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  To the players who broke the sequence.

To everyone who reached the “End Screen” only to realize it was just the prologue for a much larger map. This book is for the survivors who looked at a rigged System and decided to rewrite the source code.
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The morning check took forty seconds.

He had timed it once, early in the first month after Vault Null, when the checking had still felt like a significant act rather than a habitual one, and the forty seconds had been useful information. Forty seconds to bring the overlay to minimal engagement, extend it in the direction the routing channel pointed, read the anchor’s passive collection reading at its current distance from the Margin, and disengage the overlay before the drain on his Integrity registered as anything measurable. Forty seconds of four-tenths of a percent cost, which over two hundred and forty mornings accumulated to a number he had chosen not to calculate precisely because the calculation was not useful and the habit was.

This morning the anchor was at 38.2%.

He disengaged the overlay and sat for a moment on the edge of the low bed in the room above Drevha’s stall that had been his address for seven months and looked at the number in his peripheral awareness the way he used to look at a patient’s overnight chart before rounds. The number had changed since yesterday. It had been at 38.1% yesterday morning. The passive collection increment was not consistent day to day, varying with transfer event activity in the System’s broader operation, but the trend line across two hundred and forty mornings was upward and continuous and the math had not changed.

Zero point four percent per month, average.

Eight years to threshold.

He ran the calculation anyway, because running it was the check and the check was the habit and the habit was a form of honesty about where he was and what he was managing. He had learned in the first two weeks after Vault Null that not running the calculation did not make the number different, it only made him less accurate about what the number was doing, and inaccuracy in monitoring was how things progressed past the point where intervention was still available.

He ran it. The result was the same. He filed it. He got up.

The room was small and functional, which he had chosen deliberately from the available options because small and functional was the environmental equivalent of his working mental state and he had found, in the eight months since, that the environment reinforcing the mental state was more useful than an environment that implied a different one. A narrow bed, a table with a surface large enough for the work, a shelf with the materials the work required, a window facing east over the Margin’s middle district rooflines. The window’s light was the Margin’s sourceless grey-light, unchanged from the Bleed’s grey-light in quality but different in weight, the Margin’s light carrying the ambient warmth of inhabited space that the Bleed’s light did not.

He had not stopped noticing the difference. He expected he would not stop noticing it.

He dressed in the practical layered clothing of someone who spent their days in the Margin’s functional chaos and had learned what that environment required from clothing, which was primarily durability and secondarily the ability to move quickly if movement was required. He had added a fourth layer for winter, which had arrived in the Margin two months ago and was not the brutal cold of anything he could have named from prior experience but was cold enough to matter when you were spending significant time outdoors.

He checked his Integrity notification as a separate act from the anchor check, the same way he took his own pulse as a separate act from reading a patient’s chart. Not because the information was not connected but because the disciplines were separate and he had found that keeping them separate kept each one honest.

INTEGRITY: 67%

Sixty-seven percent, which was where it had been yesterday and where it had been the day before, the rebuild having reached a plateau in the sixty-five to sixty-eight range that Vaethen, the first person he had met who had a framework for Gravewarden class behaviour over extended periods, had told him was normal. The rebuild was not linear. It moved in increments and then held at a level while the class architecture consolidated what it had rebuilt before moving to the next increment. He had been in the current consolidation phase for six weeks. He was not impatient with it. Impatience with recovery was the thing he had spent years telling patients’ families not to feel, and he was not going to be hypocritical about it now that the recovery was his own.

He went downstairs.

Drevha’s stall was already open, which it always was by the time he came down, because Drevha had been operating since before dawn on most days for the six years that the Margin had been her practice location and the habit was older than his tenancy in her spare room. The stall’s canvas walls were up on the south side for the winter and down on the north, the specific configuration that Drevha had worked out across several winters as the balance between adequate ventilation and adequate warmth for a space that required both. The instrument tray was laid out in the order she used, which he had mapped in his first week and had not touched since because her order was her order and his order would have been different and the stall was her stall.

She looked up when he came through.

“Northern quarter sent two,” she said. She was applying a dressing to the forearm of a man in his middle years who was looking at the ceiling with the expression of someone managing discomfort by not looking at the source of it. “One of them is yours. The other one I can handle.”

He moved to the second patient, a woman in her sixties with her left hand wrapped in a cloth that had been applied by someone who knew the principle of pressure without knowing the anatomy. He unwrapped it carefully, assessed the laceration underneath, assessed the hand’s structural integrity, and began the cleaning sequence that the wound required before anything else.

“Did they come together,” he said.

“No. Same street, different incidents. The Margin’s having one of its weeks.”

He had learned what one of its weeks meant from the pattern of the patients who arrived at the stall, which had a rhythm he had been reading for seven months. The Margin’s social organisation was informal in its structure and formal in its tensions, the formal tensions producing periodic elevations in the rate of injuries that were adjacent to interpersonal conflict without being precisely describable as such. One of its weeks was Drevha’s shorthand for a period when the formal tensions had elevated and the injury rate had increased accordingly.

He worked through the hand laceration with the efficiency of someone who had been doing wound closure for eleven years and had spent the last seven months doing it in conditions that were more variable than the OR and had updated his technique accordingly. The woman watched him work with the specific attention of someone who was deciding whether to trust the hands that were handling their injury. He let her watch. He had found that permitting the watching reduced patient anxiety more effectively than any verbal reassurance, because the hands either demonstrated competence or they did not and words were not a substitute for the demonstration.

“Will it close clean,” the woman said.

“Yes,” he said. “The tendon involvement is superficial. Full function in three to four weeks with appropriate care.”

She looked at his hands and then at her own and made the assessment that patients made when they received good news they had not expected to receive.

After the hand laceration and the second patient from the northern quarter, who had a straightforward blunt trauma presentation that required monitoring rather than intervention, there was a gap in the morning’s traffic. There were gaps most mornings, the Margin’s patient flow following the patterns of when people were willing to wait for care versus when the urgency overrode the waiting, and he had learned to use the gaps for the work that the non-gap time did not allow.

He sat at the table in the back section of the stall, where Drevha kept the records she maintained in the careful notation of someone who had developed her own documentation system in the absence of an institutional one, and he opened the notebook he had started in the third week after Vault Null and had been filling since.

The notebook was not a journal. He did not keep a journal, because journals required a relationship with the self-reflective mode that was not his natural register. The notebook was a working document. It contained the Gravewarden class’s behavioural data as he had been observing it across eight months of sustained operation at various Integrity levels, the overlay’s range and resolution at each level, the passive drain rates in different terrain types, the cost of specific skill applications, the rebuild rate’s progression and the consolidation phases and the increment pattern. It contained the anchor’s collection data, morning by morning, with the trend calculations appended to each week’s entries. It contained the secondary observations, things the class had done that he had not expected and that he was building a framework for understanding.

He was building the equivalent of a clinical understanding of his own condition.

The condition was unusual in that it had no prior literature he could access in any standard form, the Concordance’s sealed index containing the prior Gravewardens’ intake and resolution timestamps but none of the operational data from between those two points, and Vaethen’s knowledge of the class was theoretical rather than experiential, the knowledge of a person who had studied a class she did not hold. He was the literature. He was writing it by living it and observing the living carefully enough to produce something that the eighth Gravewarden’s successors, if there were successors and if the situation produced them, would have available as a reference.

This was the thing he had found to do with the time that was not defined by a threat.

Not the only thing. But the central one.

He wrote the morning’s anchor reading in the notebook. 38.2%. Increment from yesterday: 0.1%. Weekly increment at current rate: 0.7%. Monthly projection: 2.8%, which was below the 4% average but within the normal variation range he had established. He appended the calculation to the week’s column and closed the notebook.

He looked out the stall’s north-facing opening at the Margin’s morning activity.

Eight months.

He had been here eight months, which was a long time by the standard of the people in the Margin who moved frequently and a short time by the standard of Drevha, who had been in the same stall for six years, and he occupied a position somewhere between those two reference points that he had not yet fully resolved into a category. He was not temporary. He was not permanent. He was present, which was a category he was finding increasingly adequate for the current purpose.

The routine had built itself out of the decisions he had made in the first two weeks after Vault Null, when sixty-seven percent had been twenty-three percent and the decisions available to him had been limited by the resource constraints of recovery. He had stayed close to Drevha’s stall because proximity to medical supplies and a competent secondary practitioner was the correct decision at twenty-three percent. He had taken the room upstairs because it was available and adequate and the decision to move to a different location would have required energy he was correctly spending on the rebuild. He had begun treating patients alongside Drevha because patients were available and his hands were functional and doing nothing with functional hands when patients were present was not a mode he could sustain.

The routine had persisted because the routine was correct and because he had not yet found a reason to change it and because the morning checks and the notebook and the hands doing their work in the stall were a framework that was holding him in a useful relationship with his own situation.

He had told Sevryn this, approximately, in a conversation two months after Vault Null. Sevryn had been running his first reinstated expedition and had come back to the Margin for three days between route planning sessions and had found Kael in the stall doing wound closure and had watched for a while with the easy expression and the calculation running underneath it.

Afterward, over the not-tea that Drevha produced in the evening when the stall’s traffic reduced, Sevryn had said: “You look like you’re waiting.”

“I am waiting,” Kael had said. “I’m also working. The two are not mutually exclusive.”

“What are you waiting for.”

He had thought about this. “I don’t know yet. Something the anchor will tell me. Something the class will do at a higher Integrity level that it can’t do yet. Something the situation will produce.” He had paused. “I’ve spent my career treating waiting as a failure mode. I’m trying to determine if it’s also a clinical posture.”

Sevryn had drunk his not-tea and said: “How’s that going.”

“The data is accumulating,” Kael had said. “I’ll let you know.”

The morning moved through its middle section. Three more patients, two of them straightforward and one of them requiring the overlay for a diagnostic confirmation that physical examination could not provide alone, the overlay reading the subsurface tissue involvement with the 67% accuracy of its current resolution and giving him the information the presentation needed. He noted the cost in the notebook’s running record. Zero point three percent for a thirty-second active engagement. He had established the cost curve at this Integrity level across seven months of consistent practice and the curve was reliable enough to plan from.

He was filing the notation when Drevha said, from the stall’s entrance: “Someone for you specifically. She said your name.”

He looked up.

The woman at the entrance was not from the Margin.

He categorised this in the first second of observation, the way he categorised every new patient presentation, systematically and from the available data. Her clothing was the practical layered kind but the practicality was institutional rather than the Margin’s functional pragmatism, the specific quality of clothing chosen by someone who needed to operate in variable environments but whose baseline context was a governed and maintained one. Her class notification was visible and mid-tier, nothing unusual in the designation, the kind of class that a mid-level institutional employee would develop through standard Concordance-certified progression.

She was not sick.

He registered this second. Her presentation carried none of the indicators, physiological or behavioural, of someone who had come to a medic for medical reasons. She was moving with the purposeful care of someone completing a specific task rather than the variable care of someone managing discomfort or anxiety about an injury.

She sat down at the patient position with the specific quality of someone who had been told to sit there and was sitting there as an operational choice rather than a response to a need.

She placed a document on the surface between them.

He looked at it. Looked at her. He did not touch the document yet.

“The Concordance’s audit division,” she said. Her voice was level and practiced in the way of someone who delivered information as a professional function and had learned to do it without performing it. “Warden-General Ozrath has a question about Vault Null that he cannot answer without your direct input.” She paused, a specific pause, not a conversational pause but the pause of someone moving from the first prepared statement to the second. “There is also a second matter.”

He waited.

“Three days ago,” she said, “the System registered a new isekai transfer event. The arrival point was the outer Bleed, southeastern sector, approximately eleven kilometres from the Margin boundary.”

He kept his expression where it was. He was aware of the anchor’s 38.2% at the edge of his right eye and he was aware that the passive collection rate’s morning increment had been 0.1% rather than the average, which was not alarming on its own, and he was aware that a new transfer event three days ago would have fed the anchor a passive collection increment at the moment of the transfer, and he was aware that he had not registered a notable increment three days ago because he had not yet identified the transfer event as a discrete input rather than ambient variation.

He ran the calculation backward. Three days ago the anchor had been at 37.9%. Yesterday it had been at 38.1%. This morning it was at 38.2%. The increment pattern over the last three days was higher than the preceding week’s average by approximately 0.15%, which was consistent with a discrete passive collection input from a transfer event.

He should have caught this three days ago.

He noted the gap in his monitoring methodology and filed it for the notebook.

“The System assigned the new arrival a class,” the woman said. “The assignment has been confirmed by the System’s standard intake log. The class is not in the Concordance’s current index or the historical index.” She paused. “The designation has never been assigned before. The notation format is different from the standard class nomenclature.”

“What is the designation,” he said.

She looked at the document on the surface between them. He had not touched it. She said the designation in the same level tone she had used for everything else, the practiced delivery of someone who understood that the words they were saying were significant and had decided that the correct response to that significance was not to perform it.

“CARTOGRAPHER OF UNMAPPED SYSTEMS,” she said.

He looked at her.

He looked at the document.

He thought about the anchor at 38.2% and the passive collection increment and the seven prior Gravewardens in the secondary anchor below the western Bleed’s structure, watching from their holding state, and the routing channel that had pointed him toward Vault Null from the moment he arrived, and the second notification that had said the accounting continues.

He thought about the Concordance’s audit division and Ozrath’s question about Vault Null that could not be answered without him, and the specific timing of that question arriving on the same morning as the information about the new transfer.

Not coincidental timing.

Sequenced timing.

He recognised the sequencing as familiar. Not Ozrath’s sequencing, though Ozrath was capable of it. The information had been packaged for delivery by someone who understood that the two pieces belonged together and should arrive together for the recipient to build the correct initial framework.

He looked at the woman across the surface from him with the institutional clothing and the mid-tier class notification and the practiced level delivery.

“How long have you known about the transfer,” he said.

“The System’s intake log registered it at the moment of the class assignment,” she said. “Three days ago. The audit division identified it as significant within the same day.” She paused. “The audit division has been monitoring for transfer events since the anchor’s passive collection pattern changed six months after Vault Null. The monitoring was Warden-General Ozrath’s instruction.”

He had not known Ozrath was monitoring for transfer events.

He noted this as information that should have been shared with him and had not been shared, and he noted his own monitoring gap that had failed to detect the same event from his end, and he noted that both of these gaps pointed to the same conclusion: the monitoring methodology for the post-Vault Null situation needed to be significantly more comprehensive than what either of them had been doing independently.

He looked at the document on the surface between them. He picked it up.

It was a single page. The audit division’s notation in the Concordance’s formal style at the top, the classification notation and the date and the reference number. Below that, the transfer event’s coordinates, the class designation in full, and three lines of additional information that the System’s intake log had produced alongside the standard class assignment record.

The first additional line was a routing channel notation, identical in format to the routing channel his own intake log had registered at his transfer: MERIDIAN ROUTING: ACTIVE. DIRECTION: PRIMARY ANCHOR.

The new arrival was feeding the anchor the same way he was.

The second additional line was a skill registration, one skill only, registered at the moment of class assignment rather than the moment of first use, which was different from how his own skills had registered. The skill was listed in the old System notation rather than the standard interface format. He could read it. He had been able to read the old System notation since Vault Null’s diagnostic had given him access to the anchor’s historical language set.

He read it twice to be certain.

The translation was approximate because the old notation’s precision did not map cleanly to the standard interface’s vocabulary, but the approximate translation was: the ability to see what the System cannot map from outside.

He set the document down.

The third additional line was a location update, a System-generated notation showing the new arrival’s current position relative to the Margin boundary. The notation was three days old and had not been updated, which meant either the audit division’s monitoring had lost track of the arrival’s position or the arrival’s position had not been registered by the System since the initial intake log.

Someone was in the outer Bleed’s southeastern sector and had been there for three days without appearing in the System’s standard position monitoring.

Which meant either the new arrival had found a way to suppress their own System signatures, which required a level of class sophistication that was unlikely in a person three days after assignment, or the Cartographer of Unmapped Systems class did something to the surrounding System architecture that disrupted standard position monitoring as a side effect.

He looked at the woman from the audit division.

“How many people know about this transfer,” he said.

“The audit division,” she said. “Warden-General Ozrath. Myself, as the delivery agent.” She paused. “No one in the Concordance’s general enforcement apparatus. The Warden-General was specific about limiting the information distribution.”

He understood why Ozrath had been specific about that. A new transfer with an unknown class designation and a routing channel pointing at the primary anchor was information that the Concordance’s enforcement apparatus would have responded to with the mechanisms it had for managing anomalous System events, which included protocols that had not been updated since before Vault Null and that were therefore not calibrated for the current situation.

He was already calculating the route to the southeastern sector.

The outer Bleed’s southeastern boundary had been retreating for eight months at the consistent rate that the post-Vault Null fracture stabilisation had produced. Eight months of retreat had moved the boundary approximately twelve hundred metres inward from its prior position. The southeastern sector was still Bleed, still corrupted, still not survivable for an unclassed person with sustained exposure. It was not as deep Bleed as it had been. But three days in the southeastern sector for a newly arrived person with a class three days old and zero prior experience of the Bleed’s terrain was not a survivable scenario without specific class protection.

His overlay would tell him if the new arrival was still alive before he reached them.

He picked up the document again and looked at the coordinates.

He looked at the woman from the audit division.

“We think the anchor requested this one too,” she said.

She had not said this yet. She said it now, with the same level delivery as everything else, and it arrived in the same register as everything else she had said except that it landed with the specific weight of a conclusion that the prior information had been building toward and that she had been waiting to deliver until the prior information had been received.

He sat with the weight for three seconds.

He thought about the seven prior Gravewardens in the secondary anchor, watching. He thought about the notification’s language, the accounting continues. He thought about the class called Cartographer of Unmapped Systems assigned at the moment of transfer to someone currently in the southeastern Bleed, and the skill registered in the old notation that translated approximately as the ability to see what the System cannot map from outside.

His Gravewarden class read decay in biological and System-adjacent material. The diagnostic overlay that painted everything in damage mapping and structural read.

A class that saw what the System could not map from outside would read a different layer of the same architecture.

Complementary. Precisely complementary, in the way that had been too precise to be accidental when he and Eriven had worked together in the structure below the western Bleed, and he had not met Eriven yet, and he was already reading the complementarity in the class designations before he had met her, and the reading was reliable because the precision was already visible in the design.

He stood up.

“Tell Ozrath I will come to the audit division,” he said. “After.” He picked up the practical travel pack that he kept at the stall’s back wall with the same automatic maintenance of a person who had learned not to be caught without it. “The audit’s question will need to wait until I have found the new arrival.”

The woman from the audit division did not look surprised by this response. She looked like someone who had anticipated it and had not been instructed to prevent it.

He looked at Drevha, who had been treating a patient in the stall’s far section and had been present for everything and had the expression of a person who had been present for the entirety of the last eight months and was therefore not surprised by the direction this morning had taken.

“The hand laceration’s follow-up is in four days,” he said. “Full tendon assessment.”

“I know,” she said. “Go.”

He checked the anchor one more time.

38.2%.

He ran the calculation, briefly, the familiar forty seconds of mathematics arriving at the familiar result. Eight years to threshold. The new transfer had not changed the timeline substantially. But the timeline was not the point of the calculation this morning.

The point was that the anchor had requested a new arrival.

And the new arrival had a class designed to see what he could not see.

And the accounting was continuing.

He went.
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The southeastern Bleed’s boundary had retreated far enough that the terrain immediately inside it was the specific grey-brown of corrupted soil in recovery, the ash-grey fading toward brown by increments that the overlay read as lattice stabilisation in progress.

He had been watching this gradient for eight months from the Margin’s eastern edge. Seeing it from inside was different from seeing it from outside, the way most things were different from inside, the gradient not a line on a map but a quality of the ground beneath his feet and the air against his face, the ozone thinner than the deep Bleed and thicker than the Margin, a middle register that his body had learned to read as the specific condition of a place in transition.

He moved at a pace that was faster than his standard Bleed transit pace because the terrain here did not require the same degree of overlay monitoring that the deep Bleed had required. The lattice damage in the southeastern boundary zone was present but superficial, the active corruption having retreated from this area two months ago, and the passive drain on his Integrity at this depth was measurable but low. He was not managing a resource in freefall. He was managing a resource with a known steady depletion rate in a known terrain type, and the calculation was comfortable in the way that comfortable calculations were, not pleasant, simply not requiring additional attention.

He extended the overlay at medium engagement to read for biological signatures.

The southeastern sector had creature activity at reduced density compared to its pre-stabilisation state, the same pattern as the other recovering sectors. Creatures whose class echoes had been bonded in deep corruption zones did not immediately relocate when the corruption retreated. They persisted in the former corruption zones at reduced activity until the stabilising terrain became incompatible with their integration requirements, at which point they moved toward deeper Bleed or, more rarely, degraded. The degradation was not violent. It was the slow unwinding of a biological architecture that had been maintained by an energy source that was no longer present, the class echo dissipating and the creature returning, imperfectly, to whatever baseline biology it had started with.

He was not thinking about creature ecology this morning.

He was thinking about the coordinates from the audit division’s document and the three-day window since the transfer and the southeastern sector’s current conditions and whether three days in those conditions for someone with a new class and no experience was a survivable interval.

The answer was: possibly. The current southeastern sector was significantly less lethal than the outer Bleed had been when he arrived. It was not safe. Safe was not a category the Bleed produced at any stage of recovery. But the passive corruption exposure in this area would not reach a biologically critical level in three days for someone whose class included any form of System buffer. The question was whether the Cartographer class included a corruption buffer or whether its protection was of a different type.

He did not know enough about the Cartographer class to answer this.

He moved.

His contacts in the Margin had given him the direction before the coordinates had. The southeastern sector’s boundary was close enough to the Margin’s edge that the Margin’s outer population had eyes on it, the informal surveillance network of people who lived adjacent to the Bleed and monitored it with the practical attention of people whose safety depended on knowing what the Bleed was doing. He had spent eight months building relationships in that outer population through the stall’s patient traffic and through Drevha’s longer-established network, and those relationships had produced a direction within twenty minutes of his asking.

Someone had been seen in the southeastern sector two days ago. Moving south along the retreating boundary line. Not wandering. Moving with the directional consistency of someone who had a destination or believed they did.

He had the direction and the coordinates and the two-day-old sighting and he moved.

The first sign was the overlay, which picked up a biological signature at approximately four hundred metres range, which was the overlay’s current detection range at medium engagement with 67% Integrity. The signature was human in its energy profile, the System energy distribution of a person with an assigned class, dense enough to be a recent assignment and configured differently from any class profile he had in his reference set.

Alive. That was the primary information. The signature was active and its energy distribution was stable.

He adjusted his approach angle and moved toward it.

The second sign was the terrain.

He caught it at approximately two hundred metres, the overlay reading it before his eyes did: the ground around the signature’s position was showing a System energy pattern he did not have a category for. Not lattice energy and not corruption and not the passive decay of retreating Bleed activity. A structured pattern, the kind that the overlay associated with intentional System operation rather than ambient System presence, organised in a radius around the signature’s position.

The Cartographer class was doing something to the surrounding terrain.

He slowed his pace and extended the overlay to full medium engagement and read the pattern more carefully. The structure of it was architectural rather than biological, the overlay processing it in the same category as the lattice’s node connections and the anchor’s collection architecture, System infrastructure rather than System energy in tissue. The pattern was approximately thirty metres in radius around the signature’s position and it was not static. It was updating, the pattern’s details changing in the way that a map updates when new information is added to it.

He stopped.

He was at eighty metres. He could see the position now with his eyes as well as the overlay, a low crack formation in the grey-brown soil and beside it a person sitting with their back against the formation’s base, knees drawn up, wearing clothing that had been practical three days ago and was now practical with significant additional wear, the specific additional wear of clothing that had served as shelter and tool and terrain interface for three days without access to alternatives.

The person was looking at him.

They had been looking at him since he stopped, possibly since before he stopped. He had not registered the looking at eighty metres because he had been reading the overlay’s terrain pattern. The person’s attention had been on him before he registered it, which was not the attentional profile of someone in distress and disorientation. It was the attentional profile of someone who had been monitoring their environment for three days and had already incorporated him into their threat assessment before he had finished forming his own.

He took two more steps and stopped again.

“I’m not from the Concordance,” he said. He kept his voice at the volume that carried the thirty metres without requiring projection. “My name is Kael. I was told three days ago.”

The person did not move from their position against the crack formation. They looked at him with the assessment that he was receiving as active and ongoing and that had the specific quality of someone who had been alone in a hostile environment for three days and had developed a functional suspicion of everything that was not already categorised.

“You were told about me,” the person said. Not a question. A statement checking comprehension, confirming whether the telling had been bidirectional or unidirectional.

“The audit division told me about the transfer event,” he said. “The coordinates. The class designation.” He paused. “I was not told your name.”

A pause. “Eriven Narath,” she said. “According to whatever the System did when I got here.” Another pause, with an edge in it that was not anger at him specifically but anger that had been accumulating for three days and was present in her voice as a texture rather than a direction. “I have a different name. I haven’t decided which one to use.”

“I arrived with a different name too,” he said. “It takes time to decide.”

She looked at him with the assessment recalibrating around this information. He watched her recalibrate. She was in her mid-thirties, the age he could read from the combination of physical presentation and the way she held her body, with a face that had been trained by considerable experience into an expression that was neutral by default and evaluating by function. She was competent. He could read competence in the first thirty seconds of observing how a person occupied their space and the space she occupied had the quality of someone who had made deliberate choices about their position relative to the terrain, the crack formation providing cover and a view of the approach, the specific setup of someone who had assessed their options and chosen the best available.

She had









































































































