desk because that was not, technically, part of her job.

Year two she started looking.

Year three she filed the transfer request.

She stares at the word on the screen. She thinks about the match result she received on a Tuesday that was not identical to this Tuesday but that she has been thinking about, intermittently, for eighteen months — the percentage, the name beside hers, the specific quality of the silence in her office at the Eastern Sector when she understood what she was looking at.

97.3.

She had not buried it. She had carried it home, and she had sat with it for four months, and she had drafted the transfer request seventeen times before she submitted it, because she is someone who checks her work.

She saves the document. She closes it.

She pulls the forty-first file back out from the pending stack and reads it once more, looking for the thing she knows is in it, finding it in the third paragraph: a secondary review did occur. It isn't recorded in the documentation because the reviewing officer marked it in a notation code she wasn't using in week one — she was still learning the building's notation conventions — but it's there, compressed into a single classification stamp that she now knows how to read.

She marks the file complete. She moves it back into the batch.

She is very good at her job.

She knows, now, that the word on the screen is the spine of something. She does not know yet that she is living inside the novel it belongs to. She only knows that she came to this building for a reason, and that the reason is in an office two corridors down, and that she is someone who, once she has run every scenario, acts.

She closes the notation file. She opens the third batch.

It is a Tuesday. She arrived early.

She intended to.
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​Chapter Three — The Trade He Made
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Tomás makes the same lunch every Sunday: roasted vegetables with rice, a protein that rotates between chicken and fish in a pattern Lena has never been able to predict, and a bread he bakes himself from a recipe that belonged to their grandmother and that he has, over twelve years of marriage to Marco, refined to something that is genuinely excellent. The apartment smells like it before she reaches the third floor. The smell is the same every time she visits, which is every Sunday that she is in the city, which is most of them.

She is thirty-six minutes early because the transit ran fast and she chose not to wait.

"You're early," Tomás says, opening the door. He is thirty-five and two inches taller than her and has, over the six years she has worked at the Ministry, developed the protective instincts of someone who senses that his younger sister's life contains rooms he doesn't have access to and has decided that the correct response to this is to feed her.

"The transit was fast," she says.

"Come in. Marco's at his sister's, so it's just us." He takes her jacket. He is already assessing her: the circles under her eyes, the tension in her jaw, whether she's eaten today in a way that counts. She lets him assess. He will reach the wrong conclusions, which is the correct outcome.

The kitchen is warm. She sits at the counter and he gives her tea without asking, which is correct, and she wraps her hands around the cup and watches him finish the vegetables.

"How's the week?" he asks.

"Fine. There was a new transfer placement in the building."

"New colleague?"

"Compliance." She drinks the tea. "Seems competent."

"That's a ringing endorsement from you," Tomás says. He is smiling. He smiles easily, always has — it is one of the things she loves about him and one of the things that makes Sunday afternoons cost her something she can't name precisely, only feel, a low-grade withdrawal from a resource she has been spending for years. "You should make more friends in the building. Odette's not enough of a social life."

"Odette is plenty of a social life."

"Odette is a conspiracy," he says, not unkindly. "She knows everything about everyone and she never says what she knows. You're the same, by the way. You've always done that. Even when you were fourteen."

"I was fourteen," Lena says. "That's just what fourteen is."

"You were fourteen and you already had a face like a closed file." He transfers the vegetables to a serving dish and sets it on the table. "Come sit. Tell me something real."

This is the game they play. She moves from the counter to the table, sits across from him in the same chair she always uses, and she tells him something that is true — she is careful to make it true, because Tomás is not stupid and has known her for twenty-nine years — and she calibrates how much of the truth to include.

"I've been thinking about the quarterly parameters at work," she says. "There's an efficiency gap that hasn't been flagged yet. I'm deciding whether to document it or just fix it."

Tomás serves both their plates. "Why wouldn't you document it?"

"Documentation creates a paper trail. A paper trail creates accountability. Sometimes accountability for a gap is less useful than just correcting the gap and moving on."

He considers this. "And which do you usually do?"

"Depends on whose gap it is."

He laughs — warm, a little too loud, the laugh she has loved since she was six and he was twelve and the world was smaller and more manageable. "That's terrifyingly pragmatic of you."

"It's pragmatic. Not terrifyingly so."

"Same thing." He picks up his fork. For a moment he looks at her directly in the way he does when he is going to say something he has been holding since she arrived. "Are you sleeping?"

"Yes."

"Are you eating?"

"I'm eating right now."

"Lena."

"Yes," she says. "I'm eating. I'm sleeping. The job is fine."

"The Ministry did that compatibility re-assessment offer last month. For employees who haven't updated their partnership status in two or more years." He says it gently, which is the same as saying it at all. "Did you get the notice?"

She did. It arrived on a Thursday, printed on the Ministry's standard cream-colored form stock, offering her the opportunity to voluntarily submit to a current algorithmic assessment and have her status updated to reflect any new compatibility indicators. She had read it, which was automatic, and then she had put it in the recycling, which was a decision.

"I saw it," she says.

"Are you going to —"

"Not right now." She says it in the tone that closes the subject and that they have both understood since she was fourteen. "The vegetables are good."

"Grandmother's seasoning." He lets the other thing go, because he loves her and because he knows the tone, and because one of the things she loves about Tomás is that he chooses not to push further even when she can see him wanting to. "I added something. I don't know if she'd approve."

"She'd approve if it tasted good."

"It tastes good," he says, with the confidence of someone who has spent twelve years perfecting a recipe.

They eat. He tells her about Marco's sister's new apartment, about the infrastructure project he's managing in the Southern District, about the neighbor upstairs who has started learning an instrument with more ambition than ability. She listens and asks questions and laughs in the right places, and she is, in this kitchen, in this Sunday afternoon, almost entirely present — which is, she knows, one of the things she will lose if the plan fails. Not the plan abstractly. This kitchen. His laugh. The smell of bread and roasted vegetables. The specific Sunday afternoon quality of his company.

She has thought about this before. She thinks about it in the way she thinks about most things that frighten her: methodically, at a remove, until she has examined it from enough angles that the fear becomes structural and therefore manageable. What she would lose. Who would know. What his face would do, if he knew — not about Wren, specifically, though she thinks about that too — but simply about who she is. The part she has kept in the walled partition of herself, correctly filed, no audit scripts reaching it.

What would his face do.

She thinks: he would want to fix it. He would think there was something to fix, because Tomás lives in a world where the system's offer is real and good and available, and he knows her well enough to be worried about her for exactly the wrong reasons. He would be afraid for her. He would also, she knows, be afraid of her, in the particular way of someone who suddenly understands that the person they love has been keeping a door closed for years and they had no idea the door was there.

She decides, as she decides every Sunday, that he will not know. She has decided this enough times that it has become less a decision and more a fact she maintains by repetition, the way you maintain anything — carefully, with daily attention, a few seconds at a time.

It is a form of love. She almost believes it.

On the drive home she turns on the radio and turns it off again after one song. The city is grey and specific in the late Sunday afternoon light — transit stops and shopfronts and the particular geometry of rooftops she has seen every week for three years without memorizing. She knows this drive the way she knows a lot of things: efficiently, without attachment.

She thinks about Tomás's face when he told her the re-assessment offer had come.

She thinks about the trade he made — the household, the sanctioned partnership, the Saturday mornings, the twelve years of grandmother's bread made by someone he loves in a kitchen that smells right. She is not permitted to call it a lesser trade. She has tried. She cannot make the accounting work in a way that lets her call it lesser, which is the thing that makes Sunday afternoons cost her something. Not because she wants what he has. But because she knows — she has always known — that the trade was real, that the Ministry's offer was genuine, that the life on the other side of compliance is not a cage but a room with warm light and bread in it, and choosing something else costs exactly that, and she has chosen, and she is still choosing, and it is not a small thing to choose.

She pulls into the parking structure below her building.

She sits in the car for four minutes.

She goes upstairs.

She makes tea she does not drink and stands at the window and looks at the city going dark, building by building, and thinks about Wren Reyes two corridors down from her office. The specific, quiet precision of her. The way she had nodded at the answer she received about the printer — information received and processed, no performance of courtesy — and continued on her way. The fact that she is here, in this building, and that Lena has been noticing this for a week with the patient, walled-off attention she applies to things she is not permitted to think about directly.

She goes to bed.

She does not think about the number 97.3.

She calls Tomás on Sundays. That part, at least, she has never had to give up.
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​Chapter Four — What She Doesn't Flag
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The sweep covers fourteen months of compliance referrals from three sub-sectors of the Central District, which is a large enough dataset to be genuinely interesting and specific enough to require the kind of sustained attention that Wren considers, privately, a form of professional satisfaction. She has had the review order on her desk for three days. She clears everything else first — smaller tasks, active cases, two memos she owes the data integrity office by end of week — and then, on Wednesday morning, she closes her office door and begins.

Her team consists of four people. She has worked with none of them before. She has spent the past week and a half observing how they work: Dara, who is efficient but inclined to triage by volume rather than weight; Henrik, who is slow and extremely thorough; Mira, who is fast, intelligent, and slightly too confident in her methodology; Priya, who is new and pays close attention to what Wren does, which Wren considers an asset and a responsibility simultaneously.

She assigns them sectors. She does not explain the assignment logic, but it is not arbitrary: she has put the hardest material in Dara's section because Dara's volume instinct will serve her there — more deficiencies to catch means more opportunities to build the habit — and put Henrik on the outlier cases because his slowness is precisely what those require.

She takes the unsealed legacy files herself.

The legacy files are the ones that fall outside the current classification schema — referrals that were processed under the previous system guidelines before the 2031 update, which means they have a different flagging structure, a different notation convention, and a different set of criteria for what counts as complete documentation. Most compliance officers skip them or run them through the automated cross-reference system and accept whatever that produces. Wren does not. The automated system was built on the current schema and cannot read the legacy notation accurately. She tested this in her first week by running a sample legacy file through it and comparing the output to a manual review.

The automated output missed three deficiencies.

She pulls the first legacy file and begins.

An hour in, she finds the discrepancy.

It is small. A classification code that does not match the referral type — not egregiously, not in a way that would surface in a standard audit, but in a way that suggests either a manual override at some point in the processing chain or a data entry error that compounded across multiple files. She traces it back through the batch: eight files, all from the same processing window, all showing the same minor displacement in their classification structure.

She reads them.

The discrepancy is not, on its face, meaningful. The referrals are complete. The processing outcomes appear correct. The classification displacement is likely an artifact of the 2031 schema update — a batch that was halfway through processing when the update rolled out, which would create exactly this kind of systematic minor shift in the codes.

She




































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





